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AUTHOR'SNOTE

To an extent, this novel deds with the legal aspects of child custody in the State of Maine. | asked
for help in underganding this subject from my friend Warren Siver, who is a fine atorney. Warren
guided me carefully, and dong the way he dso told me about a quant old device cdled the
Stenomask, which | immediately appropriated for my own fdl purposes. If I've made procedurd
migakes in the story which follows, blame me, not my legd resource. Warren dso asked me--
rather plaintivdy — if 1 could maybe put a ‘good' lawyer in my book. All | can say is tha | did my
best in that regard.

Thanks to my son Owen for technical support in Woodstock, New York, and to my friend (and
fdlow Rock Bottom Remainder) Ridley Pearson for technica support in Ketchum, Idaho. Thanks
to Pam Dorman for her sympathetic and perceptive reading of the firs draft. Thanks to Chuck
Verill for a monumenta editing job--your persona best, Chuck. Thanks to Susan Moldow, Nan
Graham, Jack Roman s, and Carolyn Reidy at Scribner for care and feeding. And thanks to Tabby,
who was there for me again when things got hard. | love you, hon.

SK.



Y es, Bartleby, stay there behind your screen, thought I;
| shal persecute you no more; you are harmless and
noisaess as any of these old chairs; in short, | never fed
S0 private as when | know you are here.

'Bartleby’
HERMAN MELVILLE

Last night | dreamt | went to Manderley again . . .

As| stood there, hushed and till, | could swear that
the house was not an empty shell but lived and breathed
asit had lived before.

Rebecca
DAPHNE DU MAURIER

Marsis heaven.
RAY BRADBURY
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CHAPTER ONE

On a very hot day in August of 1994, my wife told me she was going down to the Derry Rite Aid to
pick up a refill on her snus medicine prescription — this is Suff you can buy over the counter
these days, | believe. I'd finished my writing for the day and offered to pick it up for her. She sad
thanks, but she wanted to get a piece of fish a the supermarket next door anyway; two birds with
one sone and al of that. She blew a kiss a me off the pdm of her hand and went out. The next
time | saw her, she was on TV. That's how you identify the dead here in Derry — no walking down
a subterranean corridor with green tiles on the wals and long fluorescent bars overhead, no naked
body rolling out of a chilly drawer on casters, you just go into an office marked PRIVATE and look
at aTV screen and say yep or nope.

The Rite Aid and the Shopwell are less than a mile from our house, in a little neighborhood strip
mall which aso supports a video store, a used-book store named Spread It Around (they do a very
brisk business in my old paperbacks), a Radio Shack, and a Fast Foto. It's on Up-Mile Hill, & the
intersection of Witcham and Jackson.

She parked in front of Blockbuster Video, went into the drugstore, and did business with Mr. Joe
Wyzer, who was the druggist in those days, he has snce moved on to the Rite Aid in Bangor. At
the checkout she picked up one of those little chocolates with marshmdlow indde, this one in the
shape of a mouse. | found it later, in her purse | unwrapped it and ate it mysdf, dtting a the
kitchen table with the contents of her red handbag spread out in front of me, and it was like taking
Communion. When it was gone except for the taste of chocolate on my tongue and in my throdt, |
burdgt into tears. | sat there in the litter of her Kleenex and makeup and keys and half-finished ralls
of Certsand cried with my hands over my eyes, the way akid cries.

The snus inhder was in a Rite Aid bag. It had cost twelve dollars and eighteen cents. There was
something else in the bag, too — an item which had cost twenty-two-fifty. | looked at this other
item for a long time, seeing it but not underganding it. | was surprised, maybe even stunned, but
the idea that Johanna Arlen Noonan might have been leading another life, one | knew nothing
about, never crossed my mind. Not then.

Jo left the register, waked out into the bright, hammering sun again, swapping her regular glasses
for her prescription sunglasses as she did, and just as she stepped from benesth the drugstore's
dight overhang (I am imagining a little here, | suppose, crossing over into the country of the
noveig a little, but not by much; only by inches, and you can trus me on that), there was that
ghrewish howl of locked tires on pavement that means there's going to be ether an accident or a
very closecdl.

This time it hgppened — the sort of accident which happened a that stupid X-shaped
intersection at least once a week, it seemed. A 1989 Toyota was pulling out of the shopping-center
parking lot and turning left onto Jackson Street. Behind the whed was Mrs. Esther Eagterling of
Barrett's Orchards. She was accompanied by her friend Mrs Irene Deorsey, dso of Barett's
Orchards, who had shopped the video store without finding anything she wanted to rent. Too much
violence, Irene sad. Both women were cigarette widows. Esther could hardly have missed the
orange Public Works dump truck coming down the hill; dthough she denied this to the police, to



the newspaper, and to me when | taked to her some two months later, | think it likey that she just
forgot to look. As my own mother (another cigarette widow) used to say, The two most common
alments of the dderly are arthritis and forgetfulness. They can't be held responsible for neither.’

Driving the Public Works truck was William Fraker, of Old Cape. Mr. Fraker was thirty-eight
yeas old on the day of my wifés death, driving with his shirt off and thinking how badly he
wanted a cool shower and a cold beer, not necessarily in that order. He and three other men had
spent eight hours putting down asphdt patch out on the Harris Avenue Extension near the airport, a
hot job on a hot day, and Bill Fraker sad yeah, he might have been going a little too fass — maybe
forty in a thirty-mile-an-hour zone. He was eager to get back to the garage, sign off on the truck,
and get behind the whed of his own F-150, which had ar conditioning. Also, the dump truck's
brakes, while good enough to pass inspection, were a long way from tip-top condition. Fraker hit
them as soon as he saw the Toyota pull out in front of him (he hit his horn, as wdl), but it was too
late. He heard screaming tires — his own, and Esther's as she belatedly redized her danger — and
saw her face for just a moment.

"That was the worst part, somehow,' he told me as we sat on his porch, drinking beers — it was
October by then, and athough the sun was warm on our faces, we were both wearing swegters.
"You know how high up you st in one of those dump trucks? ' | nodded. "Well, she was looking up
to see me — craning up, you'd say — and the sun was full in her face. | could see how old she was.
| remember thinking, 'Holy shit, shé's gonna bresk like glass if | cant stop.' But old people are
tough, more often than not. They can surprise you. | mean, look a how it turned out, both those old
biddies till dive, and your wife. . ."

He stopped then, bright red color dashing into his cheeks, making him look like a boy who has
been laughed a in the schoolyard by girls who have noticed his fly is unzipped. It was comical, but
if I'd amiled, it only would have confused him.

'Mr. Noonan, I'm sorry. My mouth just sort of ran away with me.’

Its dl right,’ I told him. 'I'm over the worst of it, anyway." That was a lie, but it put us back on
track.

'‘Anyway," he said, ‘we hit. There was a loud bang, and a crumping sound when the driver's side
of the car caved in. Bresking glass, too. | was thrown againgt the whedl hard enough so | couldn't
draw a bregth without it hurting for a week or more, and | had a big bruise right here’ He drew an
arc on his chest just below the collarbones. I banged my head on the windshidd hard enough to
crack the glass, but al | got up there was a little purple knob . . . no bleeding, not even a headache.
My wife says I've just got a naurdly thick skull. | saw the woman driving the Toyota, Mrs.
Eagterling, thrown across the console between the front bucket seets. Then we were finaly stopped,
al tangled together in the middle of the street, and | got out to see how bad they were. | tdl you, |
expected to find them both dead.’

Nether of them was dead, neither of them was even unconscious, dthough Mrs. Eagterling hed
three broken ribs and a didocated hip. Mrs. Deorsey, who had been a seat away from the impact,
suffered a concusson when she rapped her head on her window. That was dl; she was 'trested and
released at Home Hospital,’ as the Derry News dways putsit in such cases.

My wife, the former Johanna Arlen of Maden, Massachusetts, saw it dl from where she stood
outsde the drugstore, with her purse dung over her shoulder and her prescription bag in one hand.
Like Bill Fraker, she must have thought the occupants of the Toyota were either dead or serioudy
hurt. The sound of the collison had been a hallow, authoritative bang which rolled through the hot
afternoon air like a bowling bal down an dley. The sound of bresking glass edged it like jagged



lace. The two vehicles were tangled violently together in the middle of Jackson Street, the dirty
orange truck looming over the pale-blue import like a bullying parent over a cowering child.

Johanna began to sprint across the parking lot bward the street. Others were doing the same dl
around her. One of them, Miss JII Dunbarry, had been window-shopping at Radio Shack when the
accident occurred. She said she thought she remembered running past Johanna — at least she was
pretty sure she remembered someone in yellow dacks — but she couldnt be sure. By then, Mrs.
Eadterling was screaming that she was hurt, they were both hurt, wouldn't somebody help her and
her friend Irene.

Hafway across the parking lot, near a little cluster of newspaper dispensars, my wife fell down.
Her purse-sirgp stayed over her shoulder, but her prescription bag dipped from her hand, and the
snusinhder did hafway out. The other item Stayed put.

No one noticed her lying there by the newspaper dispensers, everyone was focused on the
tangled vehicles, the screaming women, the spreading puddle of water and antifreeze from the
Public Works truck's ruptured radiator. (‘That's gasl' the clerk from Fast Foto shouted to anyone
who would ligen. 'That's gas, watch out she don't blow, fdlas!") | suppose one or two of the would-
be rescuers might have jumped right over her, perhaps thinking she had fainted. To assume such a
thing on a day when the temperature was pushing ninety-five degrees would not have been
unreasonable.

Roughly two dozen people from the shopping center clustered around the accident; another four
dozen or s0 came running over from Strawford Park, where a basebal game had been going on. |
imagine that dl the things you would expect to hear in such dtuations were sad, many of them
more than once. Milling around. Someone reaching through the misshapen hole which had been the
driver's-9de window to pat Esther's trembling old hand. People immediately giving way for Joe
Wyzer; a such moments anyone in a white coat automaticaly becomes the bele of the bal. In the
distance, the warble of an ambulance siren rising like shaky ar over an incinerator.

All during this lying unnoticed in the parking lot, was my wife with her purse ill over her
shoulder (indde, Hill wrapped in fail, her uneasten chocolaie-marshmdlow mouse) and her white
prescription bag near one outstretched hand. It was Joe Wyzer, hurrying back to the pharmacy to
get a compresson bandage for Irene Deorsey's head, who spotted her. He recognized her even
though she was lying face-down. He recognized her by her red har, white blouse, and yelow
dacks. He recognized her because he had waited on her not fifteen minutes before.

'Mrs. Noonan? he asked, forgetting al &bout the compresson bandage for the dazed but
apparently not too badly hurt Irene Deorsey. 'Mrs. Noonan, are you al right? Knowing aready (or
S0 | suspect; perhaps | am wrong) that she was not.

He turned her over. It took both hands to do it, and even then he had to work hard, kneding and
pushing and lifting there in the parking lot with the hest baking down from above and then
bouncing back up from the asphat. Dead people put on weight, it seems to me; both in their flesh
and in our minds, they put on weight.

There were red marks on her face. When | identified her | could see them clearly even on the
video monitor. | started to ask the assstant medical examiner what they were, but then | knew. Late
Augugt, hot pavement, eementary, my dear Watson. My wife died getting a sunburn.

Wyzer got up, saw that the ambulance had arrived, and ran toward it. He pushed his way through
the crowd and grabbed one of the attendants as he got out from behind the whedl. There€'s a woman
over there, Wyzer said, pointing toward the parking lot.

'‘Guy, weve got two women right here, and a man as wdl,’ the attendant said. He tried to pull
away, but Wyzer held on.



'Never mind them right now," he said. 'They're basicdly okay. The woman over there isn't.

The woman over there was dead, and I'm pretty sure Joe Wyzer knew it . . . but he had his
priorities draight. Give him tha. And he was convincing enough to get both paramedics moving
away from the tangle of truck and Toyota, in spite of Esther Eagterling's cries of pain and the
rumbles of protest from the Greek chorus.

When they got to my wife, one of the paramedics was quick to confirm what Joe Wyzer had
aready suspected. 'Holy shit,’ the other one said. 'What happened to her?

'Heart, mogt likely,' the first one said. 'She got excited and it just blew out on her.'

But it wasn't her heart. The autopsy reveded a brain aneurysm which she might have been living
with, dl unknown, for as long as five years. As she sprinted across the parking lot toward the
accident, that weak vessd in her cerebra cortex had blown like a tire, drowning her control-centers
in blood and killing her. Death had probably not been ingtantaneous, the assstant medical examiner
told me, but it had dill come swiftly enough . . . and she wouldn't have suffered. Just one big black
nova, al sensation and thought gone even before she hit the pavement.

'‘Can | help you in any way, Mr. Noonan? the assstant ME asked, turning me gently away from
the Hill face and closed eyes on the video monitor. ‘Do you have questions? I'll answer them if |
can.'

‘Just one,' | said.

| told him what sheéld purchased in the drugstore just before she died. Then | asked my question.

The days leading up to the funerd and the funerd itsdf ae dreamlike in my memory — the
cleerest memory | have is of eating Jo's chocolate mouse and crying . . . crying modly, | think,
because | knew how soon the taste of it would be gone. | had one other crying fit a few days after
we buried her, and | will tel you about that one shortly.

| was glad for the arivd of Jo's family, and paticularly for the arivd of her oldest brother,
Frank. 1t was Frank Arlen — fifty, red-cheeked, portly, and with a head of lush dark hair — who
organized the arrangements . . . who wound up actudly dickering with the funerd director.

'l can't believeyou did that,' | said later, as we sat in a booth at Jack's Pub, drinking beers.

'He was trying to stick it to you, Mikey,' he said. 'l hate guys like that. He reached into his back
pocket, brought out a handkerchief, and wiped absently a his cheeks with it. He hadn't broken
down — none of the Arlens broke down, at least not when | was with them — but Frank had leaked
deadily dl day; helooked like a man suffering from savere conjunctivitis

There had been six Arlen sbs in dl, Jo the youngest and the only girl. She had been the pet of
her big brothers. | suspect that if I'd had anything to do with her death, the five of them would have
torn me gpart with their bare hands. As it was, they formed a protective shidld around me instead,
and that was good. | suppose | might have muddled through without them, but | don't know how.

| was thirty-sx, remember. You don't expect to have to bury your wife when youre thirty-Sx
and she hersdlf istwo years younger. Death was the last thing on our minds.

If a guy gets caught taking your stereo out of your car, they cdl it theft and put him in jall,
Frank said. The Arlens had come from Massachusetts, and | could sill hear Maden in Frank's
voice — caught was coowat, car was cah, cal was caul. 'If the same guy is trying to sdl a grieving
husband a three-thousand-dollar casket for forty-five hundred dollars, they cdl it busness and ask
him to spesk at the Rotary Club luncheon. Greedy asshole, | fed him hislunch, didn't 1?7

'Yes. You did.

'Y ou okay, Mikey?

'I'm okay.'



‘Sincerely okay?

'How the fuck should | know? | asked him, loud enough to turn some heads in a nearby booth.
And then: 'She was pregnant.’

Hisface grew very ill. 'What?

| struggled to keep my voice down. 'Pregnant. Six or seven weeks, according to the . . . you
know, the autopsy. Did you know? Did she tell you?

'No! Chrigt, no!" But there was a funny lbok on his face, as if she had told him something. 'l knew
you were trying, of course . . . she said you had a low sperm count and it might take a little while,
but the doctor thought you guysd probably . . . sooner or later you'd probably . . . ' He trailed off,
looking down at his hands. They can tell that, huh? They check for that?

"They can tell. Asfor checking, | don't know if they do it automaticaly or not. | asked.'

"Why?

'She didnt just buy snus medicine before she died. She dso bought one of those home
pregnancy-testing kits.'

'Y ou had no idea? No clue?

| shook my head. He reached across the table and squeezed my shoulder. 'She wanted to be sure,
that'sal. Y ou know that, don't you?

A refill on my sinus medicine and a piece of fish, shed sad. Looking like dways. A woman off
to run a couple of errands. We had been trying to have a kid for eight years, but she had looked just
like dways.

'Sure,’ | said, patting Frank's hand. 'Sure, big guy. | know.'

It was be Arlens — led by Frank who handled Johannds send off. As the writer of the family, |
was assigned the obituary. My brother came up from Virginia with my mom and my aunt and was
dlowed to tend the guest-book at the viewings. My mother — dmost completdly ga-ga a the age
of gxty-9x, athough the doctors refused to cdl it Alzhemer's — lived in Memphis with her Sdter,
two years younger and only dightly less wonky. They were in charge of cutting the cake and the
pies at the funera reception.

Everything dse was aranged by the Arlens, from the viewing hours to the components of the
funerd ceremony. Frank and Victor, the second-youngest brother, spoke brief tributes. Jo's dad
offered a prayer for his daughter's soul. And at the end, Pete Breedlove, the boy who cut our grass
in the summer and reked our yard in the fdl, brought everyone to tears by snging 'Blessed
Assurance, which Frank said had been Jo's favorite hymn as a girl. How Frank found Pete and
persuaded him to sing at the funerd is something | never found out.

We got through it — the afternoon and evening viewings on Tueday, the funerd service on
Wednesday morning, then the little pray-over at Fairlawn Cemetery. What | remember most was
thinking how haot it was, how logt | fdt without having Jo to tak to, and that | wished | had bought
a new pair of shoes. Jo would have pestered me to death about the ones | was wearing, if she had
been there.

Later on | talked to my brother, Sid, told him we had to do something about our mother and Aunt
Francine before the two of them disappeared completely into the Twilight Zone. They were too
young for anurang home; what did Sd advise?

He advised something, but I'll be damned if | know what it was. | agreed to it, | remember that,
but not what it was. Later that day, Siddy, our mom, and our aunt climbed back into Siddy's rental
car for the drive to Boston, where they would spend the night and then grab the Southern Crescent



the following day. My brother is hgppy enough to chaperone the old folks, but he doesn't fly, even
if the tickets are on me. He cdlams there are no breakdown lanes in the sky if the engine quits.

Mogt of the Arlens left the next day. Once more it was dog-hat, the sun glaring out of a white-
haze sky and lying on everything like meted brass. They stood in front of our house — which had
become soldy my house by then — with three taxis lined up at the curb behind them, big gdoots
hugging one ancther amid the litter of tote-bags and saying their goodbyes in those foggy
Massachusetts accents.

Frank stayed another day. We picked a big bunch of flowers behind the house — not those
ghedly-smelling hothouse things whose aroma | aways associate with desth and organ-music but
red flowers, the kind Jo liked best — and stuck them in a couple of coffee cans | found in the back
pantry. We went out to Fairlavn and put them on the new grave. Then we just sat there for awhile
under the begting sun.

'She was dways just the sweetest thing in my life] Frank said at last n a strange, muffled voice.
'We took care of Jo when we were kids. Us guys. No one messed with Jo, I'll tell you. Anyone
tried, we'd feed em their lunch.’

'Shetold me alot of stories!

‘Good ones?

'Y eah, red good.'

I'm going to miss her so much.’

'Me, too, | said. 'Frank . .. lisen ... | know you were her favorite brother. She never cdled
you, maybe just to say that she missed a period or was feding whoopsy in the morning? You can
tell me. | won't be pissed.’

‘But she didn't. Honest to God. Was she whoopsy in the morning?

‘Not that | saw." And that was just it. | hadn't seen anything. Of course I'd been writing, and when
| write | pretty much trance out. But she knew where | went in those trances. She could have found
me and shaken me fully awake. Why hadn't she? Why would she hide good news? Not wanting to
tell me until she was sure was plaugible.. . . but it somehow wasn't Jo.

'Was it aboy or agirl? he asked.

‘A girl.!

We'd had names picked out and waiting for most of our mariage. A boy would have been
Andrew. Our daughter would have been Kia. Kia Jane Noonan.

Frank, divorced six years and on his own, had been staying with me. On our way back to the house
he said, 'l worry about you, Mikey. You havent got much family to fal back on a a time like this,
and what you do have isfar away.'

I'll bedl right,' | said. He nodded.

"That'swhat we say, anyway, isnt it?

'We?

'Guys. I'll bedl right.’

And if were not, we try to make sure no one knows it.' He looked a me, eyes ill lesking,
handkerchief in one big sunburned hand. ‘If youre not dl right, Mikey, and you dont want to cdl
your brother — | saw the way you looked a him — let me be your brother. For Jo's sake if not your
own.'

'‘Okay," | sad, respecting and gppreciating the offer, dso knowing | would do no such thing. |
don't cal people for help. It's not because of the way | was raised, at least | don't think so; it's the
way | was made. Johanna once said that if | was drowning a Dark Score Lake, where we have a



summer home, | would die dlently fifty feet out from the public beach rather than yel for hdp. It's
not a question of love or affection. | can give those and | can take them. | fed pan like anyone ese.
| need to touch and be touched. But if someone asks me, 'Are you dl right? | cant answer no. |
can't say help me.

A couple of hours later Frank left for the southern end of the state. When he opened the car door,
| was touched to see that the taped book he was ligening to was one of mine. He hugged me, then
surprised me with a kiss on the mouth, a good hard smack. 'If you need to tak, cal,’ he said. 'And if
you need to be with someone, just come.’

| nodded.

'And be careful !

That gartled me. The combination of heat and grief had made me fed as if | had been living in a
dream for the last few days, but that got through.

‘Careful of what?

'l don't know," he said. 'l don't know, Mikey." Then he got into his car — he was so big and it was
0 little that he looked as if he were wearing it — and drove away. The sun was going down by
then. Do you know how the sun looks a the end of a hot day in August, dl orange and somehow
sguashed, as if an invisble hand were pushing down on the top of it and & any moment it might
just pop like an overfilled mosquito and splatter al over the horizon? It was like that. In the ess,
where it was dready dark, thunder was rumbling. But there was no rain that night, only a dark that
came down as thick and gifling as a blanket. All the same, | dipped in front of the word processor
and wrote for an hour or s0. It went pretty well, as | remember. And you know, even when it
doesnt, it passes the time.

My second crying fit came three or four days after the funerd. Tha sense of being in a dream
perssted — | walked, | taked, | answered the phone, | worked on my book, which had been about
eghty percent complete when Jo died — but dl the time there was this dear sense of
disconnection, a feding that everything was going on a a disgance from the rea me, that | was
more or less phoning it in.

Denise Breedlove, Pete's mother, caled and asked if | wouldn't like her to bring a couple of her
friends over one day the following week and give the big old Edwardian pile | now lived in done
— rolling around in it like the lagt pea in a restaurant-sized can — a good stem-to-stern cleaning.
They would do it, she sad, for a hundred dollars split even among the three of them, and mosly
because it wasn't good for me to go on without it. There had to be a scrubbing after a death, she
sad, even if the death didn't happen in the house itsdlf.

| told her it was a fine idea, but | would pay her and the women she brought a hundred dollars
esch for sx hours work. At the end of the six hours, | wanted the job done. And if it wasn't, | told
her, it would be done, anyway.

'Mr. Noonan, that's far too much,’ she said.

'Maybe and maybe not, but it's what I'm paying,' | said. 'Will you do it?

She said she would, of course she would.

Perhaps predictably, | found mysdf going through the house on the evening before they came,
doing a pre-cleaning ingpection. | guess | didnt want the women (two of whom would be complete
drangers to me) finding anything that would embarrass them or me: a par of Johannas slk panties
suffed down behind the sofa cushions, perhaps (‘We are often overcome on the sofa, Michadl,” she
said to me once, 'have you noticed?), or beer cans under the loveseat on the sunporch, maybe even
an unflushed toilet. In truth, | cant tell you any one thing | was looking for; that sense of operating



in a dream 4ill held firm control over my mind. The dearest thoughts | had during those days were
either about the end of the novel | was writing (the psychotic killer had lured my heroine to a high-
rise building and meant to push her off the roof) or about the Norco Home Pregnancy Test Jo had
bought on the day she died. Sinus prescription, she had said. Piece of fish for supper, she had said.
And her eyes had shown me nothing else | needed to look at twice.

Near the end of my 'pre-cleaning,’ | looked under our bed and saw an open paperback on Jo's
sde. She hadn't been dead long, but few household lands are so dusty as the Kingdom of Underbed,
and the light-gray coating | saw on the book when | brought it out made me think of Johannas face
and hands in her coffin — Jo in the Kingdom of Underground. Did it get dusty ingde a coffin?
Surely not, but —

| pushed the thought away. It pretended to go, but adl day long it kept creeping back, like
Tolstoy's white bear.

Johanna and | had both been English mgors at the University of Maine, and like many others, |
reckon, we fdl in love to the sound of Shakespeare and the Tilbury Town cyniciam of Edwin
Arlington Robinson. Yet the writer who had bound us closest together was no college-friendly poet
or essayis but W. Somerset Maugham, that ederly globetrotting noveist-playwright with the
reptile's face (aways obscured by cigarette smoke in his photographs, it seems) and the romantic's
heart. So it did not surprise me much to find that the book under the bed was The Moon and
Sxpence. | had read it mysdf as a late teenager, not once but twice, identifying passionately with
the character of Charles Strickland. (It was writing | wanted to do in the South Seas, of course, not
painting.)

She had been using a playing card from some defunct deck as her place-marker, and as | opened
the book, | thought of something she had said when | ves firs getting to know her. In Twentieth-
Century British Lit, this had been, probably in 1980. Johanna Arlen had been a fiery little
sophomore. | was a senior, picking up the Twentieth-Century Brits smply because | had time on
my hands that last semester. 'A hundred years from now, she had sad, ‘the shame of the mid-
twentieth-century literary critics will be that they embraced Lawrence and ignored Maugham.! This
was gregted with contemptuoudy good-natured laughter (they dl knew Women in Love was one of
the greastest damn books ever written), but | didn't laugh. | fdll in love.

The playing card marked pages 102 and 103 — Dirk Stroeve has just discovered that his wife
has left him for Strickland, Maugham's verson of Paul Gauguin. The narrator tries to buck Stroeve
up. My dear fellow, don't be unhappy. She'll come back . . .

'Easy for you to say,' | murmured to the room which now belonged just to me.

| turned the page and read this. Strickland's injurious calm robbed Stroeve of his self-control
Blind rage seized him, and without knowing what he was doing he flung himself on Srickland.
Strickland was taken by surprise and he staggered, but he was very strong, even after his illness,
and in a moment, he did not exactly know how, Stroeve found himself on the floor.

"You funny little man,’ said Srickland.

It occurred to me that Jo was never going to turn the page and hear Strickland call the pathetic
Stroeve a funny little man. In a moment of brilliant epiphany | have never forgotten — how could
I? it was one of the wors moments of my life — | understood it wasn't a mistake that would be
rectified, or adream from which | would awaken. Johanna was dead.

My strength was robbed by grief. If the bed hadn't been there, | would have falen to the floor.
We weep from our eyes, it's dl we can do, but on that evening | fdt as if every pore of my body
were weeping, every crack and cranny. | sat there on her side of the bed, with her dusty paperback
copy of The Moon and Sxpence in my hand, ad | wailed. | think it was surprise as much as pain;



in spite of the corpse | had seen and identified on a high-resolution video monitor, in spite of the
funerd and Pete Breedlove snging 'Blessed Assurance in his high, sweet tenor voice, in spite of
the gravesde sarvice with its ashes to ashes and dust to dudt, | hadn't redly believed it. The
Penguin paperback did for me what the big gray coffin had not: it indgsted she was dead.

You funny little man, said Strickland.

| lay back on our bed, crossed my forearms over my face, and cried myself to deep that way as
children do when they're unhappy. | had an awful dream. In it | woke up, saw the paperback of The
Moon and Sxpence ill lying on the coverlet besde me, and decided to put it back under the bed
where | had found it. You know how confused dreams are — logic like Ddi clocks gone so soft
they lie over the branches of trees like throw-rugs.

| put the playing-card bookmark back between pages 102 and 103 — a turn of the index finger
away from You funny little man, said Strickland now and forever — and rolled onto my sde,
hanging my head over the edge of the bed, meaning to put the book back exactly where | had found
it.

Jo was lying there amid the dust-kitties. A strand of cobweb hung down from the bottom of the
box spring and caressed her cheek like afesther.

Her red hair looked dull, but her eyes were dark and dert and baeful in her white face. And
when she spoke, | knew that death had driven her insane.

'Give me that,’ she hissed. 'It's my dust-catcher.' She snatched it out of my hand before | could
offer it to her. For a moment our fingers touched, and hers were as cold as twigs after a frost. She
opened the book to her place, the playing card fluttering out, and placed 5merset Maugham over
her face — a shroud of words. As she crossed her hands on her bosom and lay ill, | redized she
was wearing the blue dress | had buried her in. She had come out of her grave to hide under our
bed.

| awoke with a muffled cry and apanful jerk that dmost tumbled me off the sde of the bed. |
hadn't been adegp long — the tears were ill damp on my cheeks, and my eydids had that funny
dretched fed they get after a bout of weeping. The dream had been so vivid that | had to roll on my
sde, hang my head down, and peer under the bed, sure she would be there with the book over her
face, that she would reach out with her cold fingers to touch me.

There was nothing there, of course — dreams are just dreams. Nevertheless, | spent he rest of
the night on the couch in my dudy. It was the right choice, | guess, because there were no more
dreams that night. Only the nothingness of good deep.



CHAPTER TWO

| never suffered from writer's block during the ten years of my mariage, and did not suffer it
immediately after Johannas deeth. | was in fact so unfamiliar with the condition that it had pretty
well st in before | knew anything out of the ordinary was going on. | think this was because in my
heart | bedieved tha such conditions only affected 'literary” types of the sort who are discussed,
decongtructed, and sometimes dismissed in the New York Review of Books

My writing career and my marriage covered dmost exactly the same span. | finished the firgt
draft of my firg novel, Being Two, not long after Jo and | became officialy engaged (I popped an
opd ring on the third finger of her left hand, a hundred and ten bucks at Day's Jewdlers, and quite
a bit more than | could afford at the time . . . but Johanna seemed utterly trilled with it), and |
finished my lagt nove, All the Way from the Top, about a month after she was declared dead. This
was the one about the psychatic killer with the love of high places. It was published in the fdl of
1995. | have published other novels snce then — a paradox | can explan — but | dont think
therell be a Michad Noonan nove on any lig in the foreseeable future. | know what writer's block
isnow, al right. I know more about it than | ever wanted to.

When | hestantly showed Jo the firg draft of Being Two, she read it in one evening, curled up in
her favorite chair, wearing nothing but panties and a tee-shirt with the Mane black bear on the
front, drinking glass after glass of iced tea | went out to the garage (we were renting a house in
Bangor with another couple on as shaky financial ground as we were. . and no, Jo and | weren't
quite married a that point, athough as far as | know, that opd ring never left her finger) and
puttered amledy, feding like a guy in a New Yorker cartoon one of those about funny felows in
the delivery waiting room. As | remember, | fucked up a so-gmple-a-child-can-do-it birdhouse kit
and dmog cut off the index finger of my left hand. Every twenty minutes or so I'd go back indde
and peek at Jo. If she noticed, she gave no sign. | took that as hopeful.
| was dtting on the back stoop, looking up at the stars and smoking, when she came out, sat

down beside me, and put her hand on the back of my neck.

'Wdl? | sad.

'It's good,’ she said. 'Now why don't you come insde and do me? And before | could answer, the
panties she had been wearing dropped in my lap in alittle whisper of nylon.

Afterward, lying in bed and eating oranges (a vice we later outgrew), | asked her: 'Good as in
publishable?

'Wdll,' she said, 'l dont know anything about the glamorous world of publishing, but I've been
reeding for pleasure dl my life— Curious George was my firs love, if you want to know —*

I don't." She leaned over and popped an orange segment into my mouth, her breast warm and
provocetive agang my am. ' — and | read this with greet plessure. My prediction is that your
career as a reporter for the Derry News is never going to survive its rookie stage. | think I'm going
to be anovdig's wife!

Her words thrilled me — actudly brought goosebumps out on my arms. No, she didnt know
anything about the glamorous world of publishing, but if she believed, | bdieved . . . and belief



turned out to be the right course. | got an agent through my old creative-writing teacher (who read
my nove and damned it with fant prase, seang its commercid qudities as a kind of heresy, |
think), and the agent sold Being Two to Random House, the first publisher to seeiit.

Jo was right about my career as a reporter, as wel. | spent four months covering flower shows,
drag races, and bean suppers at about a hundred a week before my first check from Random House
camnein — $27,000, after the agent's commission had been deducted. | wasn't in the newsroom long
enough to get even that firs minor bump in sday, but they had a going-away party for me just the
same. At Jack's Pub, this was, now that | think of it. There was a banner hung over the tables in the
back room which said GOOD LUCK MIKE — WRITE ON! Later, when we got home, Johanna said that
if envy was acid, there would have been nothing left of me but my belt-buckle and three teeth.

Later, in bed with the lights out — the last orange eaten and the lagt cigarette shared — | said,
'No one's ever going to confuse it with Look Homeward, Angel, are they? My book, | meant. She
knew it, just as she knew | had been fairly depressed by my old crestive-writing teacher's response
to Two.

'You aren't going to pull alot of frudtrated-artist crap on me, are you? she asked, getting up on
one ebow. 'If you are | wish youd tell me now, so | can pick up one of those do-it-yoursdf
divorce kits firg thing in the morning.’

| was amused, but dso a little hurt. 'Did you see that first press release from Random House? |
knew she had. "They're just about calling me V. C. Andrews with a prick, for God's sake.'

'Well,;' she sad, lightly grabbing the object in question, ‘you do have a prick. As far as what
they're cdling you . . . Mike, when | was in third grade, Patty Banning used to cadl me a booger-
hooker. But | wasn't.'

'Perception is everything.'

‘Bullshit.! She was Hill holding my dick and now gave it a formidable squeeze that hurt a little
and fdt absolutdly wonderful a the same time. That crazy old trouser mouse never redly cared
what it got in those days, as long as there was a lot of it. Happiness is everything. Are you happy
when you write, Mike?

'Sure.’ It was what she knew, anyway.

'And does your conscience bother you when you write?

'When | write, theré's nothing I'd rather do except this,' | said, and rolled on top of her.

'Oh dear,’ she said in that prissy little voice that dways cracked me up. There's a penis between
us.

And as we made love, | redized a wonderful thing or two: that she had meant it when she sad
she redly liked my book (hdl, I'd known she liked it just from the way she sa in the wing chair
reading it, with a lock of hair faling over her brow and her bare legs tucked beneath her), and that |
didnt need to be ashamed of what | had written . . . not in her eyes, a least. And one other
wonderful thing: her perception, joined with my own to make the true binocular vison nothing but
marriage alows, was the only perception that mattered.

Thank God she was a Maugham fan.

| was V. C. Andrews with a prick for ten years . . . fourteen, if you add in the post-Johanna years.
Thefirg five were with Random; then my agent got a huge offer from Putnam and | jumped.

Youve seen my name on a lot of bestsdler ligs . . . if, that is, your Sunday paper caries a list
that goes up to fifteen ingead of just listing the top ten. | was never a Clancy, Ludlum, or Grisham,
but | moved a far number of hardcovers (V. C. Andrews never did, Harold Oblowski, my agent,
told me once; the lady was pretty much a paperback phenomenon) and once got as high as number



five on the Times lig . . . that was with my second book, The Red-Shirt Man. Ironicaly, one of the
books that kept me from going higher was Steel Machine, by Thad Beaumont (writing as George
Stark). The Beaumonts had a summer place in Castle Rock back in those days, not even fifty miles
south of our place on Dark Score Lake. Thad's dead now. Suicide. | don't know if it had anything to
do with writer's block or not.

| stood just outside the magic circle of the mega-bestsdlers, but 1 never minded that. We owned
two homes by the time | was thirty-one: the lovely old Edwardian in Derry and, in western Maine, a
lakesde log home dmost big awough to be cdled a lodge — that was Sara Laughs, so caled by the
locas for nearly a century. And we owned both places free and clear a a time of life when many
couples congder themsdves lucky just to have fought their way to mortgage approva on a garter
home. We were hedthy, fathful, and with our fun-bones 4ill fully atached. | wasnt Thomas
Woalfe (not even Tom Wolfe or Tobias Wolff), but | was being paid to do what | loved, and theré's
no gig on earth better than thet; it's like alicense to Stedl.

| was what midlig fiction used to be in the forties: criticaly ignored, genre-oriented (in my case
the genre was Lovdy Young Woman on Her Own Meets Fascingting Stranger), but wel
compensated and with the kind of shabby acceptance accorded to state-sanctioned whorehouses in
Nevada, the feding seeming to be that some outlet for the baser ingincts should be provided and
someone had to do That Sort of Thing. | did That Sort of Thing enthusagticdly (and sometimes
with Jo's enthusiagtic connivarce, if | came to a particularly problematic plot crossroads), and at
some point around the time of George Bush's eection, our accountant told us we were millionaires.

We weren't rich enough to own a jet (Grisham) or a pro footbal team (Clancy), but by the
dandards of Derry, Mane, we were quite rolling in it. We made love thousands of times, saw
thousands of movies, read thousands of books (Jo storing hers under her side of the bed a the end
of the day, more often than not). And perhaps the greatest blessng was that we never knew how
ghort the time was.

More than once | wondered if bresking the ritud is what led to the writer's block. In the daytime, |
could dismiss this as supernatural twaddle but a night that was harder to do. At night your thoughts
have an unpleasant way of dipping their collars and running free. And if youve spent most of your
adult life making fictions, I'm sure those collars are even looser and the dogs less eager to wear
them. Was it Shaw or Oscar Wilde who said a writer was a man who had taught his mind to
misbehave?

And is it redly s0 fa-fetched to think that bresking the ritua might have played a pat in my
sudden and unexpected (unexpected by me, at least) slence? When you make your daily bread in
the land of make-believe, the line between what is and wha seems to be is much finer. Panters
sometimes refuse to paint without wearing a certain hat, and basebdl players who are hitting well
won't change their socks.

The ritual started with the second book, which was the only one | remember being nervous about
— | suppose I'd absorbed a fair amount of that sophomore-jinx duff; the idea that one hit might
only be a fluke | remember an American Lit lecturer's once saying that of modern American
writers, only Harper Lee had found a fool proof way of avoiding the second-book blues.

When | reached the end of The Red-Shirt Man, | stopped just short of finishing. The Edwardian
on Benton Street in Derry was gill two years in the future at that point, but we had purchased Sara
Laughs, the place on Dark Score (not anywhere near as furnished as it later became, and Jo's studio
not yet built, but nice), and that's where we were.



| pushed back from my typewriter — | was 4ill dinging to my old IBM Sdectric in those days
— and went into the kitchen. 1t was mid-September, most of the summer people were gone, and the
crying of the loons on the lake sounded inexpressibly lovely. The sun was going down, and the lake
itsedf had become a 4ill and hestless plate of fire. This is one of the most vivid memories | have, so
clear | sometimes fed | could gtep right into it and live it dl agan. What things, if any, would | do
differently? | sometimes wonder about that.

Early that evening | had put a bottle of Taittinger ad two flutes in the fridge. Now | took them
out, put them on a tin tray that was usudly employed to transport pitchers of iced tea or Kool-Aid
from the kitchen to the deck, and carried it before me into the living room.

Johanna was deep in her ratty old easy chair, reading a book (not Maugham that night but
William Denbrough, one of her contemporary favorites). '‘Ooo," she said, looking up and marking
her place. 'Champagne, what's the occasion? Asif, you understand, she didn't know.

I'mdone,' | said. 'Mon livre est tout fini.'

'Wdl," she said, smiling and taking one of the flutes as | bent down to her with the tray, ‘then
that's dl right, isn't it?

| redlize now that the essence of the ritud — the part that was dive and powerful, like the one
true magic word in a mouthful of gibberish — was that phrase. We amost dways had champagne,
and she dmost dways came into the office with me afterward for the other thing, but not dways.

Once, five years or 0 before she died, she was in Irdand, vacaioning with a girlfriend, when |
finished a book. | drank the champagne by mysdf that time, and entered the last line by mysdf as
well (by then | was usng a Macintosh which did a billion different things and which | used for only
one) and never los a minute's deep over it. But | cdled her a the inn where she and her friend
Bryn were staying; | told her | had finished, and listened as she said the words I'd cdlled to hear —
words that dipped into an Irish tephone ling, travelled to a microwave transmitter, rose like a
prayer to some satellite, and then came back down to my ear: 'Well, then that's dl right, isn't it?

This custom began, as | say, after the second book. When wed each had a glass of champagne
and a refill, 1 took her into the office, where a single sheet of paper ill stuck out of my forest-
green Sdlectric. On the lake, one last loon cried down dark, that cal that dways sounds to me like
something rusty turning dowly in thewind. 'l thought you said you were dore,’ she said.

'Everything but the lagt line' | said. The book, such as it is, is dedicated to you, and | want you
to put down the last bit.’

She didn't laugh or protest or get gushy, just looked a me to see if | redly meant it. | nodded that
| did, and she s& in my char. She had been svimming earlier, and her hair was pulled back and
threaded through a white dagtic thing. It was wet, and two shades darker red than usua. | touched
it. It was like touching damp glk.

'Paragraph indent? she asked, as serioudy as a girl from the steno pool about to take dictation
from the big boss.

'No," | sad, 'this continues." And then | spoke the line I'd been holding in my head ever since |
got up to pour the champagne."He dipped the chain over her head, and then the two of them
walked down the steps to where the car was parked.™

She typed it, then looked around and up a me expectantly. That's it,’ | said. "You can write The
End, | guess!'

Jo hit the RETURN button twice, centered the @rriage, and typed The End under the last line of
prose, the IBM's Courier type bal (my favorite) spinning out the lettersin their obedient dance.

'What's the chain he dips over her head? she asked me.

"You'll have to read the book to find out.'



With her ditting in my desk chair and me standing beside her, she was in perfect pogtion to put
her face where she did. When she spoke, her lips moved againg the most sendtive pat of me,
There were a pair of cotton shorts between us and that was dl.

'Ve haff vays off making you tak, she said.
I'll just bet you do,' | said.

| a least made a stab at the ritual on the day | finished All the Way from the Top. It fet hollow,
form from which the magical substance had departed, but I'd expected that. | didn't do it out of
superdtition but out of respect and love. A kind of memorid, if you will. Or, if you will, Johannas
red funerd service, finaly taking place amonth after she wasin the ground.

It was the last third of September, and 4ill hot — the hottest late summer | can remember. All
during that fina sad push on the book, | kept thinking how much | missed her . . . but that never
dowed me down. And herés something dse hot as it was in Dery, so hot | usudly worked in
nothing but a pair of boxer shorts, | never once thought of going to our place a the lake. It was as if
my memory of Sara Laughs had been entirdly wiped from my mind. Perhgps that was because by
thetime| finished Top, that truth wasfindly sinking in.

She wasnt jud in Irdand this time. My office a the lake is tiny, but has a view. The office in
Derry is long, book-lined, and windowless. On this particular evening, the overhead fans — there
are three of them — were on and paddling at the soupy ar. | came in dressed in shorts, a tee-shirt,
and rubber thong sandas, carrying a tin Coke tray with the bottle of champagne and the two chilled
glasses on it. At the far end of that railroad-car room, under an eave so steep I'd had to amost
crouch s0 as not to bang my head when | got up (over the years I'd dso had to withstand Jo's
protests that 1'd picked the absolute worst place in the room for a workstation), the screen of my
Macintosh glowed with words.

| thought | was probably inviting another sorm of grief — -maybe the worst ssorm — but | went
ahead anyway . . . and our emotions aways surprise us, dont they? There was no weeping and
walling that night; | guess dl that was out of my system. Instead there was a degp and wretched
sense of loss — the empty chair where she used to like to St and read, the empty table where she
would aways set her glass too close to the edge.

| poured a glass of champagne, let the foam settle, then picked it up. 'I'm done, Jo,' | said as | sat
there beneath the paddling fans. 'So that's dl right, isn't it?

There was no response. In light of al that came later, | think that's worth repeeting — there was
no response. | didn't sense, as| later did, that | was not alone in aroom which appeared empty.

| drank the champagne, put the glass back on the Coke tray, then filled the other one. | took it
over to the Mac and sat down where Johanna would have been dtting, if not for everyone's favorite
loving God. No weeping and wailing, but my eyes prickled with tears. The words on the screen
were these:

today wasn't so bad, she supposed. She crossed the grass to her car, and
laughed when she saw the white square of paper under the windshield. Cam
Delancey, who refused to be discouraged, or to take no for an answer, had
invited her to another of his Thursday-night wine-tasting parties. She took the
paper, started to tear it up, then changed her mind and stuck it in the hip
pocket of her jeans, instead.

'No paragraph indent,' | said, ‘this continues.” Then | keyboarded the line I'd been holding in my
head ever snce | got up to get the champagne.



There was a whole world out there; Cam Delancey's wine-tasting was as good a
place to start as any.

| stopped, looking at the little flashing cursor. The tears were ill prickling at the corners of my
eyes, but | repeat that there were no cold drafts around my ankles, no spectra fingers at the nape of
my neck. | hit RETURN twice. | clicked on CENTER. | typed The End below the last line of prose, and
then | toasted the screen with what should have been Jo's glass of champagne.

'Here's to you, babe,' | said. 'l wish you were here. | miss you like hell." My voice wavered a little
on that last word, but didn't breek. | drank the Taittinger, saved my find line of copy, transferred

the whole works to floppy disks, then backed them up. And except for notes, grocery lists, and
checks, that was the last writing | did for four years.



CHAPTER THREE

My publisher didn't know, my editor Debra Weinstock didn't know, my agent Harold Oblowski
didnt know. Frank Arlen didn't know, either, athough on more than one occason | had been
tempted to tell him. Let me be your brother. For Jo's sake if not your own, he told me on the day he
went back to his printing busness and modly solitary life in the southern Maine town of Sanford. |
had never expected to take him up on that, and didnt — not in the dementa cry-for-help way he
might have been thinking about — but | phoned him every couple of weeks or so. Guy-tak, you
know — How's it going, Not too bad, cold as a witch's tit, Yeah, here, too, You want to go down to
Boston if I can get Bruins tickets, Maybe next year, pretty busy right now, Yeah, | know how that is,
seeya, Mikey, Okay, Frank, keep your wee-wee in the teepee. Guy-talk.
I'm pretty sure that once or twice he asked me if | was working on a new book, and | think | said
Oh, fuck it — that's a lie, okay? One s0 ingrown that now I'm even telling it to mysdlf. He asked,
dl right, and | dways said yeah, | was working on a new book, it was going good, real good. | was
tempted more than once to tel him | can't write two paragraphs without going into total mental
and physical doglock — my heartbeat doubles, then triples, | get short of breath and then start to
pant, my eyes feel like they're going to pop out of my head and hang there on my cheeks. I'm like a
claustrophobe in a sinking submarine. That's how it's going, thanks for asking, but | never did. |
don't cal for help. | can't cdl for help. I think | told you that.

From my admittedly prgudiced standpoint, successful noveliss — even modestly successful
noveiss — have got the best gig in the credtive arts. It's true that people buy more CDS than
books, go to more movies, and watch a lot more TV. But the arc of productivity is longer for
novelists, perhaps because readers are a little brighter than fans of the non-written arts, and thus
have margindly longer memories. David Soul of Sarsky and Hutch is God knows where, same
with that peculiar white rgpper Vanilla Ice, but in 1994, Herman Wouk, James Michener, and
Norman Mailer were dl ill around; talk about when dinosaurs walked the earth.

Arthur Halley was writing a new book (that was the rumor, anyway, and it turned out to be true),
Thomas Harris could take seven years between Lecters and il produce bestsdlers, and dthough
not heard from in amog forty years, J D. Sdinger was dill a hot topic in English casses and
informa coffee-house literary groups. Readers have a loyalty that cannot ke matched anywhere ese
in the cregtive arts, which explains why so many writers who have run out of gas can keep coasting
anyway, propelled onto the bestsdler lists by the magic words AUTHOR OF on the covers of ther
books.

What the publisher wants in return, especidly from an author who can be counted on to sl
500,000 or s0 copies of each novel in hardcover and a million more in paperback, is perfectly
ample a book a year. That, the wadlahs in New York have determined, is the optimum. Three
hundred and eighty pages bound by gring or glue every twelve months, a beginning, a middle, and
an end, continuing main character like Kinsey Millhone or Kay Scarpetta optiond but very much
preferred. Readers love continuing characters; it's like coming back to family.



Less than a book a year and youre screwing up the publisher's investment in you, hampering
your busness manager's ability to continue floating dl of your credit cards, and jeopardizing your
agent's ability to pay his drink on time. Also, there's dways some fan dtrition when you take too
long. Can't be helped. Just as, if you publish too much, there are readers who'll say, 'Phew, I've had
enough of thisguy for awhile, it'sdl sarting to taste like beans!’

| tdl you dl this so youll understand how | could spend four years usng my computer as the
world's most expensive Scrabble board, and no one ever suspected. Writer's block? What writer's
block? We don't got no steenkin writer's block. How could anyone think such a thing when there
was a new Michael Noonan suspense nove appearing each fall just like clockwork, perfect for your
late-summer pleasure reading, folks, and by the way, don't forget that the holidays are coming and
that al your rdatives would dso probably enjoy the new Noonan, which can he had at Borders a a
thirty percent discount, oy vay, such aded.

The secret is smple, and | am not the only popular novdist in America who knows it — if the
rumors are correct, Danielle Sted (to name just one) has been usng the Noonan Formula for
decades. You see, dthough | have published a book a year garting with Being Two in 1984, | wrote
two booksin four of those ten years, publishing one and ratholing the other.

| don't remember ever talking about this with Jo, and since she never asked, | dways assumed
she understood what | was doing: saving up nuts. It wasn't writer's block | was thinking of, though.
Shit, | was just having fun.

By February of 1995, after crashing and burning with at least two good idess (that particular
function — the Eurekal! thing — has never stopped, which creates its own specid version of hell), |
could no longer deny the obvious: | was in the worst sort of trouble a writer can get into, barring
Alzhemer's or a cataclysmic stroke. Stll, 1 had four cardboard manuscript boxes in the big safe-
deposit box | keep up a Fideity Union. They were marked Promise, Threat, Darcy, and Top.
Around Vdentines Day, my agent cdled, moderady nervous — | usudly deivered my latest
masterpiece to him by January, and here it was dready hdf-past February. They would have to
crash production to get this year's Mike Noonan out in time for the annua Chrissmas buying orgy.
Was everything dl right?

This was my first chance to say things were a country mile from al but Mr. Harold Oblowski of
225 Park Avenue wasnt the sort of man you sad such things to. He was a fine agent, both liked
and loathed in publishing circles (sometimes by the same people a the same time), but he didnt
adapt wdl to bad news from the dark and oil.treeked levels where the goods were actualy
produced. He would have fresked and been on the next plane to Derry, ready to give me credtive
mouth-to-mouth, adamant in his resolve not to leave until he had yanked me out of my fugue. No, |
liked Harold right where he was, in his thirty-eighth-floor office with its kickass view of the East
Side.

| told him what a coincidence, Harold, you caling on the very day | finished the new one,
gosharooty, how 'bout that, I'll send it ou FedEx, youll have it tomorrow. Harold assured me
solemnly that there was no coincidence about it, that where his writers were concerned, he was
telepathic. Then he congratulated me and hung up. Two hours later | received his bouquet-every bit
as fulsome and silky as one of his Immy Hollywood ascots.

After putting the flowers in the dining room, where | rarely went snce Jo died, | went down to
Fiddity Union. | used my key, the bank manager used his, and soon enough | was on my way to
FedEx with the manuscript of All the Way from the Top. | took the most recent book because it was
the one closest to the front of the box, that's dl. In November it was published just in time for the
Christmas rush. | dedicated it to the memory of my late, beoved wife, Johanna It went to number



eleven on the Times bestsdler ligt, and everyone went home happy. Even me. Because things would
get better, wouldn't they? No one had terminal writer's block, did they (wel, with the possble
exception of Harper Lee)? All | fad to do was rdlax, as the chorus girl said to the archbishop. And
thank God I'd been agood squirrel and saved up my nuts.

| was Hill optimigtic the following year when | drove down to the Federd Express office with
Threatening Behavior. That one was written in the fal of 1991, and had been one of Jo's favorites.
Optimism had faded quite a little bit by March of 1997, when | drove through a wet showstorm
with Darcy's Admirer, dthough when people asked me how it was going (‘Writing any good books
lately? is the exigentid way most seem to phrase the question), | ill answered good, fine, yeeh,
writing lots of good books latdly, they're pouring out of me like shit out of a cow's ass.

After Harold had read Darcy and pronounced it my best ever, a best-sdler which was adso
serious, | hedtantly broached the idea of taking a year off. He responded immediatdy with the
question | detest @ove dl others was | dl right? Sure, | told him, fine as freckles, just thinking
about easing off alittle.

There followed one of those patented Harold Oblowski slences, which were meant to convey
that you were being a terrific asshole, but because Harold liked you so much, he was trying to think
of the gentlest possble way of tdling you so. This is a wonderful trick, but one | saw through about
ax years ago. Actudly, it was Jo who saw through it. 'He's only pretending compassion,” she said.
‘Actudly, he's like a cop in one of those old film noir movies kesping his mouth shut so youll
blunder ahead and end up confessing to everything.

This time | kept my mouth shut — just switched the phone from my right ear to my left, and
rocked back a little further in my office char. When | did, my eye fdl on the framed photogreph
over my computer — Sara Laughs, our place on Dark Score Lake. | hadn't been there in eons, and
for amoment | conscioudy wondered why.

Then Harold's voice — cautious, comforting, the voice of a sane man trying to tak a lunatic out
of what he hopes will be no more than a passng dduson — was back in my ear. That might not be
agood idea, Mike — not at this stage of your career.’

‘This isn't a stage,' | sad. 'l peaked in 1991 — since then, my sdes havent redly gone up or
down. Thisisaplateau, Harold.'

'Yes,' he said, 'and writers who've reached that steady state redly only have two choices in terms
of sales— they can continue as they are, or they can go down.’

So | go down, | thought of saying . . . but didn't. | didn't want Harold to know exactly how deep
this went, or how shaky the ground under me was. | didn't want him to know that | was now having
heart pdpitations-yes, | mean this literdly — admost every time | opened the Word Six program on
my computer and looked at the blank screen and flashing cursor.

'Yeah,' | said. 'Okay. Message received.'

"Youre sure youre dl right?

'Does the book read like I'm wrong, Harold?

'Hell, no — it's a hdluva yan. Your persond best, | told you. A great read but dso fucking
serious shit. If Saul Bellow wrote romantic suspense fiction, this is what hed write. But . . . youre
not having any trouble with :the next one, are you? | know youre 4ill missng Jo, hel, we dl are

'No," | sad. 'No trouble at dl." Another of those long slences ensued. | endured it. At last Harold
sad, 'Grisham could afford to take a year off. Clancy could. Thomas Harris, the long slences are a
pat of his mysique. But where you are, life is even tougher than a the very top, Mike. There are
five writers for every one of those spots down on the list, and you know who they are — hdl,



they're your neighbors three months a year. Some are going up, the way Patricia Cornwell went up
with her last two books, some are going down, and some are staying steady, like you If Tom
Clancy were to go on hiatus for five years and then bring Jack Ryan back, hed come back strong,
no argument. If you go on hiatus for five years, maybe you don't come back at al. My adviceis— '

'Make hay while the sun shines!

"Took the words right out of my mouth.’

We taked a little more, then said our goodbyes. | leaned back further in my office char — not
al the way to the tip over point but close — and looked at the photo of our western Maine retreat.
Sara Laughs, sort of like the title of that hoary old Hall and Oates bdlad. Jo had loved it more, true
enough, but only by a little, so why had | been staying away? Bill Dean, the caretaker, took down
the storm shutters every spring and put them back up every fadl, drained the pipes in the fal and
made sure the pump was running in the spring, checked the generator and took care to see that dl
the maintenance tags were current, anchored the svimming float fifty yards or so off our little lick
of beach after each Memoria Day.

Bill had the chimney deaned in the early summer of '96, dthough there hadn't been a fire in the
fireplace for two years or more. | paid him quarterly, as is the custom with caretakers in that part of
the world; Bill Dean, old Yankee from a long line of them, cashed my checks and didn't ask why |
never used my place anymore. I'd only been down two or three times since Jo died, and not a single
overnight. Good thing Bill didn't ask, because | don't know what answer | would have given him. |
hadn't even really thought about Sara Laughs until my conversation with Harold.

Thinking of Harold, | looked away from the photo and back at the phone. Imagined saying to
him, So | go down, so what? The world comes to an end? Please. It isn't as if | had a wife and
family to support — the wife died in a drugstore parking lot, if you please (or even if you don't
please), and the kid we wanted so badly and tried for so long went with her, | don't crave the fame,
either — if writers who fill the lower dlots on the Times bestseller list can be said to be famous —
and | don't fall asleep dreaming of book club sales. So why? Why does it even bother me?

But that last one | could answer. Because it fdt like giving up. Because without my wife and my
work, | was a superfluous man living done in a big house that was dl pad for, doing nothing but
the newspaper crossword over lunch.

| pushed on with what passed for my life. | forgot about Sara Laughs (or some part of me that didn't
want to go there buried the idea) and spert another sweltering, miserable summer in Derry. | put a
cruciverbdist program on my Powerbook and began making my own crossword puzzles. | took an
interim agppointment on the locd YMCA's board of directors and judged the Summer Arts
Competition in Watenville. | did a series of TV ads for the locd homeless shdter, which was
staggering toward bankruptcy, then served on that board for awhile. (At one public meeting of this
latter board a woman caled me a friend of degenerates, to which | replied, Thanks! | needed that.'
This resulted in a loud outburst of applause which | ill dont understand.) | tried some one-on-one
counsdling and gave it up after five appointments, deciding that the counsdlor's problems were far
worse than mine. | sponsored an Asian child and bowled with alesgue.

Sometimes | tried to write, and every time | did, | locked up. Once, when | tried to force a
sentence or two (any sentence or two, just as long as they came fresh+baked out of my own head), |
had to grab the wastebasket and vomit into it. | vomited until | thought it was going to kill me . . .
and | did have to literdly crawl away from the desk and the computer, pulling mysdf across the
deep-pile rug on my hands and knees. By the time | got to the other dde of the room, it was better. |



could even look back over my shoulder a the VDT screen. | just couldn't get near it. Later that day,
| gpproached it with my eyes shut and turned it off.

More and more often during those late-summer days | thought of Dennison Canville the
cregtive-writing teacher who'd helped me connect with Harold and who had damned Being Two
with such faint prase. Camille once sad something | never forgot, attributing it to Thomas Hardy,
the Victorian novdist and poet. Perhgps Hardy did say t, but I've never found it repesated, not in
Bartlett's, not in the Hardy biography | read between the publications of All the Way from the Top
and Threatening Behavior. | have an idea Caville may have made it up himsdf and then atributed
it to Hardy in order to give it more weight. It's a ploy | have used mysdf from time to time, I'm
ashamed to say.

In any case, | thought about this quote more and more as | struggled with the panic in my body
and the frozen feding in my head, tha awful locked-up feding. It seemed to sum up my despar
and my growing certainty that | would never be able to write again (what a tragedy, V. C. Andrews
with a prick feled by writer's block). It was this quote that suggested any effort | made to better my
gtuaion might be meaningless even if it succeeded.

According to gloomy old Dennison Caville, the aspiring novdis should understand from the
outset that fiction's gods were forever beyond his reach, tha the job was an exercise in futility.
'‘Compared to the dullest human being actudly waking about on the face of the eath and casting
his shadow there/ Hardy supposedly sad, the mogt brilliantly drawn character in a nove is but a
bag of bones' | understood because that was what | fdt like in those interminable, disssmbling
days. abag of bones.

Last night | dreamt | went to Manderley again.

If there is any more beautiful and haunting firg line in English fiction, I've never read it. And it
was aline | had cause to think of a lot during the fdl of 1997 and the winter of 1998. | didn't dream
of Manderley, of course, but of Sara Laughs, which Jo sometimes cdled ‘the hideout.” A far
enough description, | guess, for a place so far up in the western Maine woods that it's not redly
eveninatown at dl, but in an unincorporated area designated on state maps as RR-90.

The lagt of these dreams was a nightmare, but until that one they had a kind of surreal smplicity.
They were dreams I'd awake from wanting to turn on the bedroom light so | could reconfirm my
place in redity before going back to deep. You know how the air feds before a thunderstorm, how
everything gets gill and colors seem to stand out with the brilliance of things seen during a high
fever? My winter dreams of Sara Laughs were like thet, each leaving me with a feding that was not
quite sckness. I've dreamt again of Manderley, | would think sometimes, and sometimes | would
lie in bed with the light on, ligening to the wind outsde, looking into the bedroom's shadowy
corners, and thinking that Rebecca de Winter hadn't drowned in a bay but in Dark Score Lake. That
she had gone down, gurgling and flaling, her strange black eyes full of water, while the loons cried
out indifferently in the twilight. Sometimes | would get up and drink a dass of water. Sometimes |
just turned off the light after | was once more sure of where | was, rolled over on my sde again,
and went back to deep.

In the daytime | rarely thought of Sara Laughs at dl, and it was only much later that | redized
something is badly out of whack when there is such a dichotomy between a person's waking and
deeping lives. | think that Harold Oblowski's call in October of 1997 was what kicked off the
dreams. Harold's ostensible reason for caling was to congratulate me on the impending release of
Darcy's Admirer, which was entertaining as hdl and which dso contained some extremely thought-
provoking shit. | suspected he had at least one other item on his agenda — Harold usualy does —



and | was right. Hed had lunch with Debra Weinstock, my editor, the day before, and they had
gotten talking about the fall of 1998.

'Looks crowded,’ he said, meaning the fal ligs, meaning specificdly the fiction hdf of the fdl
lists. "And there are some surprise additions. Dean Koontz—*

'l thought he usudly published in January,’ | said.

'He does, but Debra hears this one may be delayed. He wants to add a section, or something.
Also thereé's aHarold Robbins, The Predators —

'Big dedl.’

'Robbins dill has his fans, Mike, gill has his fans. As you yoursdf have pointed out on more
than one occasion, fiction writers have along arc.’

'Uh-huh." | switched the telephone to the other ear and leaned back in my char. | caught a
gliimpse of the framed Sara Laughs photo over my desk when | did. | would be visting it a greater
length and proximity that night in my dreams, athough | didnt know that then; dl | knew then was
that | wished like dmighty fuck that Harold Oblowski would hurry up and get to the point.

'l sense impatience, Michad my boy,’ Harold said. 'Did | caich you a your desk? Are you
writing?

‘Just finished for the day,’ | said. 'l am thinking about lunch, however.'

Tl be quick,’ he promised, 'but hang with me, this is important. There may be as many as five
other writers that we didn't expect publishing next fal: Ken Follett . . . it's supposed to be his best
snceEye of the Needle ... BdvaPain... JohnJakes. . ."

‘None of those guys plays tennis on my court, | sad, dthough | knew that was not exactly
Harold's point; Harold's point was that there are only fifteen dots on the Timeslid.

'How about Jean Aud, findly publishing the next of her sex-among-the-cave-people epics? | sat
up.
‘Jean Auel? Redlly?

‘Wl ... not a hundred percent, but it looks good. Last but not least is a new Mary Higgins
Clark. | know what tennis court she plays on, and so do you.' If I'd gotten that sort of news six or
seven years earlier, when I'd felt | had a great ded more to protect, | would have been frothing;
Mary Higgins Clark did play on the same court, shared exactly the same audience, and so far our
publishing schedules had been arranged to keep us out of each other's way . . . which was to my
benefit rather than hers, let me assure you. Going nose to nose, she would cream me. As the late
Jm Croce 0 wisdly observed, you don't tug on Superman's cape, you don't spit into the wind, you
don't pull the mask off that old Lone Ranger, and you dont mess around with Mary Higgins Clark.
Not if you're Michagl Noonan, anyway.

'How did this happen? | asked. | don't think my tone was particularly ominous, but Harold
replied in the nervous, sumbling-dl-over-his-own-words fashion of a man who suspects he may be
fired or even beheaded for bearing evil tidings.

I don't know. She just happened to get an extra idea this year, | guess. That does happen, I've
been told.'

As a fdlow who had taken his share of double-dips | knew it did, so | smply asked Harold what
he wanted. It seemed the quickest and easiest way to get him to relinquish the phone. The answer
was no surprise; what he and Debra both wanted — not to mention dl the rest of my Putnam pas
— was a book they could publish in late summer of '98, thus getting in front of Ms. Clark and the
res of the competition by a couple of months. Then, in November, the Putnam sales reps would
give the novel a hedthy second push, with the Christmas season in mind.



'So they say,' | replied. Like most noveligts (and in this regard the successful are no different
from the unsuccessful, indicating there might be some merit to the idea as wel as the usud free-
floating paranoia), | never trusted publishers promises.

I think you can believe them on this, Mike — Darcy's Admirer was the last book of your old
contract, remember.’ Harold sounded amost surightly a the thought of forthcoming contract
negotiaions with Debra Weinstock and Phyllis Grann a Putnam. The big thing is they 4ill like
you. They'd like you even more, | think, if they saw pages with your name on them before
Thanksgiving.'

They want me to give them the next book in November? Next month?' | injected what | hoped
was the right note of incredulity into my voice, just as if | hadn't had Helen's Promise in a sfe-
deposit box for dmogt deven years. It had been the firgt nut | had stored; it was now the only nut |
hed |€ft.

'No, no, you could have until January fifteenth, at leest,’ he sad, trying to sound magnanimous. |
found mysdf wondering where he and Debra had gotten their lunch. Some fly place, 1 would have
bet my life on that. Maybe Four Seasons. Johanna dways used to cdl that place Vali and the Four
Seasons. ‘It means they'd have to crash production, serioudly crash it, but they're willing to do that.
The red question iswhether or not you could crash production.’

I think 1 could, but itll cost em,' | said. Tell them to think of it as being like same-day service on
your dry-cleaning.’

'Oh what a rotten shame for them!" Harold sounded as if he were maybe jacking off and had
reached the point where Old Faithful splurts and everybody snaps their Instamatics.

'How much do you think — '

'A surcharge tacked on to the advance is probably the way to go,” he said. They'll get pouty of
course, clam that the move is in your interest, too. Primarily in your interest, even. But based on
the extrawork argument . . . the midnight oil you'll havetoburn.. . ."

"The menta agony of cregtion . . . the pangs of premature birth . . . '

‘Right . . . right . . . | think a ten percent surcharge sounds about right." He spoke judicioudy, like
a man trying to be just as damned far as he possbly could. Mysdf, | was wondering how many
women would induce birth a month or so early if they got paid two or three hundred grand extra for
doing so. Probably some questions are best left unanswered.

And in my case, what difference did it make? The goddam thing was written, waan't it?

'Well, see if you can make the dedl,' | said. "Yes, but | don't think we want to be talking about just
asngle book here, okay? I think — '

'Harold, what | want right now isto est some lunch.’

'Y ou sound allittle tense, Michad!. Is everything — '

‘Evaything is fine. Tadk to them about just one book, with a sweetener for speeding up
production a my end. Okay?

'Okay, he said after one of his mogt significant pauses. 'But | hope this doesnt mean tha you
won't entertain a three- or four-book contract later on. Make hay while the sun dines, remember.
It's the motto Of champions!’

'Cross each bridge when you come to it is the motto of champions' | said, and that night | dreamt
| went to Sara Laughs again.

In that dream — in dl the dreams | had that fdl and winter — | am waking up the lane to the
lodge. The lane is a two-mile loop through the woods with ends opening onto Route 68. It has a
number at ether end (Lane Forty-two, if it matters) in case you have to cdl in a fire, but no name.



Nor did Jo and | ever give it one, not even between ourselves. It is narrow, redly just a double rut
with timothy and witchgrass growing on the crown. When you drive in, you can hear that grass
whispering like low voices againgt the undercarriage of your car or truck.

| don't drive in the dream, though. | never drive. In these dreams | walk.

The trees huddle in close on ether gde of the lane. The darkening sky overhead is little more
than a dot. Soon | will be able to see the first peeping stars. Sunset is past. Crickets chirr. Loons cry
on thelake. Smdl things— chipmunks, probably, or the occasiona squirrel — rustle in the woods.

Now | come to a dirt driveway doping down the hill on my right. It is our driveway, marked
with a little wooden sign which reads SARA LAUGHS | stand at the head of it, but | don't go down.
Below is the lodge. It's al logs and added-on wings, with a deck jutting out behind. Fourteen rooms
in dl, a ridiculous number of rooms. It should look ugly and awkward, but somehow it does not.
There is a brave-dowager qudity to Sara, the look of a lady pressng resolutdy on toward her
hundredth year, ill taking pretty good strides in spite of her arthritic hips and gimpy old knees.

The central section is the oldest, dating back to 1900 or so. Other sections were added in the
thirties, forties, and sixties. Once it was a hunting lodge; for a brief period in the early seventies it
was home to a smdl commune of transcendental hippies. These were lease or rentd deds, the
owners from the late forties until 1984 were the Hingermans, Darren and Marie . . . then Marie
adone when Daren died in 1971. The only visble addition from our period of ownership is the tiny
DSS dish mounted on the centra roofpesk. That was Johannds idea, and she never redly got a
chance to enjoy it.

Beyond the house, the lake glimmers in the afterglow of sunset. The driveway, | see, is carpeted
with brown pine needles and littered with fdlen branches. The bushes which grow on ether sde of
it have run wild, reaching out to one another like lovers across the narrowed gap which separates
them. If you brought a car down here, the branches would scrape and unplessantly againg its sides.
Beow, | see therés moss growing logs of the main house, and three large sunflowers with faces
like have grown up through the boards of the little driveway-Sde. The overdl feding is not neglect,
exactly, but forgottenness.

There is a breath of breeze, and its coldness on my skin makes me that | have been swesting. |
can andl pine — a andl which is sour and clean a the same time — and the faint but somehow
amel of the lake. Dark Score is one of the cleanest, degpest in Maine. It was bigger until the late
thirties, Marie Hingerman us, tha was when Western Maine Electric, working hand in hand the
mills and paper operaions around Rumford, had gotten dtate to dam the Gessa River. Marie aso
showed us some charming photographs of white-frocked ladies and vested gentlemen in canoes —
sngps were from the time of the Firs World War, she said, and to one of the young women, frozen
forever on the rim of the with a dripping paddle upraised. That's my mother,’ she sad, the man
she's threstening with the paddle is my father.’

Loons crying, their voices like loss. Now | can see Venus in the dark-sky. Star light, star bright,
wish | may, wish | might . . . in these | dways wish for Johanna

With my wish made, | try to wak down the driveway. Of course | do. It's my house, isnt it?
Where ese would | go but my house, now that dark and now that the stedthy rustling in the woods
seems closer and somehow more purposeful? Where ese can | go? It's dark, and it will be
frightening to go into that dark place done (suppose been left o0 long done? suppose she's angry?),
but | mudt. If the dectricity's off, I'll light one of the hurricane lamps we kegp in a kitchen cabinet.

| cant go down. My legs won't move. It's as if my body knows something about the house down
there tha my brain does not. The breeze rises again, chilling gooseflesh out onto my skin, and |



wonder what | have done to get mysdf dl sweaty like this. Have | been running? And if so, what
have | been running toward? Or from?

My hair is swegty, too; it lies on my brow in an unpleasantly heavy cdump. | rase my hand to
brush it away and see there is a shalow cut, fairly recent, running across the back, just beyond the
knuckles. Sometimes this cut is on my right hand, sometimes it's on the left. | think, If thisis a
dream, the details are good. Always that same thought: If this is a dream, the details are good. It's
the absolute truth. They are a novdidt's details . . . but in dreams, perhaps everyone is a novdig.
How is one to know?

Now Sara Laughs is only a dark hulk down below, and | redlize | don't want to go down there,
anyway. | am a man who has traned his mind to misbehave, and | can imagine too many things
waiting for me ingde. A rabid raccoon crouched in a corner of the kitchen. Bats in the bath-room
— if digturbed they'll crowd the ar around my cringing face, squesking and fluttering agangt my
chesks with their dusty wings. Even one of William Denbrough's famous Crestures from Beyond
the Universe, now hiding under the porch and watching me gpproach with glittering, pus-rimmed
eyes.

'Well, | can't stay up tere,' | say, but my legs won't move, and it seems | will be staying up here,
where the driveway meets the lane; that | will be staying up here, like it or not. Now the rustling in
the woods behind me sounds not like smdl animds (most of them would by then be nested or
burrowed for the night, anyway) but approaching footsteps. | try to turn and see, but | can't even do
that . . .

. . . and that was where | usudly woke up. The firg thing | adways did was to turn over,
edablishing my return to redity by demondrating to mysdf that my body would once more obey
my mind. Sometimes — mog times, actudly — | would find mysdf thinking Manderley, | have
dreamt again of Manderley. There was something creepy about this (therés something creepy
about any repedting dream, | think, about knowing your subconscious is digging obsessively a
some object that won't be didodged), but | would be lying if | didn't add that some pat of me
enjoyed the breathless summer cadm in which the dream aways wrapped me, and that part aso
enjoyed the sadness and foreboding | felt when | awoke. There was an exotic strangeness to the
dream that was missng from my waking life, now that the road leading out of my imagination was
S0 effectively blocked.

The only time | remember being redly frightened (and | mus tel | dont completdly trust any of
these memories, because for so long they didn't seem to exig at al) was when | awoke one night
goesking cdealy into the dak of my bedroom: 'Something's behind me, dont let it get me,
something in the woods, please dont let it get me' wasnt the words themsdlves that frightened me
s0 much as the tone in which they were spoken. It was the voice of a man on the raw edge of panic,
and hardly seemed like my own voice & all.

Two days before Christmas of 1997, | once more drove down to Fidelity where once more the bank
manager escorted me to my safe-box in the fluorescent-lit catacombs. As we walked down the
dairs he assured me (for the dozenth time, a least) that his wife was a huge fan of my work, shed
read al my books, couldnt get enough. For the dozenth time (at least) | replied that now | must get
him in my dutches. He responded with his usud chuckle. | thought of this oft-repeated exchange as
Banker's Communion.

Mr. Quinlan inserted his key in Sot A and turned it. Then, as discregtly as a pimp who has
conveyed a customer to a whores crib, he left. | inseted my own key in Sot B, turned it, and
opened the drawer. It very vast now. The one remaining manuscript box seemed admog to quall in



the far corner, like an abandoned puppy who somehow knows his sibs have been taken off and
gassed. Promise was scrawled across the top in fat black letters. | could barely remember what the
goddam story was about.

| snatched that time-traveler from the eighties and dammed the box shut. Nothing left in there
now but dust. Give me that, Jo had hissed in my dream — it was the firg time I'd thought of that
onein years. Give me that, it's my dust-catcher.

Mr Quinlan, I'm finished,’ | caled. My voice sounded rough and unsteady to my own ears, but
Quinlan seemed to sense nothing wrong . . . or perhaps he was just being discreet. | can't have been
the only cusomer after dl, who found his or her vigts to this financid verson of Forest Lawn
emotiondly distressful.

I'm redly going to read one of your books' he said, dropping an involuntary little glance a the
box | was holding (I suppose | could have brought a briefcase to put it in, but on those expeditions |
never did). 'Infact, | think I'll put it on my list of New Y ear'sresolutions!

'You do that,' | said. "You just do that, Mr. Quinlan.’

'Mark," he said. 'Please.’ He'd said this before, too.

| had composed two letters, which | dipped into the manuscript box before setting out for
Federd Express. Both had been written on my computer, which my body would let me use as long
as | chose the Note Pad function. It was only opening Word Six that caused the storms to dart. |
never tried to compose a novel using the Note Pad function, understanding thet if | did, I'd likely
lose that option, too . . . not to mention my ability to play Scrabble and do crosswords on the
machine. | had tried a couple of times to compose longhand, with spectacular lack of success. The
problem wasn't what | had once heard described as 'screen shyness;; | had proved that to mysdif.

One of the notes was to Harold, the other to Debra Weinstock, and both said pretty much the
same thing: here's the new book, Helen's Promise, hope you like it as much as | do, if it seems a
little rough it's because | had to work a lot of extra hours to finish it this soon, Merry Chrismas,
Happy Hanukkah, Erin Go Bragh, trick or treat, hope someone gives you a fucking pony.

| stood for dmost an howr in a line of shuffling, bitte-eyed late mailers (Chrigmas is such a
carefree, low-pressure time — that's one of the things | love about it), with Helen's Promise under
my left arm and a paperback copy of Nelson DeMille's The Charm School in my right hand.

| reed dmog fifty pages before entrusting my find unpublished nove to a harried-looking clerk.
When | wished her aMerry Christmas she shuddered and said nothing.



CHAPTER FOUR

The phone was ringing when | waked in my front door. It was Frank asking me if I'd like to join
him for Chrisgmas. Join them, as matter of fact; dl of his brothers and their families were coming.

| opened my mouth to say no — the last thing on earth | needed was a Irish Chrisgmas with
everybody drinking whiskey and waxing sentimental about Jo while perhaps two dozen snotcaked
rugrats crawled around the floor — and heard mysdlf saying I'd come.

Frank sounded as surprised as | felt, but honestly delighted. 'Fantastic!" He cried. "When can you
get here?

| was in the hdl, my gdoshes dripping on the tile, and from where | sanding | could look
through the arch and into the living room. There was no Chrismeas tree; | hadn't bothered with one
snce Jo died. The room looked both ghastly and much too big to me .. . aroller rink furnished in
Ealy American.

'I've been out running errands,’ | said. 'How about | throw some in a bag, get back into the car,
and come south while the dill blowing warm air?

‘Tremendous,’ Frank sad without a moment's hestation. 'We can have us a sane bachelor
evening before the Sons and Daughters of East Maden gsart arriving. I'm pouring you a drink as
soon as | get off the telephone!’

‘Then | guess| better get rolling,' | said.

That was hands down the best holiday snce Johanna died. The only good holiday, | guess. For four
days | was an honorary Arlen. | drank too much, toasted Johanna's memory too many times . . . and
knew, somehow, that sheld be pleased to know | was doing it. Two babies spit up on me, one dog
got nto bed with me in the middle of the night, and Nicky Arlen's sger-in-law made a bleary pass
a me on the night after Chrigmas, when she caught me done in the kitchen making a turkey
sandwich. | kissed her because she clearly wanted to be kissed, and an adventurous (or perhaps
'mischievous is the word | want) hand groped me for a moment in a place where no one other than
mysdf had groped in dmogt three and a hdf years It was a shock, but not an entirdly unpleasant
one.

It went no further — in a houseful of Arlens and with Susy Donahue not quite officidly divorced
yet (like me, she was an honorary Arlen that Chrissmas), it hardly could have done — but | decided
it was time to leave . . . unless, that was, | wanted to go driving a high speed down a narrow street
that mogt likdy ended in a brick wall. | left on the twenty-seventh, very glad that | had come, and |
gave Frank a fierce goodbye hug as we stood by my car. For four days | hadn't thought at all about
how there was now only dust in my safe-deposit box a Fiddity Union, and for four nights | had
dept draight through until eight in the morning, sometimes waking up with a sour somach and a
hangover headache, but never once in the middle of the night with the thought Manderley, | have
dreamt again of Manderley going through my mind. | got back to Dery feding refreshed and
renewed.

The firs day of 1998 dawned clear and cold and ill and beautiful. 1 got up, showered, then
good at the bedroom window, drinking coffee. It suddenly occurred to me — with dl the smple,
powerful redity of idess like up is over your heed and down is under your feet — that | could write



now. It was a new year, something had changed, and | could write now if |1 wanted to. The rock had
rolled away.

| wert into the study, sat down at the computer, and turned it on. My heart was beating normally,
there was no sweat on my forehead or the back of my neck, and my hands were warm. | pulled
down the main menu, the one you get when you click on the apple, and there was my Word Six. |
clicked on it. The pen-and-parchment logo came up, and when it did | suddenly couldn't breathe. It
was as if iron bands had clamped around my chest. | pushed back from the desk, gagging and
clawing a the round neck of the sweatshirt | was wearing. The wheds of my office chair caught on
little throw rug — one of Jo's finds in the last year of her life — and | tipped right over backward.
My head banged the floor and | saw a fountain of bright sparks go whizzing across my fied of
vison. | suppose | was lucky to black out, but | think my red luck on New Year's Morning of 1998
was that | tipped over the way | did. If I'd only pushed back from the desk so that | was till looking
at thelogo — and &t the hideous blank screen followed it — | think | might have choked to degth.

'When | staggered to my feet, | was a least able to breathe. My throat the size of a straw, and
each inhde made a weird screaming sound, but | was breathing. | lurched into the bathroom and
threw up in the basn with such force that vomit splashed the mirror. | grayed out and my knees
buckled. This time it was my brow | struck, thunking it againg the lip of the basin, and dthough the
back of my head didnt bleed there was a very respectable lump there by noon, though), my
forehead did, a little. This latter bump adso left a purple mark, which | of course lied about, telling
folks who asked that I'd run into the bathroom door in the middle of the night, silly me, that'll teach
afdlato get up a two A.M. without turning on alamp.

+When | regained complete consciousness (if there is such a gate), | was curled up on the floor. |
got up, disnfected the cut on my forehead, and sat on the lip of the tub with my head lowered to
my knees until 1 fdt confident enough to stand up. | sat there for fifteen minutes, | guess, and in
that space of time | decided that barring some miracle, my career was over. Harold would scream in
pain and Debra would moan in disbelief, but what could they do? Send out the Publication Police?
me with the Book-of-the-Month-Club Gestgpo? Even if they could, what difference would it make?
You couldn't get sap out of a brick or blood out of a stone. Barring some miraculous recovery, my
life asawriter was over.

And if it is? | asked mysdf. What's on for the back forty, Mike? You can play a lot of Scrabble in
forty years, go on alot of Crossword Cruises, drink a lot of whiskey. But is that enough? What else
are you going to put on your back forty?

| didnt want to think about that, not then. The next forty years could take care of themselves;, |
would be happy just to get through New Y ear's Day of 1998.

When | fdt | had mysdf under control, | went back into my study, shuffled to the computer with
my eyes relutdy on my feet, fet around for the right button, and turned off the machine. You can
damage the program shutting down like that without putting it away, but under the circumstances, |
hardly thought it mattered.

That night | once again dreamed | was walking a twilight on Lane Forty-two, which leads to
Sara Laughs, once more | wished on the evening star as the loons cried on the lake, and once more
| sensed something in the woods behind me, edging ever closer. It seemed my Chrissmas holiday
was over.

That was a hard, cold winter, lots of snow and in February a flu epidemic that did for an awful lot
of Dery's old folks. It took them the way a hard wind will take old trees after an ice storm. It
missed me completely. | hadn't so much as a case of the sniffles that winter.



In March, | flew to Providence and took part in Will Weng's New England Crossword Challenge.
| placed fourth and won fifty bucks. | framed the uncashed check and hung it in the living room.
Once upon a time, most of my framed Certificates of Triumph (Jo's phrase; al the good phrases are
Jo's phrases, it seems to me) went up on my office walls, but by March of 1998, | wasn't going in
there very much. When | wanted to play Scrabble agangt the computer or do a tourney-leve
crossword puzzle, | used the Powerbook and sat at the kitchen table.

| remember gtting there one day, opening the Powerbook's main menu, going down to the
crossword puzzles, then dropping the cursor two or three items further, until it had highlighted my
old pa, Word Six.

What swept over me then wasnt frudtration or impotent, balked fury (I'd experienced a lot of
both since finishing All the Way from the Top), but sadness and smple longing. Looking at the
Word Six icon was suddenly like looking at the pictures of Jo | kept in my walet. Studying those,
I'd sometimes think that 1 would sgll my immortal soul in order have her back again . . . and on that
day in March, | thought | would sell my soul to be able to write a tory again.

Go on and try it, then, avoice whispered. Maybe things have changed.

Except that nothing had changed, and | knew it. So instead of opening Word Six, | moved it
across to the trash barrd in the lower righthand corner of the screen, and dropped it in. Goodbye,
old pd.

Weinstock caled a lot that winter, mostly with good news. Early in March she reported that
Helen's Promise had been picked as one hdf of the Literary Guild's main sdection for Augud, the
other hdf a legd thriller by Steve Martini, another veteran of the eght-to-fifteen segment of the
Times bessdler list. And my British publisher, Debra, loved Helen, was sure it would be my
‘breakthrough book.' (My British sales had aways lagged.)

'Promiseis sort of anew direction for you,' Debra said. "Wouldn't you say?

I kind of thought it was' | confessed, and wondered how Debbie respond if | told her my new-
direction book had been written a dozen years ago.

It'sgot. .. | don't know .. .akind of maturity.’

‘Thanks!'

'Mike? | think the connection's going. Y ou sound muffled.

Sure | did. | was biting down on the sde of my hand to keep from howling with laughter. Now,
cautioudy, | took it out of my mouth and examined the bite-marks. 'Better?

'Yes, lots. So what's the new one about? Give me ahint.’

'Y ou know the answer to that one, kiddo.'

Debralaughed. "Y ou'll have to read the book to find out, Josephine,” she said. 'Right?

Y essum.’
'Wdll, keep it coming. Your pas at Putnam are crazy about the way you're taking it to the next
leve.'

| sad goodbye, | hung up the tdephone, and then | laughed wildly for about ten minutes.
Laughed until | was crying. That's me, though. Always taking it to the next level.

During this period | aso agreed to do a phone interview wth a Newsweek writer who was putting
together a piece on The New American Gothic (whatever that was, other than a phrase which might
sl a few magazines), and to gt for a Publishers Weekly interview which would appear just before
publication of Helen's Promise. | agreed to these because they both sounded softball, the sort of
interviews you could do over the phone while you read your mail. And Debra was ddighted
because | ordinarily say no to dl the publicity. | hate that part of the job and dways have,



especidly the hel of the live TV chat-show, where nobody's ever read your goddam book and the
first question is dways 'Where in the world do you get those wacky ideas? The publicity process is
like going to a sushi bar where youre the sushi, and it was gresat to get padt it this time with the
feding that 1'd been able to give Debra some good news she could take to her bosses. 'Yes' she
could say, 'he's ill being abooger about publicity, but | got him to do a couple of things:'

All through this my dreams of Sara Laughs were going on — not every night but every second or
third night, with me never thinking of them in the daytime. | did my crosswords, | bought mysdf an
acoudtic sed guitar and darted learning how to play it (I was never going to be invited to tour with
Patty Loveless or Alan Jackson, however), | scanned each day's bloated obituaries in the Derry
News for names that | knew. | was pretty much dozing on my fest, in other words.

What brought dl this to an end was a cdl from Harold Oblowski not more than three days after
Debras book-club cdl. It was sorming out-Sde — a vicious snow-changing-over-to-deet event
that proved to be the last and biggest blast of the winter. By mid-evening the power would be off al
over Derry, but when Harold cdled at five P.M., things were just getting cranked up.

'l jus had a very good conversation with your editor, Harold sad. 'A very enlightening, very
energizing conversation. Just got off thein fact.’

'Oh?

'Oh indeed. Theres a feding a Putnam, Michad, that this latest of yours may have a postive
effect on your sales postion in the market. It's very strong.'

'Yes' | said, 'I'm taking it to the next level.’

‘Huh?

'I'm just blabbing, Harold. Go on.'

'Well . . . Hden Nearing's a great lead character, and Skate is your best villain ever.'

| said nothing.

'Deébra raised the posshility of making Helen's Promise the opener of a three-book contract. A
vey lucrative three-book contract. All without prompting from me. Three is one more than any
publisher has wanted to commit to 'til now. | mentioned nine million dollars, three per book, in
other words, expecting her to laugh . . . but an agent has to sart somewhere, and | aways choose
the highest ground | can find. | think | must have Roman military officers somewhere back in my
family tree!

Ethiopian rug-merchants, more like it, | thought, but didn't say. | felt the way you do when the
dentist has gone a little heavy on the Novocain and flooded your lips and tongue as well as your
bad tooth and the patch of gum surrounding it. If | tried to talk, I'd probably only flap and spread
soit. Harold was dmost purring. A three-book contract for the new mature Michael Noonan. Tal
tickets, baby.

This time | didnt fed like laughing. This time | fdt like screaming. Harold went on, happy and
oblivious. Harold didnt know the bookberry-tree had died. Harold didn't know the new Mike
Noonan had cataclysmic shortness of breath and projectile-vomiting fits every time he tried to
write.

'Y ou want to hear how she came back to me, Michadl?

'Lay it on me!

'Wdll, niné's obvioudy high, but it's as good a place to start as any. We fed this new book is a
big sep forward for him. This is extraordinary. Extraordinary. Now, | havent given anything
away, wanted to talk to you first, of course, but | think were looking at seven-point-five, minimum.
Infact —

'No.'



He paused a moment. Long enough for me to redize | was gripping the phone so kard it hurt my
hand. | had to make a conscious effort to relax my grip. ‘Mike, if you'l just hear me out —

'l don't need to hear you out. | don't want to talk about a new contract.’

'Pardon me for disagreeing, but therell never be a better time. Think about it, for Christ's sake.
We'rre taking top dollar here. If you wait until after Helen's Promise is published, | can't guarantee
that the same offer —

'l know you can't, | said. 'l dont want guarantees, | dont want offers, | don't want to talk
contract.'

"Y ou don't need to shout, Mike, | can hear you.'

Had | been shouting? Yes, | suppose | had been.

'Are you dissatisfied with Putnam's? | think Debra would be very distressed to hear that. | dso
think Phyllis Grann would do damned near anything to address any concerns you might have.'

Are you deeping with Debra, Harold? | thought, and dl a once it seemed like the most logica
idea in the world — that dumpy, fiftyish, bading litle Harold Oblowski was making it with my
blonde, aristocratic, Smith-educated editor. Are you sleeping with her, do you talk about my future
while you're lying in bed together in a room at the Plaza? Are the pair of you trying to figure how
many golden eggs you can get out of this tired old goose before you finally wring its neck and turn
it into paté? Isthat what you're up to?

'Harold, | can't talk about this now, and | won't talk about this now.'

'What's wrong? Why are you so upset? | thought you'd be pleased. Hell, | thought you'd be over
the fucking moon.’

‘There's nothing wrong. It's just a bad time for me to tak long-term contract. Youll have to
pardon me, Harold. | have something coming out of the oven.’

‘Canwe at least discussthisnext w — '

'No," | said, and hung up. | think it was the fird time in my adult life I'd hung up on someone
who wasn't a telephone saesman.

| had nothing coming out of the oven, of course, and | was too upset to think about putting
something in. | went into the living room ingead, poured mysdf a short whiskey, and sat down in
front of the TV | sa there for dmost four hours, looking a everything and seeing nothing. Outside,
the storm continued cranking up. Tomorrow there would be trees down al over Dery and the
world would look like an ice sculpture.

At quarter past nine the power went out, came back on for thirty seconds or so, then went out and
dtayed out. | took this as a suggestion to stop thinking about Harold's useless contract and how Jo
would have chortled the idea of nine million dollars. 1 got up, unplugged the blacked-out TV <0 it
wouldn't come blaring on a two in the morning (I needn't have worried; the power was off in Derry
for nearly two days), and went upstairs. | dropped my clothes a the foot of the bed, crawled in
without even bothering to brush my teeth, and was adeep in less than five minutes. 1 dont how
long after that it was that the nightmare came.

It was the last dream | had in what | now think of as my 'Manderley series' the culminating dream.
It was made even worse, | suppose, by unrelievable blackness to which | awoke.

It sarted like the others. I'm walking up the lane, lisening to the crickets and the loons, looking
mostly a the darkening dot of sky overhead. | reach the driveway, and here something has
changed; someone has put a little sticker on the SARA LAUGHS sign. | lean closer and see it's a radio
dation gticker. WBLM, it says. 102.9, PORTLAND'SROCK AND ROLL BLIMP.



From the sticker | look back up into the sky, and there is Venus. | wish her as | dways do, | wish
for Johanna with the dank and vaguely smell of the lake in my nose.

Something lumbersin the woods, raitling old leaves and bregking a branch. It sounds big.

Better get down there, a voice in my head tdls me. Something has taken out a contract on you,
Michael. A three-book contract, and that's the wor st kind.

| can never move, | can only stand here. I've got walker's block.

But that's just tak. | can wak. This time | can wak. | am ddighted. | have had a mgor
breakthrough. In the dream | think This changes everything! This changes everything!

Down the driveway | wak, deeper and deeper into the clean but sour smell of pine, stepping over
some of the falen branches, kicking others out of the way. | raise my hand to brush the damp hair
off my forehead and see the little scratch running across the back of it. | stop to look at it, curious.

No time for that, the dream-voice says. Get down there. You've got a book to write.

| can't write, | reply. That part's over. I'm on the back forty now.

No, the voice says. There is something reentless about it that scares me. You had writer's walk,
not writer's block, and as you can see, it's gone. Now hurry up and get down there.

I'm afraid, | tell the voice.

Afraid of what?

Well . .. what if Mrs. Danversis down there?

The voice doesn't answer. It knows I'm not afraid of Rebecca de Winter's housekeeper, she's just
a character in an old book, nothing but a bag of bones. So | begin waking again. | have no choice,
it seems, but a every step my terror increases, and by the time I'm hafway down to the shadowy
orawling bulk of the log house, fear has sunk into my bones like fever. Something is wrong here,
something isdl twisted up.

I'll run away, | think. I'll run back the way | came, like the gingerbread man I'll run, run all the
way back to Derry, if that's what it takes, and I'll never come here anymore.

Except | can hear dobbering breath behind me in the growing gloom, and padding footsteps. The
thing in the woods is now the thing in the driveway. It's right behind me. If | turn around the sight
of it will knock the sanity out of my head in a sngle roundhouse dap. Something with red eyes,
something dumped and hungry.

The house is my only hope of safety.

| wak on. The crowding bushes clutch like hands. In the light of a risng moon (the moon has
never risen before in this dream, but | have never stayed in it this long before), the rustling leaves
look like sardonic faces | see winking eyes and smiling mouths. Bdow me are the black windows
of the house and | know that there will be no power when | get ingde, the ssorm has knocked the
power out, | will flick the lightswitch up and down, up and down, until something reaches out and
takes my wrist and pulls me like alover deeper into the dark.

| am three quarters of the way down the driveway now. | can see the railroad-tie steps leading
down to the lake, and | can see the float out there on the water, a black square in a track of
moonlight. Bill Dean has put it out. | can dso see an oblong something lying a the place where
driveway ends at the stoop. There has never been such an object before. What can it be?

Another two or three steps, and | know. It's a coffin, the one Frank Arlen dickered for . . .
because, he sad, the mortician was trying to gtick it to me. It's Jo's coffin, and lying on its Sde with
the top partway open, enough for me to seeit's empty.

| think | want to scream. | think | mean to trn around and run back up the driveway — | will
take my chances with the thing behind me. But before | can, the back door of Sara Laughs opens,
and a terible figure darting out into the growing darkness. It is human, this figure, and yet it's not.



It is a crumpled white thing with baggy arms upraised. There is no face where its face should be,
and yet it is dhrieking in a glotta, loonlike voice. It must be Johanna She was able to escape her
coffin, her winding shroud. Sheisdl tangled upiniit.

How hideoudy speedy this creature id It doesn't drift as one imagines ghodts drifting, but races
across the stoop toward the driveway. It has been waiting down here during al the dreams when |
had been frozen, and now that | have findly been able to wak down, it means to have me. Il
scream when it wrgps me in its slk ams, and | will scream when | smdl its rotting, bug-raddled
flesh and see its dark daring eyes through the fine weave of the cloth. | will scream as the sanity
leaves my mind forever. | will scream . . . but there is no one out here to hear me. Only the loons
will hear me. | have come again to Manderley, and thistime | will never leave.

The shrieking white thing reached for me and | woke up on the floor of crying out in a cracked,
horrified voice and damming my head repesiedly againg something. How long before | findly
redized | was no longer adeep, that | wasn't at Sara Laughs? How long before | redized that | had
fdlen out of bed a some point and had crawled across the room in my deep, that | was on my
hands and knees in a corner, butting my head againg the place where the wals came together,
doing it over and over again like alunatic in an asylum?

| didn't know, couldnt with the power out and the bedsde clock dead. | know that at first |
couldnt move out of the corner because it fet safer than the wider room would have done, and |
know tha for a long time the dream's force held me even after 1 woke up (mosly, |1 imagine,
because | couldnt turn on a light and dispd its power). | was afrad that if | crawled out of my
corner, the white thing would burst out of my bathroom, dhrieking its dead dhriek, eager to finish
what it had started. | know | was shivering al over, and that | was cold and wet from the waist
down, because my bladder had let go.

| stayed there in the corner, gasping and wet, saring into the darkness, wondering if you could
have a nightmare powerful enough in its imagery to drive you insane. | thought then (and think
now) that | dmaost found out on that night in March.

Findly | fet able to leave the corner. Hafway across the floor | pulled off my wet pgama pants,
and when | did that, | got disoriented. What followed was a miserable and surred five minutes in
which | crawled amlesdy back and forth in my familiar bedroom, bumping into suff and moaning
eech time | hit something with a blind, flalling hand. Each thing | touched at fird seemed like that
awful white thing. Nothing | touched fdt like anything | knew. With the reassuring green numerds
of the bedsde clock gone and my sense of direction temporarily lost, | could have been crawling
around amosgue in Addis Ababa.

At lagt | ran shoulder-firgt into the bed. | stood up, yanked the pillowcase off the extra pillow,
and wiped my groin and upper legs with it. Then | crawled back into bed, pulled the blankets up,
and lay there shivering, listening to the steady tick of deet on the windows.

There was no deep for me the rest of that night, and the dream didn't fade as dreams usudly do
upon waking. | lay on my sSde the shivers dowly subsding, thinking of her coffin there in the
driveway, thinking that it made a kind of mad sense — Jo had loved Sara, and if she were haunt
anyplace, it would be there. But why would she wart to hurt me? Why would my Jo ever want to
hurt me? | could think of no reason.

Somehow the time passed, and there came a moment when | redlized the air had turned a dark
shade of gray; the shapes of the furniture in it like sentinds in fog. That was a little better. That was
more it. | would light the kitchen woodstove, | decided, and make strong coffee. Begin the work of
getting this behind me.



| svung my legs out of bed and raised my hand to brush my swesat-hair off my forehead. | froze
with the hand in front of my eyes. | must have scrgped it while | was crawling, disoriented, in the
dark and to find my way back to bed. There was a shdlow, clotted cut across the back, just below
the knuckles.



CHAPTER FIVE

Once, when | was sixteen, a plane went supersonic directly over my head.

| was waking in the woods when it hgppened, thinking of some story | was going to write,
perhaps, or how great it would be if Doreen Fournier weskened some Friday night and let me take
off her panties while we were parked at the end of Cushman Road.

In any case | was travelling far roads in my own mind, and when that boom went off, | was
caught totdly by surprise. | went flat on the leafy ground with my hands over my head and my
heart drumming crazily, sure I'd reached the end of my life (and while | was ill a virgin). In my
forty years that was the only thing which equdled the find dream of the 'Manderley series for
utter terror.

| lay on the ground, waiting for the hammer to fdl, and when thirty seconds or so passed and no
hammer did fdl, | began to redize it had just been some jet-jockey from the Brunswick Nava Air
Station, too eager to wait until he was out over the Atlantic before going to Mach 1. But, holy shit,
who ever could have guessed that it would be so loud?

| got dowly to my feet and as | sood there with my heart findly dowing down, | redized |
wasn't the only thing that had been scared witless by that sudden clear-sky boom. For the first time
in my memory, the little paich of woods behind our house in Prout's Neck was entirdy slent. |
good there in a dusty bar of sunlight, crumbled leaves dl over my tee-shirt and jeans, holding my
bregth, ligening. | had never heard a dlence like it. Even on a cold day in January, the woods
would have been full of conversation.

At lagt a finch sang. There were two or three seconds of slence, and then a jay replied. Another
two or three seconds went by, and then a crow added his two cents worth. A woodpecker began to
hammer for grubs. A chipmunk bumbled through some underbrush on my left. A minute after 1 had
sood up, the woods were fully adive with little noises again; it was back to business as usud, and |
continued with my own. | never forgot that unexpected boom, though, or the deethly slence which
followed it.

| thought of that June day often in the weke of the nightmare, and there was nothing so
remarkable in that. Things had changed, somehow, or could change . . . but firg comes dlence
while we assure oursdves that we are 4ill unhurt and that the danger — if there was danger — is
gone.

Dery was shut down for mogt of the following week, anyway. Ice and high winds caused a grest
ded of damage during the storm, and a sudden twenty-degree plunge in the temperature afterward
made the digging out hard and the cleanup dow. Added to that, the atimosphere after a March storm
is dways dour and pessmigtic; we get them up this way every year (and two or three in April for
good measure, if were not lucky), but we never seem to expect them. Every time we get clouted,
we teke it persondly.

On a day toward the end of that week, the weather finally started to break. | took advantage,
going out for a cup of coffee and a mid-morning pastry at the little restaurant three doors down
from the Rite Aid where Johanna did her last erand. | was spping and chewing and working the
newspaper crossword when someone asked, 'Could | share your booth, Mr. Noonan? It's pretty
crowded in here today.'



| looked up and saw an old man that | knew but couldn't quite place.

'Ralph Roberts," he said. 'l volunteer down at the Red Cross. Me and my wife, Lois!'

'Oh, okay, sure,' | said. | give blood &t the Red Cross every six weeks or so. Raph Roberts was
one of the old parties who passed out juice and cookies afterward, telling you not to get up or make
any sudden movements if you felt woozy. 'Please, st down.' He looked a my paper, folded open to
the crossword and lying in a patch of sun, as he did into the booth. 'Don't you find that doing the
crossword in the Derry Newsis sort of like striking out the pitcher in a basebal game? he asked.

| laughed and nodded. 'l do it for the same reason folks climb Mount Everest, Mr. Roberts . . .
because it's there. Only with the News crossword, no one ever fals off.’

'Cdll me Ralph. Please!

'‘Okay. And I'm Mike.'

'‘Good." He grinned, reveding teeth that were crooked and a little yelow, but dl his own. 'l like
getting to the firg names. It's like being able to take off your tie. Was quite a little cap of wind we
had, wasn't it?

Yes' | sad, 'but it's warming up nicdy now." The thermometer had made one of its nimble
March legps, cimbing from twenty-five degrees the night before to fifty that morning. Better then
the rise in ar-temperature, the sun was warm again on your face. It was that warmth that had
coaxed me out of the house. 'Springll get here, | guess. Some years it gets a little lost, but it dways
seems to find its way back home." He spped his coffee, then set the cup down. 'Haven't seen you at
the Red Cross lately.

I'm recycling,’ | said, but that was a fib; I'd come digible to give another pint two weeks ago.
The reminder card was up on the refrigerator. It had just dipped my mind. 'Next week, for sure.’

'l only mention it because | know you're an A, and we can dways use that.’

‘Save me a couch.’

'Count on it. Everything going dl right? | only ask because you look tired. If it's insomnia, | can
sympethize, believe me!

He did have the look of an insomniac, | thought — too wide around the eyes, somehow. But he
was ds0 a man in his mid- to late seventies, and | don't think anyone gets that far without showing
it. Stick around a little while, and life maybe only jabs a your cheeks and eyes. Stick around a long
while and you end up looking like Jeke La Motta after a hard fifteen. | opened my mouth to say
what | dways do when someone asks me if I'm dl right, then wondered why | aways felt | had to
pull thet tiresome Marlboro Man shit, just who | was trying to fool. What did | think would happen
if | told the guy who gave me a chocolate-chip cookie down &t the Red Cross after the nurse took
the needle out of my arm that | wasnt feding a hundred percent? Earthquakes? Fire and flood?
Shit. 'No,' | sad, 'l really haven't been feding so great, Ralph.’

'Hu? It's been going around.’

‘Nah. The flu missed me this time, actudly. And I've been deeping dl right.” Which was true —
there had been no recurrence of the Sara Laughs dream in either the normd or the high-octane
verson. 'l think I've just got the blues!’

'Well, you ought to take a vacation,’ he said, then sipped his coffee. When he looked up a me
again, he frowned and set his cup down. 'What? |s something wrong?

No, | thought of saying. You were just thefirst bird to sing into the silence, Ralph, that's all.

'No, nothing wrong,' | said, and then, because | sort of wanted to see how the words tasted
coming out of my own mouth, | repeated them. ‘A vacation.’

'Ayuh,’ he said, amiling. 'People do it dl thetime!



People do it all the time. He was right about that; even people who couldn't drictly afford to went
on vacaion. When they got tired. When they got dl bdled up in ther own shit. When the world
was too much with them, getting and spending.
| could certainly afford a vacation, and | could certainly take the time off from work — what

work, ha-ha? — and yet 1'd needed the Red Cross cookie-man to point out what should have been
sdf-evident to a college-educated guy like me: that | hadn't been on an actua vacation since Jo and
| had gone to Bermuda, the winter before she died. My particular grindstone was no longer turning,
but | had kept my noseto it dl the same.

It wasn't until that summer, when | read Raph Robertss obituary in the News (he was struck by a
car), that 1 fully realized how much | owed him. That advice was better than any glass of orange
juice | ever got after giving blood, let metell you.

When | Ieft the restaurant, | didrit go home but tramped over haf of the damned town, the section
of newspaper with the partly completed crossword puzzle in it clamped under one arm. | waked
until 1 was chilled in spite of the warming temperatures. | didn't think about anything, and yet |
thought about everything. It was a specid kind of thinking, the sort I'd aways done when | was
getting cdose to writing a book, and dthough | hadn't thought that way in years, | fel into it easly
and naturdly, asif | had never been away.

It's like some guys with a big truck have pulled up in your driveway and are moving things into
your basement. | can't explain it any better than that. You can't see what these things are because
they're al wrapped up in padded quilts, but you don't need to see them. It's furniture, everything
you need to make your house ahome, make it just right, just the way you wanted it.

When the guys have hopped back into their truck and driven away, you go down to the basement
and wak around (the way | went waking around Derry that late morning, dopping up hill and
down dde in my old gdoshes), touching a padded curve here, a padded angle there. Is this one a
sofa? Is that' one a dresser? It doesn't matter. Everything is here, the movers didn't forget a thing,
and athough youll have to get it dl updars yoursdf (straining your poor old back in the process,
more often than not), that's okay. The important thing is that the delivery was complete.

Thistime | thought — hoped — the ddivery truck had brought te stuff | needed for the back
forty: the years | might have to spend in a No Writing Zone. To the cdlar door they had come, and
they had knocked politely, and when after severa months there was gill no answer, they had findly
fetched a battering ram. HEY BUDDY, HOPE THE NOISE DIDN'T SCARE YOU TOO BAD, SORRY ABOUT THE
DOOR!

| didn't care about the door; | cared about the furniture. Any pieces broken or missng? | didnt
think so. | thought dl | had to do was get it updtairs, pull off the furniture pads, and put it where it
bel onged.

On my way back home, | passed The Shade, Derry's charming little revivd movie house, which
has prospered in spite of (or perhgps because of) the video revolution. This month they were
showing dasic SF from the fifties, but April was dedicated to Humphrey Bogart, Jo's dl-time
favorite. | stood under the marquee for severa moments, studying one of the Coming Attractions
posters. Then | went home, picked a travel agent pretty much at random from the phone book, and
told the guy | wanted to go to Key Largo. Key West, you mean, the guy said. No, | told him, | mean
Key Largo, jug like in the movie with Bogie and Bacdl. Three weeks. Then | rethought that. | was
wedthy, | was on my own, and | was retired. What was this 'three weeks shit? Make it six, | said.
Find me a cottage or something. Going to be expensve, he sad. | told him | didnt care. When |
came back to Derry, it would be spring. In the meantime, | had some furniture to unwrap.



| was enchanted with Key Largo for the fird& month and bored out of my mind for the last two
weeks. | stayed, though, because boredom is good. People with a high tolerance for boredom can
get alot of thinking done. | ate about a hillion shrimp, drank about a thousand margaritas, ad read
twenty-three John D. MacDondd novels by actud count. | burned, peded, and findly tanned. |
bought a long-hilled cap with PARROTHEAD printed on it in bright green thread. | walked the same
gretch of beach until | knew everybody by firs name. And | unwrapped furniture. A lot of it |
didn't like, but there was no doubt that it al fit the house.

| thought about Jo and our life together. | thought about saying to her that no one was ever going
to confuse Being Two with Look Homeward, Angel. "You aren't going to pull a lot of frustrated-
artist crap on me, are you, Noonan?' she had replied . . . and during my time on Key Largo, those
words kept coming back, dways in Jo's voice crap, frustrated-atis crgp, dl that fucking
schoolboy frustrated-artist crap.

| thought about her long red woods apron, coming to me with a hatful of black trumpet
mushrooms, laughing and triumphant: 'Nobody on the TR eats better than the Noonans tonight!’
shed cried. | thought of her painting her toenalls, bent over between her own thighs in the way only
women doing that particular piece of business can manage. | thought of her throwing a book a me
because | laughed a some new haircut. | thought of her trying to learn how to play a breakdown on
her banjo and of how she looked braess in a thin swegter. | thought of her crying and laughing and
angry. | thought of her telling meit was crap, dl that frustrated-artist crap.

And | thought about the dreams, especidly the culminating dream. | could do that easly, because
it never faded as the more ordinary ones do. The find Sara Laughs dream and my very first wet
dresm (coming upon a girl lying naked in a hammock and eating a plum) are the only two that
remain pefectly clear to me, year dfter year; the rest are either hazy fragments or completdy
forgotten.

There were a great many clear detalls to the Sara dreams — the loons, the crickets, the evening
ga and my wish upon it, jus to name a few — but | thought most of those things were just
veigmilitude. Scene-setting, if you will. As such, they could be dismissed from my condderations.
That |eft three mgjor elements, three large pieces of furniture to be unwrapped.

As | sa on the beach, watching the sun go down between my sandy toes, | didn't think you had
to be a shrink to see how those three things went together.

In the Sara dreams, the mgor eements were the woods behind me, the house below me, and
Michadl Noonan himsdf, frozen in the middle. It's getting dark and therés danger in the woods. It
will be frightening to go to the house below, perhaps because it's been empty so long, but | never
doubt | must go there; scary or nat, it's the only shelter | have. Except | can't do it. | can't move. I've
got writer'swalk.

In the nightmare | am fnally able to go toward shelter, only the shelter proves fadse. Proves more
dangerous than | had ever expected in my . . . well, yes, in my wildest dreams. My dead wife rushes
out, screaming and Hill tangled in her shroud, to attack me. Even five weeks bter and amost three
thousand miles from Derry, remembering that speedy white thing with its baggy arms would make
me shiver and look back over my shoulder.

But was it Johanna? | didn't redly know, did 1? The thing was dl wrapped up. The coffin looked
like the one in which she had been buried, true, but that might just be misdirection.

Writer'swalk, writer's block.

| can't write | told the voice in the dream. The voice says | can. The voice says the writer's block
is gone, and | believe it because the writer's walk is gone, I'm findly headed down the driveway,



going to sheter. I'm afraid, though. Even before the shapeess white thing makes its gppearance,
I'm terrified. | say it's Mrs. Danvers I'm afraid of, but that's jus my dreaming mind getting Sara
Laughs and Manderley dl mixed up. I'm afraid of —

'I'm afraid of writing,' | heard mysdf saying out loud. 'I'm afraid to even try.’

This was the night before | finaly flew back to Mane, and | was hdf-past sober, going on drunk.
By the end of my vacation, | was drinking a lot of evenings. 'It's not the block that scares me, it's
undoing the block. I'm redlly fucked, boys and girls. I'm fucked big-time.'

Fucked or not, | had an idea I'd findly reached the heart of the matter. | was afrad of undoing
the block, maybe afrad of picking up the srands of my life and going on without Jo. Yet some
deep pat of my mind believed | mus do it; that's what the menacing noises behind me in the
woods were about. And bdief counts for a lot. Too much, maybe, especidly if you're imaginative.
When an imagindive person gets into mental trouble, the line between seeming and being has a
way of disgppearing.

Things in the woods, yes, dr. | had one of them right there in my hand as | was thinking these
things. | lifted my drink, holding it toward the western sky so that the setting sun seemed to be
burning in the glass. | was drinking a lot, and maybe that was okay on Key Largo — hdl, people
were supposed to drink a lot on vacation, it was dmost the lav — but 1'd been drinking too much
even before | left. The kind of drinking that could get out of hand in no time a dl. The kind that
could get aman in trouble.

Things in the woods, and the potentially safe place guarded by a scary bugbear that was not my
wife, but perhaps my wifes memory. It made sense, because Sara Laughs had adways been Jo's
favorite place on earth. That thought led to another, one that made me swing my legs over the sde
of the chaise I'd been reclining on and St up in excitement. Sara Laughs had adso been the place
where the ritua had begun . . . champagne, last line, and the al-important benediction: Well, then,
that'sall right, isn't it?

Did | want things to be al right again? Did | truly want that? A month or a year before | mightn't
have been sure, but now | was. The answer was yes. | wanted to move on — let go of my dead
wife, rehab my heart, move on. But to do that, I'd have to go back.

Back to the log house. Back to Sara Laughs. 'Yeah,' | said, and my body broke out in gooseflesh.
'Y egh, you got it.’

So why not? The question made me fed as stupid as Ralph Robertss observation that | needed a
vacation. If | needed to go back to Sara Laughs now that my vacation was over, indeed why not? It
might be a little scary the firgt night or two, a hangover from my find dream, but just being there
might dissolve the dream fadter.

And (this lagt thought | dlowed in only one humble corner of my conscious mind) something
might happen with my writing. It wasn't likdy . . . but it wasn't impossble, ether. Barring a
miracle, hadn't that been my thought on New Year's Day as | sa on the rim of the tub, holding a
damp washcloth to the cut on my forehead? Yes. Barring a miracle. Sometimes blind people fall
down, knock their heads, and regain their sght. Sometimes maybe cripples are able to throw their
crutches away when they get to the top of the church steps.

| had eight or nine months before Harold and Debra started redly bugging me for the next nove.
| decided to spend the time a Sara Laughs. It would take me a little while to tie things up in Derry,
and awhile for Bill Dean to get the house on the lake ready for a year-round resident, but | could be
down there by the Fourth of July, easly. | decided that was a good date to shoot for, not just the
birthday of our country, but pretty much the end of bug season in western Maine.



By the day | packed up my vacation gear (the John D. MacDonad paperbacks | Ieft for the
cabin's next inhabitant), shaved a week's worth of stubble off a face so tanned it no longer looked
like my own to me, and flew back to Mane, | was decided: I'd go back to the place my
subconscious mind had identified as shelter againg the degpening dark; 1'd go back even though my
mind had adso suggested that doing so would not be without risks. | would not go back expecting
Sarato be Lourdes . . . but | would alow mysdlf to hope, and when | saw the evening star peeping
out over the lake for the firgt time, | would dlow mysdf to wish onit.

Only one thing didn't fit into my nest decongtruction of the Sara dreams, and because | couldnt
explain it, | tried to ignore it. | didnt have much luck, though; part of me was 4ill a writer, | guess,
and awriter is aman who has taught his mind to misbehave.

It was the cut on the back of my hand. That cut had been in al the dreams, | would swear it had .
.. and then it had actualy appeared. You didnt get that sort of shit in the works of Dr. Freud; stuff
like that was gtrictly for the Psychic Friends hotline.

It was a coincidence, that's all, | thought as my plane started its descent. | was in seat A-2 (the
nice thing about flying up front is that if the plane goes down, youre firs to the crash Ste) and
looking a pine forests as we dipped dong the glidepath toward Bangor International Airport. The
snow was gone for another year; | had vacationed it to death. Only coincidence. How many times
have you cut your hands? | mean, they're always out front, aren't they, waving themselves around?
Practically begging for it.

All that should have rung true, and yet somehow it didn't, quite. It should have, but . . . well . . .

It was the boys in the basement. They were the ones who didn't buy it. The boys in the basement
didnt buy it a dl. At that point there was a thump as the 737 touched down, and | put the whole
line of thought out of my mind.

One &fternoon shortly after arriving back home, 1 rummaged the closets until | found the shoeboxes
containing Jo's old photographs. | sorted them, then studied my way through the ones of Dark
Score Lake. There were a staggering number of these, but because Johanna was the shutterbug,
there weren't many with her in them. | found one, though, that | remembered taking in 1990 or '91.

Sometimes even an untalented photographer can take a good picture — — if seven hundred
monkeys spent seven hundred years bashing away a seven hundred typewriters, and al that — and
this was good. In it Jo was sanding on the float with the sun going down red-gold behind her. She
was just out of the water, dripping wet, wearing a two-piece svimming suit, gray with red piping. |
had caught her laughing and brushing her soaked hair back from her forehead and temples. Her
nipples were very prominent againg the cups of her hdter. She looked like an actress on a movie
poster for one of those guilty-pleasure B-pictures about monsters a Party Beach or a serid killer
gaking the campus.

| was sucker-punched by a sudden powerful lust for her. | wanted her upgtairs just as she was in
that photograph, with srands of her hair pasted to her cheeks and that wet bathing suit clinging to
her. 1 wanted to suck her nipples through the hater top, taste the cloth and fed their hardness
through it. | wanted to suck water out of the cotton like milk, then yank the bottom of her suit off
and fuck her until we both exploded.

Hands shaking a little, | put the photograph aside, with some others | liked (dthough there were

no others | liked in quite that same way). | had a huge hard-on, one of those ones that fed like stone
covered with skin. Get one of those and until it goes avay you are good for nothing.



The quickest way to solve a problem like that when theré's no woman around willing to help you
lve it is to masturbate, but that time the idea never even crossed my mind. Instead | walked
redlesdy through the updars rooms of my house with my fiss opening and closng and what
looked like a hood ornament stuffed down the front of my jeans.

Anger may be a normd gage of the grieving process — I've read that it is — but | was never
angry a Johanna in the wake of her desth until the day | found that picture. Then, wow. There |
was, waking around with a boner that just wouldn't quit, furious with her. Stupid bitch, why had
she been running on one of the hottest days of the year? Stupid, incondderate bitch to leave me
aonelikethis, not even able to work.

| sat down on the stairs and wondered what | should do. A drink was what | should do, | decided,
and then maybe another drink to scratch the first one's back. | actualy got up before deciding that
wasn't avery good idea at dl.

| went into my office insead, turned on the computer, and did a crossword puzzle. That night
when | went to bed, | thought of looking a the picture of Jo in her bathing suit again. | decided that
was dmost as bad an idea as a few drinks when | was fedling angry and depressed. But I'll have the
dream tonight, | thought as | turned off the light. I'll have the dream for sure.

| didn't, though. My dreams of Sara Laughs seemed to be finished.

A week's thought made the idea of at least summering at the lake seem better than ever. So, on a
Saturday afternoon in early May when | cdculaied that any sdf-respecting Maine caretaker would
be home watching the Red Sox, | cdled Bill Dean and told him I'd be a my lake place from the
Fourth of July or so . . . and that if things went as | hoped, I'd be spending the fal and winter there
aswell.
'Well, that's good,’ he said. 'That's rea good news. A lot of folks down heréve missed you, Mike.
Quite afew that want to condole with you about your wife, don't you know.'
Was there the faintest note of reproach in his voice, or was that jus my imagination? Certainly
Jo and | had cast a shadow in the area; we had made sgnificant contributions to the little library
which served the Motton-Kashwakamak-Castle View area, and Jo had headed the successful fund
drive to get an area bookmobile up and running. In addition to hat, she had been part of a ladies
sewing circle (afghans were her specidty), and a member in good standing of the Castle County
Crafts Co-op. Vidts to the sick . . . heping out with the annua volunteer fire department blood
drive . . . womaning a booth during Summerfest in Castle Rock . . . and duff like that was only
where she had dated. She didnt do it in any odentatious Lady Bountiful way, either, but
unobtrusively and humbly, with her head lowered (often to hide a rather sharp amile, | should add
— my Jo had a Biercean sense of humor). Chrig, | thought, maybe old Bill had a right to sound
reproachful.
'People miss her,' | said.
'Ayuh, they do.’
I fill miss her alot mysdf. | think that's why I've stayed away from the leke. That's where a lot
of our good times were.'
I Spose s0. But it'll be damned good to see you down this way. I'll get busy. The place is dl right
— you could move into it this afternoon, if you was a mind — but when a house has stood empty
theway Sarahas, it gets stae.’
'l know.'
'l get Brenda Meserve to clean the whole shebang from top to bottom. Same gd you dways
had, don't you know.'



‘Brendds alittle old for comprehensive spring cleaning, isn't she?

The lady in question was about sxty-five, sout, kind, and glegfully vulgar. She was especidly
fond of jokes about the travelling sdesman who spent the night like a rabbit, jumping from hole to
hole. No Mrs. Danvers she.

‘Ladies like Brenda Meserve never get too old to oversee the fedtivities' Bill sad. 'Shelll get two
or three girls to do the vacuuming and heavy lifting. Set you back maybe three hundred dollars.
Sound dl right?

‘Likeabargan.’

"The well needs to be tested, and the gennie, too, athough I'm sure both of em's okay. | seen a
hornet's nest by Jo's old studio that 1 want to smoke before the woods get dry. Oh, and the roof of
the old house — you know, the middle piece — needs to be reshingled. | shoulda talked to you
about that last year, but with you not using the place, | et her dide. Y ou stand good for thet, too?

'Y es, up to ten grand. Beyond thet, cal me!

'If we haveto go over ten, I'll smileand kissapig.'

"Try to haveit dl done before | get down there, okay?

'Coss. You'll want your privacy, | know that . . . just so long's you know you won't get any right
away. We was shocked when she went so young; al of us were. Shocked and sad. She was a dear.’
From a 'Y ankee mouth, that word rhymeswith Leah.

"Thank you, Bill." | felt tears prickle my eyes. Grief is like a drunken house guest, dways coming
back for one more goodbye hug. Thanks for saying.’

'You'll get your share of carrot-cakes, chummy.' He laughed, but a little doubtfully, as if afrad he
was committing an impropriety. ‘I can eat a lot of carrot-cake,' | sad, 'and if folks overdo it, well,
hasn't Kenny Audter till got that big Irish wolfhound?

"Yuh, that thing'd eat cake til he busted!" Bill cried in high good humor. He cackled until he was
coughing. | waited, amiling a litle mysdf. '‘Blueberry, he cdls tha dog, damned if | know why.
Aint he the gormiest thing!" | assumed he meant the dog and not the dog's master. Kenny Augter,
not much more than five feet tal and neatly made, was the opposte of grmy, that peculiar Maine
adjective that means clumsy, awkward, and clay-footed.

| suddenly redlized that | missed these people — Bill and Brenda and Buddy Jelison and Kenny
Auge and dl the others who lived year-round a the lake | even missed Blueberry, the Irish
wolfhound, who trotted everywhere with his head up jugt as if he had hdf a brain in it and long
srands of sdliva depending from hisjaws.

'I've dso got to get down there and clesn up the winter blowdown,” Bill said. He sounded
embarrassed. ‘It ain't bad this year — that last big sorm was al snow over our way, thank God —
but therés Hill a far amount of happy crappy | ant got to yet. | shoulda put it behind me long
before now. You not usng the place aint an excuse. | been cashing your checks' There was
something amusing about listening to the grizzled old fart beeting his breaest; Jo would have kicked
her feet and giggled, I'm quite sure.

'If everything's right and running by July Fourth, Bill, I'll be happy.'

"Youll be happy as a clam in a mudflat, then. That's a promise.’ Bill sounded as happy as a clam
in a mudflat himsdf, and | was glad. 'Goingter come down and write a book by the water? Like in
the old days? Not that the last couple an't been fine, my wife couldn't put that last one down, but

I don't know," | said, which was the truth. And then an idea struck me. 'Bill, would you do me a
favor before you clean up the driveway and turn Brenda Meserve loose?

'Happy toif | can,' hesaid, so | told him what | wanted.



Four days later, | got a little package with this laconic return address: DEAN/GEN DELIV/ITR-90
(DARK SCORE). | opened it and shook out twenty photographs which had been taken with one of
those little cameras you use once and then throw away.

Bill had filled out the roll with various views of the house, most conveying that subtle ar of
neglect a place gets when it's not used enough . . . even a place that's caretook (to use Bill's word)
getsthat neglected fed after awnhile.

| barely glanced a these. The firsgt four were the ones | wanted, and | lined them up on the
kitchen table, where the strong sunlight would fal directly on them. Bill had taken these from the
top of the driveway, pointing the disposable camera down at the sprawl of Sara Laughs. | could see
the maoss which had grown not only on south wings, as well. | could see the litter of fdlen branches
and the drifts of pine needies on the driveway. Bill must have been tempted to clear dl that away
before taking his snaps, hut he hadn't. I'd told him exactly what | wanted — ‘warts and al’ was the
phrase | had used — and Bill had given it to me.

The bushes on dther side of the driveway had thickened a lot snce Jo and | had spent any
ggnificant amount of time a the lake they hadnt exactly run wild, but yes, some of the longer
branches did seem to yearn toward each other across the asphdlt like separated lovers.

Yet what my eye came back to again and again was the stoop a the foot of the driveway. The
other resemblances between the photographs and my dreams of Sara Laughs might only be
coincidentd (or the writer's often surprisngly practical imagination at work), but | could explan
the sunflowers growing out through the boards of the stoop no more than | had been gble to explain
the cut on the back of my hand.

| turned one of the photos over. On the back, in a spidery script, Bill had written: These fellows
areway early . . . and trespassing!

| flipped back to the picture sde. Three sunflowers, growing up through the boards of the stoop.
Not two, not four, but three large sunflowers with faces like searchlights.

Jud like the onesin my dream.



CHAPTER SIX

On July 3rd of 1998, | threw two suitcases and my Powerbook in the trunk of my mid-szed
Chevrolet, started to back down the driveway, then stopped and went into the house again. It felt
empty and somehow forlorn, like a faithful lover who has been dropped and cannot understand
why. The furniture wasn't covered and the power was ill on (I understood that The Great Lake
Experiment might turn out to be a swift and totd failure), but 14 Benton Street felt deserted, dl the
same. Rooms too full of furniture to echo ill did when | waked through them, and everywhere
there seemed to be too much dudy light.

In my sudy, the VDT was hooded like an executioner againgt the dust. | kndt before it and
opened one of the desk drawers. Inside were four reams of paper. | took one, started away with it
under my arm, then had a second thought and turned back. | had put that provocative photo of Jo in
her swimait in the wide center drawer. Now | took it, tore the paper wrapping from the end of the
ream of paper, and did the photo hdfway in, like a bookmark. If | did perchance begin to write
again, and if the writing marched, | would meet Johanna right around page two hundred and fifty.

| left the house, locked the back door, got into my car, and drove away. | have never been back.

I'd been tempted to go down to the lake and check out the work — which turned out to be quite a
bit more extensve than Bill Dean had origindly expected — on several occasions. What kept me
awvay was a feding, never quite aticulated by my conscious mind but ill very powerful, that |
wasn't supposed to do it that way; that when | next came to Sara, it should be to unpack and Stay.

Bill hired out Kenny Audger to shingle the roof, and got Kenny's cousin, Timmy Larribee, to
'scrape the old girl down,” a cleanding process akin to pot-scrubbing that is sometimes employed
with log homes. Bill aso had a plumber in to check out the pipes, and got my okay to replace some
of the older plumbing and the well- pump.

Bill fussed about dl these expenses over the telephone | let him. When it comes to fifth or
gaxth-generation Yankees and the expenditure of money, you might as well just stand back and let
them get it out of their sysems. Laying out the green just seems wrong to a Yankee, somehow, like
petting in public. As for mysdf, | didnt mind the outgo a bit. | live frugally, for the most part, not
out of any mord code but because my imagination, very lively in most other respects, doesn't work
very well on the subject of money. My idea of a spree is three days in Boston, a Red Sox game, a
trip to Tower Records and Video, plus a vist to the Wordsworth bookstore in Cambridge. Living
like that doesnt make much of a dent in the interedt, let done the principd; | had a good money
manager down in Waterville, and on the day | locked the door of the Derry house and headed west
to TR-90, | was worth dightly over five million dollars. Not much compared to Bill Gates, but big
numbers for this area, and | could afford to be cheerful about the high cost of house repairs.

That was a drange late spring and early summer for me. What | did mostly was wait, close up
my town affairs, tak to Bill Dean when he cdled with the latest round of problems, and try not to
think. |1 did the Publishers Weekly interview, and when the interviewer asked me if I'd had any
trouble getting back to work 'in the wake of my bereavement,’ | said no with an absolutely straight
face. Why not? It was true. My troubles hadn't started until 1'd finished All the Way from the Top;
until then, | had been going on like gangbudters.



In mid-June, | met Frank Arlen for lunch a the Starlite Cafe. The Starlite is in Lewiston, which
is the geographicd midpoint between his town and mine. Over dessart (the Sarlite's famous
strawberry shortcake), Frank asked if | was seeing anyone. | looked at him with surprise.

'What are you gaping a? he asked, his face regigering one of the nine hundred unnamed
emotions — this one of those somewhere between amusement and irritation. 'I certainly wouldn't
think of it astwo-timing Jo. Shelll have been dead four years come August.'

'No," | said. 'I'm not seeing anybody.’

He looked a me dlently. | looked back for a few seconds, then darted fiddling my spoon
through the whipped cream on top of my shortcake. The biscuits were still warm from the oven,
and the cream was mdting. It made me think of tha slly old song about how someone Ieft the cake
out intheran.

'Have you seen anybody, Mike?

'I'm not sure that's any business of yours.’

'Oh for Chrigt's sake. On your vacation? Did you — '

| made mysdif look up from the melting whipped cream. 'No,' | said. 'l did not.'

He was dlent for another moment or two. | thought he was getting ready to move on to another
topic. That would have been fine with me. Indead, he came right out and asked me if | had been
lad a al snce Johanna died. He would have accepted a lie on that subject even if he didn't entirdy
believe it — men lie about sex al the time. But | told the truth . . . and with a certan perverse
pleasure.

‘No.'

‘Not asingle time?

'Not asingletime.’

'What about a massage parlor? Y ou know, to at least get a—*

‘No.'

He sat there tapping his spoon againg the rim of the bowl with his dessert in it. He hadn't taken a
sgngle bite. He was looking a me as though | were some new and oogy specimen of bug. | didnt
likeit much, but | suppose | understood it.

| had been close to what is these days called 'a relationship’ on two occasions, neither of them on
Key Largo, where | had observed roughly two thousand pretty women walking around dressed in
only a gitch and a promise. Once it had been a red-haired waitress, Kelli, at a restaurant out on the
Extenson where | often had lunch. After awhile we got taking, joking around, and then there
started to be some of that eye-contact, you know the kind I'm talking about, looks that go on just a
little too long. | started to notice her legs, and the way her uniform pulled againg her hip when she
turned, and she noticed me noticing.

And there was a woman a Nu You, the place where | usaed to work out. A tal woman who
favored pink jog-bras and black bike shorts. Quite yummy. Also, | liked the stuff she brought to
read while she peddled one of the stationary bikes on those endless agrobic trips to nowhere — not
Mademoiselle or Cosmo, but novels by people like John Irving and Ellen Gilchrist. | like people
who read actua books, and not just because | once wrote them mysaf. Book-readers are just as
willing as anyone ese to art out with the weather, but as a genera rule they can actualy go on
from there.

The name of the blonde in the pink tops and black shorts was Adria Bundy. We darted talking
about books as we pedaled sde by side ever deeper into nowhere, and there came a point where |
was spotting her one or two mornings a week in the weight room. Thereés something oddly intimate
about spotting. The prone pogtion of the lifter is part of it, | suppose (especidly when the lifter is a



woman), but not dl or even most of it. Mogdly it's the dependence factor. Although it hardly ever
comes to that point, the lifter is trusting the spotter with his or her life. And, a some point in the
winter of 1996, those looks dtarted as she lay on the bench and | stood over her, looking into her
upside-down face. The ones that go on just alittle too long.

Kdli was around thirty, Adria perhaps a little younger. Kelli was divorced, Adria never married.
In neither case would | have been robbing the cradle, and | think either would have been happy to
go to bed with me on a provisonad bass. Kind of a honey-bump test-drive. Yet what | did in Kdli's
case was to find a different restaurant to et my lunch a, and when the YMCA sent me a free
exercise-tryout offer, | took them up on it and just never went back to Nu You. | remember waking
past Adria Bundy one day on the street Sx months or so after | made the change, and athough |
sad hi, | made sure not to see her puzzled, dightly hurt gaze.

In a purely physca way | wanted them both (in fact, | seem to remember a dream n which | had
them both, in the same bed and a the same time), and yet | wanted neither. Part of it was my
ingbility to write — my life was quite fucked up enough, thank you, without adding any additiond
complications. Part of it was the work involved in making sure that the woman who is returning
your glancesis interested in you and not your rather extravagant bank account.

Mog of it, | think, was that there was just too much Jo till in my head and heart. There was no
room for anyone else, even after four years. It was sorrow like cholesterol, and if you think that's
funny or weird, be grateful.

'What about friends? Frank asked, at last beginning to eat his strawberry shortcake. 'Y ou've got
friends you see, don't you?

'Yes,' | said. 'Plenty of friends’ Which was a lie, but | did have lots of crosswords to do, lots of
books to read, and lots of movies to waich on my VCR a night; | could practically recite the FBI
warning about unlawful copying by heart. When it came to red live people, te only ones | cdled
when | got ready to leave Derry were my doctor and my dentist, and most of the mail | sent out that
June congsted of change-of address cards to magazines like Harper's and National Geographic.

'Frank,' | said, 'you sound like a Jewish mother.’

'Sometimes when I'm with you fedl like a Jewish mother,’ he said. 'One who beieves in the
curative powers of baked potatoes instead of matzo bals. You look better than you have in a long
time, findly put on someweight, | think —

‘Too much.'

‘Bullshit, you looked like Ichabod Crane when you came for Chrisgmas. Also, you've got some
sun on your face and ams'’

'I've been walking alot.'

'So you look better . . . except for your eyes. Sometimes you get this look in your eyes, and |
worry about you every time | seeit. | think Jo would be glad someone's worrying.'

'What look isthat? | asked.

'Your basic thousand-yard stare. Want the truth? You look like someone who's caught on
something and can't get loose.!’

| left Derry at three-thirty, sopped in Rumford for supper, then drove dowly on through the risng
hills of western Mane as the sun lowered. | had planned my times of depature and arivd
carefully, if not quite conscioudy, and as | passed out of Motton and into the unincorporated
township of TR-90, | became aware of the heavy way my heart was beating. There was sweat on
my face and arms in pite of the car's ar conditioning. Nothing on the radio sounded right, dl the
music like screaming, and | turned it off.



| was scared, and had good reason to be. Even sdting aside the peculiar cross-pallination
between the dreams and things in the red world (as | was able to do quite eadly, dismissng the cut
on my hand and the sunflowers growing through the boards of the back stoop as either coincidence
or so much psychic fluff), | had reason to be scared. Because they hadn't been ordinary dreams, and
my decison to go back to the lake after dl this time hadn't been an ordinary decison. | didnt fed
like a modern fin-de-millénaire man on a spiritud quest to face his fears (I'm okay, you're okay,
let's dl have an emotiond circle-jerk while William Ackerman plays softly in the background); |
fet more like some crazy Old Testament prophet going out into the desert to live on locusts and
akali water because God had summoned him in adream.

| was in trouble, my life was a moderate-going-on-severe mess, and not being able to write was
only part of it. | wasn't rgping kids or running around Times Square preaching congpiracy theories
through a bullhorn, but | was in trouble just the same. | had los my place in things and couldntt
find it again. No surprise there; after dl, lifés not a book. What | was engaging in on that hot July
evening was sef-induced shock therapy, and give me at least this much credit — | knew it.

You come to Dark Score this way: 1-95 from Derry to Newport; Route 2 from Newport to Bethel
(with a gop in Rumford, which used to tink like hdl's front porch until the paper-driven economy
pretty much ground to a hdt during Reagan's second term); Route 5 from Bethel to Waterford.
Then you take Route 68, the old County Road, across Castle View, through Motton (where
downtown conssts of a converted barn which sdlls videos, beer, and second-hand rifles), and then
past the sgn which reads TR-90 and the one reading GAME WARDEN IS BEST ASSISTANCE IN
EMERGENCY, DIAL 1-800-555-GAME OR * 72 ON CELLULAR PHONE. To this, in Soray paint, someone
has added FUCK THE EAGLES.

Five miles past that Sign, you come to a narrow lane on the right, marked only by a square of tin
with the faded number 42 on it. Above this, like umlauts, are a couple of. 22 holes.

| turned into this lane just about when | had expected to — it was 7:16 P.M., EDT, by the clock
on the Chevrolet's dashboard.

And the feding was coming home.

| drove in two tenths of a mile by the odometer, listening to the grass which crowned the lane
whickering againg the undercarriage of my car, ligening to the occasond branch which scraped
across the roof or knocked on the passenger side like afigt.

At last | parked and turned the engine off. | got out, walked to the rear of the car, lay down on
my bely, and began pulling al of the grass which touched the Chevy's hot exhaust system. It had
been a dry summer, and it was best to take precautions. | had come at this exact hour in order to
replicate my dreams, hoping for some further indght into them or for an idea of what to do next.
Wheat | had not come to do was Start aforest fire.

Once this was done | stood up and looked around. The crickets sang, as they had in my dreams,
and the trees huddled close on either sde of the lane, as they dways did in my dreams. Overheed,
the sky was afading strip of blue.

| st off, walking up the right hand whedrut. Jo and | had had one neighbor at this end of the
road, old Lars Washburn, but now Larss driveway was overgrown with juniper bushes and blocked
by a rusty length of chain. Nailed to a tree on the Ieft of the chan was NO TRESPASSING. Nalled to
one on the right was NEXT CENTURY REAL ESTATE, and a loca number. The words were faded and

hard to read in the growing gloom.



| waked on, once more conscious of my heavily beeting heart and of the way the mosguitoes
were buzzing around my face and arms. Their pesk season was past, but | was swesting a lot, and
that'sa smdll they like. It must remind them of blood.

Just how scared was | as | gpproached Sara Laughs? | don't remember. | suspect that fright, like
pan, is one of those things that dip our minds once they have passed. What | do remember is a
feeing I'd had before when | was down here, especidly when | was walking this road by mysdf. It
was a sense that redity was thin. | think it is thin, you know, thin as bke ice after a thaw, and we
fill our lives with noise and light and mation to hide that thinness from oursdves. But in places like
Lane Forty-two, you find that dl the smoke and mirrors have been removed. What's Ieft is the
sound of crickets and the sght of green leaves darkening toward black; branches that make shapes
like faces, the sound of your heart in your chest, the beat of the blood againgt the backs of your
eyes, and the look of the sky as the day's blue blood runs out of its cheek.

What comes in when daylight leaves is a kind of certainty: that benegth the skin there is a secret,
some mysery both black and bright. You fed this mydery in every breath, you see it in every
shadow, you expect to plunge into it at every turn of a ep. It is here; you dip across it on a kind of
bresthless curve like a skater turning for home,

| stopped for a moment about haf a mile south of where I'd I€eft the car, and ill haf a mile north
of the driveway. Here the road curves sharply, and on the right is an open fidd which dants steeply
down toward the lake. Tidwell's Meadow is what the locas cdl it, or sometimes the Old Camp. It
was here that Sara Tiowdl and her curious tribe built their cabins, a least according to Marie
Hingerman (and once, when | asked Bill Dean, he agreed this was the place . . . dthough he didnt
seem interested in continuing the conversation, which struck me at the time as a bit odd).

| stood there for a moment, looking down at the north end of Dark Score. The water was glassy
and cdm, ill candy-colored in the afterglow of sunset, without a single ripple or a sngle smal
craft to be seen. The boat-people would al be down a the marina or a Warrington's Sunset Bar by
now, | guessed, egting lobster rolls and drinking big mixed drinks. Later a few of them, buzzed on
gpeed and martinis, would go bolting up and down the lake by moonlight. 1 wondered if | would be
around to hear them. | thought there was a fair chance that by then I'd be on my way back to Derry,
ather terrified by what 1'd found or disillusoned because | had found nothing &t all.

"Y ou funny little man, said Strickland.’

| didn't know | was going to speak until the words were out of my mouth, and why those words
in paticular | had no idea. | remembered my dream of Jo under the bed and shuddered. A mosquito
whined in my ear. | dapped it and walked on.

In the end, my arriva a the head of the driveway was amogt too perfectly timed, the sense of
having re-entered my dream admost too complete. Even the baloons tied to the SARA LAUGHS dgn
(one white and one blue, both with WELCOME BACK MIKE carefully printed on them in black ink)
and floating againg the ever-darkening backdrop of the trees seemed to intensfy the dé§a vu | had
quite ddliberately induced, for no two dreams are exactly the same, are they? Things conceived by
minds and made by hands can never be quite the same, even when they try their best to be identical,
because were never the same from day to day or even moment to moment.

| waked to the sgn, feding the mystery of this place at twilight. | squeezed down on the board,
feding its rough redity, and then | ran the bdl of my thumb over the letters, daring the solinters
and reading with my skin like a blind man reading bralle Sand A and Rand A; L and A and U and
GandHand S

The driveway had been cleared of fdlen needles and blown-down branches, but Dark Score
glimmered a fading rose just as it had in my dreams, and the sprawled hulk of the house was the



same. Bill had thoughtfully left the light over the back stoop burning, and the sunflowers growing
through the boards had long since been cut down, but everything else was the same.

| looked overhead, at the dot of sky over the lane. Nothing . . . | waited .. . and nothing . . .
waiting dill . . . and then there it was, right where the center of my gaze had been trained. At one
moment there was only the fading sky (with indigo just starting to rise up from the edges like an
infuson of ink), and a the next Venus was glowing there, bright and steady. People talk about
watching the stars come out, and | suppose some people do, but | think that was the only time in my
life that | actudly saw one gppear. | wished on it, too, but this time it was red time, and | did not
wish for Jo.

'Help me,' | said, looking at the star. | would have said more, but | didn't know what to say. |
didn't know what kind of help | needed.

That's enough, avoicein my mind sad uneesily. That's enough, now. Go on back and get your car.

Except that wasn't the plan. The plan was to go down the driveway, just as | had in the find
dream, the nightmare. The plan was to prove to mysdf tha there was no shroud-wrapped monster
lurking in the shadows of the big old log house down there. The plan was pretty much based on that
bit of New Age wisdom which says the word ‘fear' stands for Face Everything And Recover. But,
as | sood there and looked down at that spark of porch light (it looked very smdl in the growing
darkness), it occurred to me that there's another bit of wisdom, one not quite so good-morning-
darshine, which suggests fear is actudly an acronym for Fuck Everything And Run. Standing there
by mysdf in the woods as the light left the sky, that seemed like the smarter interpretation, no two
way's about it.

| looked down and was a little amused to see that | had taken one of the balloons — untied it
without even noticing as | thought things over. It floated serendy up from my hand a the end of its
gring, the words printed on it now impossible to read in the growing dark.

Maybe it's all moot, anyway; maybe | won't be able to move. Maybe that old devil writer's walk
has got hold of me again, and I'll just stand here like a statue until someone comes along and hauls
me away.

But this was red time in the rea world, and in the red world there was no such thing as writer's
wak. | opened my hand. As the gring I'd been holding floated free, | waked under the risng
baloon and gstarted down the driveway. Foot followed foot, pretty much as they had ever since I'd
first learned this trick back in 1959. | went deeper and deeper into the clean but sour smell of pine,
and once | caught mysdf teking an extrabig step, avoiding a fdlen branch that had been in the
dream but wasn't here in redlity.

My heat was 4ill thudding hard, and sweat was ill pouring out of me, oiling my skin and
drawing mosquitoes. | raised a hand to brush the hair off my brow, then stopped, holding it splay-
fingered out in front of my eyes. | put the other one next to it. Neither was marked; there wasn't
even a shadow of scar from the cut I'd given mysdf while crawling around my bedroom during the
ice sorm.

I'madl right,’ | said. 'I'm dl right.’

You funny little man, said Srickland, a voice answered. It wasn't mine, wasn't Jo's; it was the
UFO voice that had narrated my nightmare, the one which had driven me on even when | wanted to
stop. The voice of some outsider.

| darted waking again. | was better than hadfway down the driveway now. | had reached the
point where, in the dream, | told the voice that | was afraid of Mrs. Danvers.



I'm afrad of Mrs. D.,' | said, trying the words doud in the growing dark. 'What if the bad old
housekeeper's down there?

A loon cried on the lake, but the voice didn't answer. | suppose it didn't have to. There was no
Mrs. Danvers, she was only a bag of bonesin an old book, and the voice knew it.

| began waking again. | passed the big pine that Jo had once banged into in our Jeep, trying to
back up the driveway. How she had sworn! Like a sailor! | had managed to keep a Straight face
until she got to 'Fuck a duck,” and then I'd logt it, leaning againg the side of the Jeep with the heds
of my hands pressed agang my temples, howling until tears rolled down my cheeks, and Jo glaring
hot blue sparks at me the whole time.

| could see the mark about three feet up on the trunk of the tree, the white seeming to float above
the dark bark in the gloom. It was just here that the unease which pervaded the other dreams had
skewed into something far worse. Even before the shrouded thing had come bursting out of the
house, | had fdt something was al wrong, dl twisted up; | had fet tha somehow the house itsef
had gone insane. It was a this point, passing the old scarred pine, that | had wanted to run like the
gingerbread man.

| didn't fed that now. | was afraid, yes, but not in terror. There was nothing behind me, for one
thing, no sound of dobbering bresth. The worg thing a man was likdy to come upon in these
woods was an irritated moose. Or, | supposed, if he was redlly unlucky, a pissed-off bear.

In the dream there had been a moon at least three quarters full, but there was no moon in the sky
above me that night. Nor would there be; in glancing over the westher page in that morning's Derry
News, | had noticed that the moon was new.

Even the mogt powerful dga vu is fragile, and a the thought of that moonless sky, mine broke.
The sensation of reliving my nightmare departed so abruptly that | even wondered why | had done
this, what | had hoped to prove or accomplish. Now I'd have to go al the way back down the dark
laneto retrieve my car.

All right, but I'd do it with a flashlight from the house. One of them would sudy 4ill be just
ingdethe —

A series of jagged explosions ran themsdlves off on the far sde of the lake, the last loud enough
to echo againg the hills. | stopped, drawing in a quick bresth. Moments before, those unexpected
bangs probably would have sent me running back up the driveway in a panic, but now | had only
that brief, startled moment. It was firecrackers, of course, the last one — the loudest one — maybe
an M-80. Tomorrow was the Fourth of July, and across the lake kids were celebrating exly, as kids
are wont to do.

| walked on. The bushes 4ill reached like hands, but they had been pruned back and their reach
wasn't very threatening. | didn't have to worry about the power being out, ether; | was now close
enough to the back stoop to see moths fluttering around the light Bill Dean had left on for me. Even
if the power had been out (in the western part of the state a lot of the lines are till aove ground,
and it goes out alat), the gennie would have kicked in automatically.

Yet | was awved by how much of my dream was actudly here, even with the powerful sense of
repetition — of reliving — departed. Jo's planters were where they'd aways been, flanking the path
which leads down to Sards little lick of beach; | suppose Brenda Meserve had found them stacked
in the cdlar and had had one of her crew st them out again. Nothing was growing in them yet, but
| suspected that stuff would be soon. And even without the moon of my dream, | could see the
black square on the water, standing about fifty yards offshore. The swvimming float.



No oblong shape lying overturned in front of the stoop, though; no coffin. Stll, my heat was
besting hard again, and | think if more firecrackers had gone off on the Kashwakamak sde of the
lake just then, | might have screamed.

You funny little man, said Strickland.

Give me that, it's my dust-catcher.

What if deeth drives usinsane? What if we survive, but it drives us insane? What then?

| hed reached the point where, in my nightmare, the door banged open and that white shape came
hurtling out with its wrapped arms upraised. | took one more step and then stopped, hearing the
harsh sound of my respiration as | drew each breath down my throat and then pushed it back out
over the dry floor of my tongue. There was no sense of dga vu, but for a moment | thought the
shape would appear anyway — here in the red world, in red time. | sood waiting for it with my
sweaty hands clenched. | drew in another dry breath, and thistime | held it.

The soft |gp of water againgt the shore.

A breeze that patted my face and rattled the bushes.

A loon cried out on the lake; moths battered the stoop light.

No shroud-mongter threw open the door, and through the big windows to the left and right of the
door, | could see nothing moving, white or otherwise. There was a note above the knob, probably
from Bill, and that was it. | let out my breath in a rush and waked the rest of the way down the
driveway to SaraLaughs.

The note was indeed from Bill Dean. It said that Brenda had done some shopping for me; the
supermarket receipt was on the kitchen table, and | would find the pantry well stocked with canned
goods. Shed gone easy with the perishables, but there was milk, butter, haf-and-hdf, and
hamburger, that staple of single-guy cuisne,

| will see you next Mon., Bill had written. If | had my druthers I'd be here to say hello in person
but the good wife saysit's our turn to do the holiday trotting and so we are going down to Virginia
(hot!!) to spend the 4th with her sister. If you need anything or runinto problems. . .

He had jotted his sgter-in-law's phone number in Virginia as wedl as Butch Wigginss number in
town, which locas jugt cdl ‘the TR, as in 'Me and mother got tired of Bethel and moved our trailer
over to the TR There were other numbers, as wel — the plumber, the eectrician, Brenda
Mesarve, even the TV guy over in Harison who had repostioned the DSS dish for maximum
reception. Bill was taking no chances. | turned the note over, imagining a find P.S: Say, Mike, if
nuclear war should break out before me and Yvette get back from Virginia—

Something moved behind me.

| whirled on my heds, the note dropping from my hand. It fluttered to the boards of the back
stoop like a larger, whiter verson of the moths banging the bulb overhead. In that ingtant | was sure
it would be the shroud-thing, an insane revenant in my wife's decaying body, Give me my dust-
catcher, give it to me, how dare you come down here and disturb my rest, how dam you come to
Manderley again, and now that you're here, how will you ever get away? Into the mystery with you,
you silly little man. Into the mystery with you.

Nothing there. It had just been the breeze again, dirring the bushes around a little . . . except |
had felt no breeze againg my swesaty skin, not thet time.

'Wdl it must have been, there's nothing there,' | said.

The sound of your voice when you're aone can be either scary or reassuring. That time it was the
latter. 1 bent over, picked up Bill's note, and stuffed it into my back pocket. Then | rummaged out
my keyring. | sood under the stoop light in the big, swooping shadows of the light-struck moths,



picking through my keys until | found the one | wanted. It had a funny disused look, and as |
rubbed my thumb along its serrated edge, | wondered again why | hadn't come down here — except
for a couple of quick broad daylight errands — in al the months and years since Jo had died.
Surdly if she had been dive, she would have ingsted —

But then a peculiar redization came to me: it wasn't just a matter of since Jo died. It was easy to
think of it that way — never once during my sx weeks on Key Largo had | thought of it any other
way — but now, actudly standing here in the shadows of the dancing moths (it was like standing
under some weird organic disco bal) and listening to the loons out on the lake, | remembered that
athough Johanna had died in August of 1994, she had died in Dery. It had been miserably hot in
the city . . . so why had we been there? Why hadn't we been gtting out on our shady deck on the
lake dde of the house, drinking iced tea in our bathing suits, watching the boats go back and forth
and commenting on the form of the various water-skiers? What had she been doing in that damned
Rite Aid parking lot to begin with, when during any other August we would have been miles from
there?

Nor was that dl. We usudly dayed a Sara until the end of September — it was a peaceful,
pretty time, as wam as summer. But in '93 wed left with August only a week gone | knew,
because | could remember Johanna going to New York with me later that month, some kind of
publishing ded and the usud attendant publicity crap. It had been doghot in Manhattan, the
hydrants spraying in the Eagt Village and the uptown sreets Szzling. On one night of thet trip wed
seen The Phantom of the Opera. Near the end Jo had leaned over to me and whispered, 'Oh fuck!
The Phantom is sniveling again!' | had spent the rest of the $ow trying to keep from burging into
wild pedls of laughter. Jo could be evil that way.

Why had she come with me that August? Jo didn't like New York even in April or October,
when it's sort of pretty. | didnt know. | couldnt remember. All | was sure of was that she had never
been back to Sara Laughs after early August of 1993 .. . . and before long | wasn't even sure of that.

| dipped the key into the lock and turned it. I'd go indide, flip on the kitchen overheads, grab a
flashlight, and go back for the car. If | didnt, some drunk guy with a cottage at the far south end of
the lane would come in too fast, rear-end my Chevy, and sue me for abillion dollars.

The house had been aired out and didn't smell a bit musty; ingtead of ill, Sade ar, there was a
fant and pleasing aroma of pine. | reached for the light ingde the door, and then, somewhere in the
blackness of the house, a child began to sob. My hand froze where it was and my flesh went cold. |
didn't panic, exactly, but al rationd thought left my mind. It was weeping, a child's weeping, but |
hadn't a clue as to where it was coming from.

Then it began to fade. Not to grow softer but to fade, as if someone had picked that kid up and
was carrying it away down some long corridor. . . not that any such corridor existed in Sara Laughs.
Even the one running through the middle of the house, connecting the centrd section to the two
wings, iant redly long.

Fading . . . faded . . . aimost gone.

| sood in the dark with my cold skin crawvling and my hand on the lightswitch. Pat of me
wanted to boogie, to just go flying out of there as fast as my little legs could carry me, running like
the gingerbread man. Another part, however — the rationa part — was dready reasserting itself.

| flicked the switch, the part that wanted to run saying forget it, it wont work, it's the dream,
gupid, it's your dream coming true. But it did work. The foyer light came on in a shadow-dispdling
rush, reveding Jo's lumpy little pottery collection to the left and the bookcase to the right, stuff |
hadn't looked & in four years or more, but sill here and Hill the same. On a middle shelf of the



bookcase | could see the three early EImore Leonard novels — Swag, The Big Bounce, and Mr.
Majestyk — that | had put aside againgt a spell of rainy weether; you have to be ready for rain when
you're at camp. Without a good book, even two days of rain in the woods can be enough to drive
you bonkers.

There was a find whisper of weeping, then slence. In it, | could hear ticking from the kitchen.
The clock by the stove, one of Jo's rare lapses into bad taste, is Felix the Cat with big eyes that shift
from sde to side as his pendulum tal flicks back and forth. | think it's been in every chegp horror
movie ever made.

'Who's here? | cdled. | took a step toward the kitchen, just a dim space floating beyond the
foyer, then stopped. In the dark the house was a cavern. The sound of the weeping could have come
from anywhere. Induding my own imagination. 'ls someone here?

No answer . . . but | didn't think the sound had been in my head. If it had been, writer's block was
the least of my worries.

Standing on the bookcase to the left of the ElImore Leonards was a long-barrelled flashlight, the
kind that holds eght D-cdls and will temporarily blind you if someone shines it directly into your
eyes. | grasped it, and until it nearly dipped through my hand | hadn't redly redized how heavily |
was swedting, or how scared | was. | juggled it, heart beating hard, haf-expecting that creepy
sobbing to begin again, hdf-expecting the shroud-thing to come floating out of the black living
room with its shapeless arms raised; some old hack of a politician back from the grave and ready to
give it another shot. Vote the straight Resurrection ticket, brethren, and you will be saved.

| got control of the light and turned it on. It shot a bright graight beam into the living room,
picking out the moosehead over the fieldstone fireplace; it shone in the head's glass eyes like two
lights burning under water. | saw the old cane-and-bamboo chairs, the old couch; the scarred
dining-room table you had to baance by shimming one leg with a folded playing card or a couple
of beer coasters;, | saw no ghogts; | decided this was a serioudy fucked-up carniva just the same. In
the words of the immorta Cole Porter, let's cal the whole thing off. If 1 headed east as soon as | got
back to my car, | could bein Derry by midnight. Seeping in my own bed.

| turned out the foyer light and stood with the flash drawing its line across the dark. | listened to
the tick of that stupid cat-clock, which Bill must have st going, and to the familiar chugging cyce
of the refrigerator. As | listened to them, | redized that | had never expected to hear either sound
agan. Asfor thecrying . . .

Had there been crying? Had there redly?

Yes. Crying or something. Just what now seemed moot. What seemed germane was that coming
here had been a dangerous idea and a stupid course of action for a man who has taught his mind to
misbehave. As | good in the foyer with no light but the flash and the glow fdling in the windows
from the bulb over the back stoop, | redized that the line between what | knew was red and what |
knew was only my imagination had pretty much disappeared.

| left the house, checked to make sure the door was locked, and walked back up the driveway,
swinging the flashlight beam from Sde to Sde like a pendulum — like the tal of od Fdix the
Krazy Kat in the kitchen. It occurred to me, as | struck north aong the lane, that | would have to
make up some sort of story for Bill Dean. It wouldn't do to say, 'Well, Bill, 1 got down there and
heard a kid bawling in my locked house, and it scared me so bad | turned into te gingerbread man
and ran back to Dery. Il send you the flashlight | took; put it back on the shef next to the
paperbacks, would you? That wasn't ‘any good because the story would get around and people
would say, 'Not surprised. Wrote too many books, probably. Work like that has got to soften a
man's head. Now he's scared of his own shadow. Occupational hazard.'



Even if | never came down here again in my life, | didnt want to leave people on the TR with
that opinion of me, tha hdf-contemptuous, see-what-you-get-for-thinking-too-much atitude. It's
one alot of folks seem to have about people who live by their imaginations.

I'd tell Bill | got sck. In away it was true. Or no . . . better to tell him someone else got sick . . .
afriend . . . someone in Dery I'd been seeing . . . a lady-friend, perhaps. 'Bill, this friend of mine,
thislady-friend of mine got sick, you see,and 0. . ."

| stopped suddenly, the light shining on the front of my car. | had waked the mile in the dark
without noticing many of the sounds in the woods, and dismissng even the bigger of them as deer
settling down for the night. | hadn't turned around to see if the shroud-thing (or maybe some
goectra  crying child) was following me. | had gotten involved in meking up a story and then
embdlishing it, doing it in my head indead of on paper this time but going down dl the same wdl-
known paths. | had gotten so involved that | had neglected to be afraid. My heartbeat was back to
normd, the sweat was drying on my skin, and the mosquitoes had stopped whining in my ears. And
as | sood there, a thought occurred to me. It was as if my mind had been waiting patiently for me
to cdm down enough so it could remind me of some essentid fact.

The pipes. Bill had gotten my go-ahead to replace most of the old stuff, and the plumber had
done so. Very recently held done so.

‘Air in the pipes' | sad, running the beam of the eght-cdl flashlignt over the grille of my
Chevrolet. That'swhat | heard.'

| waited to ®e if the deegper part of my mind would cdl this a Supid, raiondizing lie. It didn't . .
. because, | supposg, it redized it could be true. Airy pipes can sound like people taking, dogs
barking, or children crying. Perhaps the plumber had bled them and the sound had been something
ese . . . but perhaps he hadnt. The question was whether or not | was going to jump in my car,
back two tenths of a mile to the highway, and then return to Derry, dl on the bass of a sound | had
heard for ten seconds (maybe only five), and while in an excited, stressful state of mind.

| decided the answer was no. It might take only one more peculiar thing to turn me around —
probably gibbering like a character on Tales from the Crypt — but the sound I'd heard in the foyer
wan't enough. Not when making ago of it a Sara Laughs might mean so much.

| hear voices in my head, and have for as long as | can remember. | don't know if that's part of
the necessary equipment for being a writer or not; I've never asked ancther one. | never fet the
need to, because | know al the voices | hear are versons of me. Still, they often seem like very red
versons of other people, and none is more red to me-or more familiar — than Jo's voice. Now that
voice came, sounding interested, amused in an ironic but gentle way . . . and gpproving.

Going to fight, Mike?

Yeah,' | sad, ganding there in the dark and picking out gleams of chrome with my flashlight.
"Think so, babe.'

Well, then —that's all right, isn't it?

Yes. It was. | got into my car, started it up, and drove dowly down the lane. And when | got to
the driveway, | turned in.

There was no crying the second time | entered the house. | waked dowly through the downdairs,
keeping the flashlight in my hand until 1 had turned on every light | could find; if there were people
dill boating on the north end of the lake, old Sara probably looked like some weird Spielbergian
flying saucer hovering above them.

| think houses live their own lives dong a time-stream tha's different from the ones upon which
their owners float, one that's dower. In a house, especialy an old one, the past is closer. In my life



Johanna had been dead nearly four years, but to Sara, she was much nearer than that. It wasn't until
| was actudly ingde, with dl the lights on and the flash returned to its oot on the bookshdf, that |
redized how much | had been dreading my arivd. Of having my grief reawakened by sgns of
Johannas interrupted life. A book with a corner turned down on the table at one end of the sofa,
where Jo had liked to recline in her nightgown, reading and edting plums, the cardboard cannister
of Quaker Oats, which was dl she ever wanted for breskfast, on a shef in the pantry; her old green
robe hung on the back of the bathroom door in the south wing, which Bill Dean ill cdled ‘the new
wing," athough it had been built before we ever saw Sara Laughs.

Brenda Meserve had done a good job — a humane job-of removing these Sgns and sgnds, but
she couldn't get them dl. Jo's hardcover sat of Sayerss Peter Wimsey novels gill held pride of
place a the center of the living-room bookcase. Jo had aways cdled the moosehead over the
fireplace Bunter, and once, for no reason | could remember (certainly it seemed a very un
Bunterlike accessory), she had hung a bell around the moosgs hairy neck. It hung there ill, on a
red velvet ribbon. Mrs. Meserve might have puzzled over that bell, wondering whether to leave it
up or take it down, not knowing that when Jo and | made love on the living-room couch (and yes,
we were often overcome there), we referred to the act as 'ringing Bunter's bell." Brenda Meserve
had done her best, but any good marriage is secret territory, a necessary white space on society's
map. What others don't know about it is what makesit yours.

| walked around, touching things, looking at things, seeing them new. Jo seemed everywhere to
me, and after a little while | dropped into one of the old cane chairs in front of the TV. The cushion
wheezed under me, and | could hear Jo saying, 'Well excuse yoursdf, Michad!"

| put my face in my hands and cried. | suppose it was the last of my mourning, but that made it
no esser to bear. | cried until | thought something ingde me would bresk if | didn't sop. When it
findly let me go, my face was drenched, | had the hiccups, and | thought | had never fdt so tired in
my life. | fdt srained dl over my body — partly from the waking I'd done, | suppose, but mostly
just from the tenson of getting here . . . and deciding to stay here. To fight. That weird phantom
cying I'd heard when | fird stepped into the place, dthough it seemed very disant now, hadnt
hel ped.

| washed my face at the kitchen snk, rubbing away the tears with the heds of my hands and
clearing my clogged nose. Then | caried my suitcases down to the guest bedroom in the north
wing. | had no intention of deeping in the south wing, in the master bedroom where | had last dept
with Jo.

That was a choice Brenda Meserve had foreseen. There was a bouquet of fresh wildflowers on
the bureau, and a cad: WELCOME BACK, MR. NOONAN. If | hadnt been emctionally
exhausted, | suppose looking a that message, in Mrs. Mesarve's spiky copperplate handwriting,
would have brought on another fit of the weeps. | put my face in the flowers and breathed deeply.
They smdled good, like sunshine. Then | took off my cdothes, leaving them where they dropped,
and turned back the coverlet on the bed. Fresh sheets, fresh pillowcases;, same old Noonan diding
between the former and dropping his head onto the latter.

| lay there with the bedside lamp on, looking up at the shadows on the celling, dmost unable to
believe | was in this place and this bed. There had been no shroud-thing to greet me, of course . . .
but | had an idea it might well find me in my dreams.

Sometimes — for me, a least — therés a trangtional bump between waking and deeping. Not
that night. | dipped away without knowing it, and woke the next morning with sunlight shining in
through the window and the bedsde lamp 4ill on. There had been no dreams that | could



remember, only a vague sensation that | had awakened sometime briefly in the night and heard a
bdl ringing, very thin and far away.



CHAPTER SEVEN

The little gl — actudly she wasn't much more than a baby-came waking up the middle of Route
68, dressed in a red bathing suit, yelow plagtic flip-flops, and a Boston Red Sox baseball cap
turned around backward. | had just driven past the Lakeview General Store and Dickie Brookss
All-Purpose Garage, and the speed limit there drops from fifty-five to thirty-five. Thank God | was
obeying it that day, otherwise | might have killed her.

It was my first day back. I'd gotten up late and spent most of the morning walking in the woods
which run aong the lakeshore, seeing what was the same and what had changed. The water looked
a little lower and there were fewer boats than | would have expected, especidly on summer's
biggest holiday, but otherwise | might never have been away. | even seemed to be dapping at the
same bugs.

Around eleven my stomach derted me to the fact that 1'd skipped breskfast. | decided a trip to
the Village Cafe was in order. The restaurant at Warrington's was trendier by far, but 1'd be stared
a there. The Village Cafe would be better — if it was dill doing business. Buddy Jdlison was an
ill-tempered fuck, but he had adways been the best fry-cook in western Maine and what my stomach
wanted was a big gressy Villageburger.

Now this litle girl, walking draight up the white line and looking like a mgorette leading an
invisible parade.

At thirty-five miles per hour | saw her in plenty of time, but this road was busy in the summer,
and very few people bothered creeping through the reduced-speed zone. There were only a dozen
Cadtle County police cruisars, after dl, and not many of them bothered with the TR unless they
were pecificdly cdled there.

| pulled over to the shoulder, put the Chevy in PARK, and was out before the dust had even
begun to sdtle. The day was muggy and close and dill, the clouds seeming low enough to touch.
The kid — a little blondie with a snub nose and scabbed knees — good on the white line as if it
were a tightrope and watched me approach with no more fear than afawn.

'Hi," she said. 'l go beach. Mummy 'on't take me and I'm mad as hdll." She stamped her foot to
show she knew as well as anybody what mad as hell was dl about. Three or four was my guess.
Wedl-spoken in her fashion and cute as hell, but sill no more than three or four. 'Wdll, the beach is
agood place to go on the Fourth, dl right,' | said, 'but —

'Fourth of July and fireworks too," she agreed, making 'too’ sound exotic and swedt, like a word
in Vietnamese,

" — but if you try to wak there on the highway, youre more apt to wind up in Castle Rock
Hospita .

| decided | wasn't going to stand there playing Mister Rogers with her in the middle of Route 68,
not with a curve only fifty yards to the south and a car gpt to come whedling around it a sSxty miles
an hour at any time. | could hear amotor, actudly, and it was revving hard.

| picked the kid up and carried her over to where my car was idling, and adthough she seemed
perfectly content to be carried and not frightened abit, | fdt like Chester the Molester the second |
had my arm locked under her bottom. | was very aware that anyone stting around in the combined
office and waiting room of Brookses Garage could look out and see me. This is one of the strange



midlife redities of my generation: we can't touch a child who isn't our own without fearing others
will see something lecherous in our touching . . . or without thinking, way down deep in the sewers
of our psyches, tha there probably is something lecherous in it. |1 got her out of the road, though. |
did that much. Let the Marching Mothers of Western Maine come after me and do their worst.

"Y ou take me beach? the little girl asked.

She was bright-eyed, smiling. | figured that shed probably be pregnant by the time she was
twelve, especidly given the cool way she was wearing her basebd| cap. 'Got your suitie?

‘Actudly | think | left my suitie a home. Don't you hate that? Honey, wheré's your mom?

As if in direct answer to my question, the car I'd heard came busting out of a road on the near
gde of the curve It was a Jeep Scout with mud splashed high up on both sdes. The motor was
growling like something up a tree and pissed off about it. A woman's head was poked out the side
window. Little curieds mom must have been too scared to St down; she was driving in a mad
crouch, and if a car had been coming around that particular curve in Route 68 when she pulled out,
my friend in the red bathing suit would likely have become an orphan on the spot.

The Scout fishtailed, the head dropped back down insde the cab, and there was a grinding as the
driver upshifted, trying to take her old hegp from zero to sixty in maybe nine seconds. If pure terror
could have done the job, I'm sure she would have succeeded.

‘That's Mattie' the girl in the bahing suit sad. 'I'm mad a her. I'm running away to have a
Fourth at the beach. If shelsmad | go to my white nana.’

| had no idea what she was talking about, but it did cross my mind that Miss Bosox of 1998
could have her Fourth a the beach; | would settle for a fifth of something whole-grain a home.
Meanwhile, | was waving the am not under the kid's butt back and forth over my head, and hard
enough to blow around wisps of the girl's fine blonde hair.

'Hey!" | shouted. 'Hey, lady! | got her!’

The Scout sped by, ill acceerating and ill sounding pissed off about it. The exhaust was
blowing clouds of blue smoke. There was a further hideous grinding from the Scout's old
trangmisson. It was like some crazy verdon of Let's Make a Deal.' 'Madttie, you've succeeded in
getting into second gear — would you like to quit and teke the Maytag washer, or do you want to
try for third?

| did the only thing | could think of, which was to step out onto the road, turn toward the Jeep,
which was now speeding away from me (the smdl of the il was thick and acrid), and hold the kid
up high over my head, hoping Mattie would see us in her rearview mirror. | no longer fdt like
Chester the Molester; now | felt ike a crud auctioneer in a Disney cartoon, offering the cutest |i'l
piglet in the litter to the highest bidder. It worked, though. The Scout's mudcaked taillights came on
and there was a demonic howling as the badly used brakes locked. Right in front of Brookse€'s, this
was. If there were any old-timers in for a good Fourth of July gossp, they would now have plenty
to gossip about. | thought they would especidly enjoy the part where Mom screamed a me to
unhand her baby. When you return to your summer home after a long absence, it's adways nice to
get off on theright foot.

The backup lights flared and the Jeep began reversng down the road a a good twenty miles an
hour. Now the tranamisson sounded not pissed off but panicky — please, it was saying, please
stop, you'e killing me. The Scout's rear end wagged from sde to sde like the tal of a happy dog. |
waiched it coming & me, hypnotized — now in the northbound lane, now across the white line and
into the southbound lane, now overcorrecting so that the left-hand tires spumed dugt off the
shoulder.



'Mattie go fast, my new girlfriend sad in a conversationd, int-this-interesting voice. She had
one arm dung around my neck; we were chums, by God.

But what the kid said woke me up. Maitie go fad, dl right, too fast. Maitie would, more likely
than not, clean out the rear end of my Chevrolet. And if | just stood here, Baby Snooks and | were
apt to end up as toothpaste between the two vehicles.

| backed the length of my car, keeping my eyes fixed on the Jeep and yeling, 'Sow down,
Mattie! Sow down!'

Cutie-pie liked that. 'Syo down!" she ydled, starting to laugh. 'Syo down, you old Mattie, syo
down!'

The brakes screamed in fresh agony. The Jeep took one last waloping, unhappy jerk backward
as Madtie stopped without benefit of the clutch. That finad lunge took the Scout's rear bumper so
close to the rear bumper of my Chevy that you could have bridged the gap with a cigarette. The
andl of al in the ar was huge and furry. The kid was waving a hand in front of her face and
coughing theatricaly.

The driver's door flew open; Mattie Devore flew out like a circus acrobat shot from a cannon, if
you can imagine a circus acrobat dressed in old paidey shorts and a cotton smock top. My firg
thought was tha the little girl's big sster had been babydtting her, that Mattie and Mummy were
two different people. | knew that little kids often spend a period of their development cdling ther
parents by ther first names, but this pae-cheeked blonde girl looked al of twelve, fourteen a the
outsde. | decided her mad handling of the Scout hadn't been terror for her child (or not just terror)
but total automotive inexperience.

There was something else, too, okay? Another assumption that | made. The muddy four-whed-
drive, the baggy paidey shorts, the smock that al but scresmed Kmart, the long ydlow hair held
back with those little red dadtics, and mogst of dl the inatention that dlows the three-year-old in
your care to go wandering off in the firgt place . . . dl those things sad traller-trash to me. | know
how that sounds, but | had some basis for it. Also, I'm Irish, goddammit. My ancestors were trailer-
trash when the trailers were gill horse-drawn caravans.

'Stinky-phew!" the little girl said, dill waving a pudgy hand at the air in front of her face. 'Scoutie
stink!

Where Scoutie’'s bathing suitie? | thought, and then my new girlfriend was snaiched out of my
arms. Now that she was closer, my idea that Mattie was the bathing beauty's sister took a hit. Mattie
wouldn't be middie-aged until well into the next century, but she waan't twelve or fourteen, ether. |
now guessed twenty, maybe a year younger. When she snatched the baby away, | saw the wedding
ring on her left hand. | dso saw the dark circles under her eyes, gray skin dudting to purple. She
was young, but | thought it was a mother'sterror and exhaustion | was looking at.

| expected her to swat the tot, because that's how trailer-trash moms react to being tired and
scared. When she did, | would stop her, one way or another distract her into turning her anger on
me, if that was what it took. There was nothing very noble in this, | should add; dl | redly wanted
to do was to postpone the fanny-whacking, shoulder-shaking, and in-your-face shouting to a time
and place where | wouldn't have to watch it. It was my first day back in town; | didn't want to spend
any of it watching an inattentive dut abuse her child.

Instead of shaking her and shouting 'Where did you think you were going, you little bitch?
Mattie fird hugged the child (who hugged back enthusadticdly, showing absolutely no sgn of
fear) and then covered her face with kisses.

'Why did you do that? she cried. 'What wasin your head? When | couldn't find you, | died.’



Mattie burgt into tears. The child in the bathing suit looked a her with an expresson of surprise
0 big and complete it would have been comicd under other circumstances. Then her own face
crumpled up. | stood back, wached them cying and hugging, and fdt ashamed of my
preconceptions.

A car went by and dowed down. An dderly couple — Ma and Pa Kettle on their way to the store
for that holiday box of Grape-Nuts — gawked out. | gave them an impatient wave with both hands,
the kind that says what are you staring at, go on, put an egg in your shoe and begt it. They sped up,
but | didn't see an out-of-date license plate, as I'd hoped | might. This verson of Ma and Pa were
locas, and the story would be fleeting its rounds soon enough: Maéttie the teenage bride and her
little bundle of joy (said bundle undoubtedly conceived in the back seet of a car or the bed of a
pickup truck some months before the legitimizing ceremony), bawling their eyes out a the sde of
the road. With astranger. No, not exactly a stranger. Mike Noonan, the writer fellafrom upstate.

'l wanted to go to the beach and suh-suh-swim!" the little girl wept, and now it was 'swim' that
sounded exotic — the Viethamese word for ‘ecstasy,’ perhaps.

'l sad I'd take you this afternoon.’ Mattie was ill sniffing, but getting hersdf under control.
'Don't do that again, little guy, please don't you ever do that again, Mommy was so scared.’

'l wont,' the kid said 'l realy won't." Still crying, $e hugged the older girl tight, laying her head
agang the sde of Matti€s neck. Her bassbal cep fel off. | picked it up, beginning to fed very
much like an outsder here. | poked the blue-and-red cep a Mattie's hand until her fingers closed on
it.

| decided | dso fdt pretty good about the way things had turned out, and maybe | had a right to.
I've presented the incident as if it was amusing, and it was, but it was the sort of anusing you never
see until later. When it was happening, it was terrifying. Suppose there had been a truck coming
from the other direction? Coming around that curve, and coming too fast?

A vehide did come around it, a pickup of the type no tourist ever drives. Two more locas
gawked their way by.

'‘Maam? | said. 'Mattie? | think I'd better get going. Glad your little girl is dl right.” The minute
it was out, | felt an dmost irresigtible urge to laugh. | could picture me drawling this speech to
Mattie (a name that belonged in a movie like Unforgiven or True Grit if any name ever did) with
my thumbs hooked into the belt of my chaps and my Stetson pushed back to revea my noble brow.
| felt an insane urge to add, 'Y ou're right purty, maam, ain't you the new schoolteacher?

She turned to me and | saw that she was right purty. Even with circdles under her eyes and her
blonde har dicking off in gobs to ether side of her head. And | thought she was doing okay for a
girl probably not yet old enough to buy adrink in abar. At least she hadn't belted the baby.

‘Thank you so much," she said. 'Was she right in the road? Say she wasn't, her eyes begged. At
least say she was walking aong the shoulder.

‘Wel —"

'I waked on the ling' the girl said, pointing. 'It's like the cross-mock.' Her voice took on a fantly
righteous tone. 'Crossmock is safe.’

Mattie's cheeks, dready white, turned whiter. | didnt like seeing her that way, and didnt like to
think of her driving home that way, especialy with akid.

'Where do you live, Mrs. — ?

'Devore,’ she sad. 'I'm Mattie Devore.' She shifted the child and put out her hand. | shook it. The
morning was warm, and it was going to be hot by mid-afternoon — beach weather for sure — but
the fingers | touched wereicy. 'Welivejus there!



She pointed b the intersection the Scout had shot out of, and | could see — surprise, surprise —
a doublewide traler st off in a grove of pines about two hundred feet up the little feeder road.
Wasp Hill Road, | recdled. It ran about haf a mile from Route 68 to the water — what was known
as the Middle Bay. Ah yes, doc, it's dl coming back to me now. I'm once more riding the Dark
Score range. Saving little kids is my specidty.

Stll, I was relieved to see that she lived close by — less than a quarter of a mile from the place
where our respective vehicles were parked with ther tails dmost touching — and when | thought
about it, it stood to reason. A child as young as the bathing beauty couldn't have waked far . . .
dthough this one had aready demondrated a fair degree of determination. | thought Mother's
haggard look was even more suggestive of the daughter's will. 1 was glad | was too old to be one of
her future boyfriends she would have them jumping through hoops dl through high school and
college. Hoops of fire, likey.

Waéll, the high-school part, anyway. Girls from the doublewide sde of town did not, as a generd
rule, go to college unless there was a juco or a voke-tech handy. And she would only have them
jumping until the right boy (or more likdy the wrong one) came sweeping around the Great Curve
of Life and ran her down in the highway, her dl the while unaware that the white line and the
crossmock were two different things. Then the whole cycle would repest itsdlf.

Christ almighty, Noonan, quit it, | told mysdf. She's three years old and you've already got her
with three kids of her own, two with ringworm and one retarded.

"Thank you so much," Mattie repested.

‘That's okay, | said, and snubbed the little girl's nose. Although her cheeks were ill wet with
tears, she grinned a me sunnily enough in response. Thisisavery verbd little girl.'

Very verbd, and very willful." Now Mattie did give her child a little sheke, but the kid showed
no fear, no dgn that shaking or hitting was the order of most days. On the contrary, her smile
widened. Her mother smiled back. And yes — once you got past the dopped-together look of her,
she was mogt extraordinarily pretty. Put her in a tennis dress a the Castle Rock Country Club
(where shéd likely never go in her life, except maybe as a maid or a waitress), and she would
maybe be more than pretty. A young Grace Kdly, perhaps.

Then she looked back at me, her eyes very wide and grave.

'Mr. Noonan, I'm not a bad mother,' she said.

| fdt a gart a my name coming from her mouth, but it was only momentary. She was the right
age, dter dl, and my books were probably better for her than spending her afternoons in front of
General Hospital and One Life to Live A little, anyway.

'We had an argument about when we were going to the beach. | wanted to hang out the clothes,
have lunch, and go this afternoon. Kyrawanted — ' She broke off. 'What? What did | say?

'Her name is Kia? Did — ' Before | could say anything ese, the most extraordinary thing
happened: my mouth was full of waer. So full | fdt a moment's panic, like someone who is
svimming in the ocean and swalows a wave-wash. Only this wasn't a sdt taste; it was cold and
fresh, with afaint meta tang like blood.

| turned my head aside and spat. | expected a gush of liquid to pour out of my mouth — the sort
of gush you sometimes get when commencing atificid respiration on a near-drowning victim.
What came out instead was what usudly comes out when you spit on ahot day: a little white pellet.
And that sensation was gone even before the little white pelet sruck the dirt of the shoulder. In an
ingant, asif it had never been there.

"That man spirted, the girl said matter-of-factly.



'Sorry," | said. | was aso bewildered. What in God's name had that been about? 'l guess | had a
little delayed reection.’

Mattie looked concerned, as though | were eighty instead of forty. | thought that maybe to a girl
her age, forty is eighty. 'Do you want to come up to the house? I'll give you a glass of water.'

'No, I'm fine now.'

'All right. Mr. Noonan . . . dl | mean is that nothing like this has ever happened to me before. |
was hanging sheets . . . she was indde watching a Mighty Mouse cartoon on the VCR . . . then,
when | went in to get more pins . . . ' She looked at the girl, who was no longer amiling. It was
darting to get through to her now. Her eyes were big, and ready to fill with tears. 'She was gone. |
thought for aminute I'd die of fear.'

Now the kid's mouth began to tremble, and her eyes filled up right on schedule. She began to
weep. Mattie stroked her hair, soothing the smal head until it lay against the Kmart smock top.

That's dl right, Ki,' she said. 'It turned out okay this time, but you can't go out in the road. It's
dangerous. Little things get run over in the road, and youre a little thing. The mogt precious little
thing in the world.'

She cried harder. It was the exhausted sound of a child who needed a nap before any more
adventures, to the beach or anywhere else.

'Kiabad, Kiabad," she sobbed against her mother's neck.

'No, honey, only three; Mattie said, and if | had harbored any further thoughts about her being a
bad mother, they melted away then. Or perhaps they'd aready gone — after dl, the kid was round,
comely, wel-kept, and unbruised.

On one levd, those things registered. On another | was trying to cope with the strange thing that
had just happened, and the equdly strange thing | thought | was learing — that the little girl | had
caried off the white line had the name we had planned to give our child, if our child turned out to
beagirl.

'Kia' | said. Marvelled, redly. As if my touch might bresk her, | tentatively stroked the back of
her head. Her hair was sun-warm and fine.

'‘No," Mattie said. 'That's the best she can say it now. Kyra, not Kia. It's from the Greek. It means
ladylike" She shifted, a little sdf-conscious. ‘I picked it out of a baby-name book. While | was
pregnant, | kind of went Oprah. Better than going podtd, | guess:”

It'salovely name,' | said. 'And | don't think you're a bad mom.'

What went through my mind right then was a story Frank Arlen had told over a med a
Chrismas — it had been about Petie, the youngest brother, and Frank had had the whole table in
ditches. Even Petie, who cdamed not to remember a bit of the incident, laughed until tears
streamed down his cheeks.

One Eagter, Frank said, when Petie was about five, their folks had gotten them up for an Easter-
egg hunt. The two parents had hidden over a hundred colored hard-boiled eggs around the house
the evening before, after getting the kids over to their grandparents. A high old Easter morning was
had by dl, a least until Johanna looked up from the patio, where she was counting her share of the
gpoils, and dhrieked. There was Petie, crawling gailly around on the second-floor overhang at the
back of the house, not six feet from the drop to the concrete patio.

Mr. Arlen had rescued Petie while the rest of the family sood below, holding hands, frozen with
horror and fascination. Mrs. Arlen had repesated the Hall Mary over and over ('so fast she sounded
like one of the Chipmunks on that old 'Witch Doctor' record,” Frank had said, laughing larder than
ever) until her husband had disgppeared back into the open bedroom window with Petie in his



ams. Then she had swooned to the pavement, breaking her nose. When asked for an explanation,
Petie had told them held wanted to check the rain-guiter for eggs.

| suppose every family has a least one dory like that; the surviva of the world's Peties and
Kyrasis a convincing argument — in the minds of parents, anyway for the existence of God.

'l was so scared,’ Mattie said, now looking fourteen again. Fifteen a mog.

‘Butit'sover,' | sad. 'And Kyras not going to go walking in the road anymore. Are you, Kyra?

She shook her head againgt her mother's shoulder without raising it. | had an idea shed probably
be adeep before Mattie got her back to the good old doublewide.

"You don't know how bizarre this is for me,' Méttie said. 'One of my favorite writers comes out of
nowhere and saves my kid. | knew you had a place on the TR, that big old log house everyone calls
Sara Laughs, but folks say you don't come here anymore since your wife died.'

'For along time | didn't, | said. 'If Sara was a marriage instead of a house, you'd cal this a trid
reconciliation.’

She amiled fleetingly, then looked grave again. 'l want to ask you for something. A favor.'

'‘Ask awvay.'

'Don't talk about this. It's not a good time for Ki and me.’

'Why not?

She hit her lip and seemed to consder answering the question — -one | might not have asked,
given an extra moment to consder — and then shook her head. 'It's just not. And I'd be so grateful
if you didn't talk about what just happened in town. More grateful than you'l ever know.'

'No problem.’

'Y ou mean it?

'Sure. I'm basicdly a summer person who hasn't been around for awhile . . . which means | dont
have many folks to tak to, anyway.' There was Bill Dean, of course, but | could keep quiet around
him. Not that he wouldn't know. If this little lady thought the locds weren't going to find out about
her daughter's attempt to get to the beach by shank's mare, she was fooling hersdf. 'l think weve
been noticed aready, though. Take alook up at Brooksie's Garage. Peek, don't stare.’

She did, and sighed. Two old men were standing on the tarmac where there had been gas pumps
once upon a time. One was very likey Brookse himsdf; | thought | could see the remnants of the
flyaway red hair which had dways made him look like a downeast verson of Bozo the Clown. The
other, old enough to make Brookse look like a wee dip of a lad, was leaning on a gold-headed
canein away that was queerly vulpine.

'l cant do anything about them,” she said, sounding depressed. 'Nobody can do anything about
them. | guess| should count myself lucky it's aholiday and there's only two of them.’

'‘Besides,’ | added, ‘they probably didn't see much." Which ignored two things: fird, that haf a
dozen cars and pick-emups had gone by while we had been standing here, and second, that
whatever Brooksie and his elderly friend hadn't seen, they would be more than happy to make up.

On Mattie's shoulder, Kyra gave a ladylike snore. Mattie glanced at her and gave her a amile full
of rue and love. 'I'm sorry we had to meet under circumstances that make me look like such a dope,
because | redly am a big fan. They say at the bookstore in Castle Rock that you've got a new one
coming out this summer.’

| nodded. 'It's called Helen's Promise.’

She grinned. 'Good title.’

‘Thanks. Y ou better get your buddy back home before she breaks your arm.’

v egh’



There are people in this world who have a knack for asking embarrassng, awkward questions
without meaning to — it's like a talent for waking into doors. | am one of that tribe, and as |
walked with her toward the passenger side of the Scout, | found a good one. And yet it was hard to
blame mysdlf too enthusagticaly. | had seen the wedding ring on her hand, after al.

'Will you tell your husband?

Her smile stayed on, but it paed somehow. And tightened. If it were possible to delete a spoken
question the way you can ddlete aline of type when you're writing a story, | would have doneit.

'He died last August.'

'Mattie, I'm sorry. Open mouth, insert foot.'

"You couldnt know. A girl my age isn't even supposed to be married, is she? And if she is, her
husband's supposed to be in the army, or something.'

There was a pink baby-seat — aso Kmart, | guessed — on the passenger side of the Scout.
Mattie tried to boost Kyra in, but | could see she was struggling. | stepped forward to help her, and
for jus a moment, as | reached past her to grab a plump leg, the back of my hand brushed her
breast. She couldn't step back unless she wanted to risk Kyras dithering out of the seat and onto the
floor, but 1 could fed her recording the touch. My husband's dead, not a threat, so the big-dedl
writer thinks it's okay to cop a little fed on a hot summer morning. And what can | say? Mr. Big
Ded came dong and hauled my kid out of the road, maybe saved her life.

No, Mattie, | may be forty going on a hundred, but | was not copping a feel. Except | couldn't say
that; it would only make thingsworse. | felt my cheeksflush alittle.

'How old are you? | asked, when we had the baby squared away and were back a a safe
distance.

She gave me alook. Tired or not, she had it together again. 'Old enough to know the Stuation I'm
in." She held out her hand. Thanks again, Mr. Noonan. God sent you dong at the right time.”

‘Nah, God just told me | needed a hamburger a the Village Cafe | sad. 'Or maybe it was His
opposite number. Please say Buddy's ill doing business at the same old stand.’

She smiled. It warmed her face back up again, and | was happy to see it. 'Hell ill be there when
Ki's kids are old enough b try buying beer with fake IDS. Unless someone wanders in off the road
and asks for something like shrimp tetrazzini. If that happened held probably drop dead of a heart
attack.'

'Y eah. Well, when | get copies of the new book, I'll drop one off.'

The smile continued to hang in there, but now it shaded toward caution. "You don't need to do
that, Mr. Noonan.'

'No, but | will. My agent gets me fifty comps. | find thet as| get older, they go further.’

Perhaps she heard more in my voice than | had meant to put there — people do sometimes, |
guess.

‘All right. I'll look forward to it."

| took another look at the baby, deeping in that queerly casud way they have — her head tilted
over on her shoulder, her lovey little lips pursed and blowing a bubble. Their skin is what kills me
— 0 fine and perfect there seem to be no pores at al. Her Sox hat was askew. Mattie watched me
reach in and readjust it so the visor's shade fell across her closed eyes.

'Kyra,' | said.

Mattie nodded. ‘Ladylike.’

'Kia is an African name' | said. ‘It means 'season's beginning.” | left her then, giving her a little
wave as | headed back to the driver's side of the Chevy. | could fed her curious eyes on me, and |
had the oddest fedling that | was going to cry.



Tha feding stayed with me long after the two of them were out of sght; was 4ill with me when
| got to the Village Cefe. | pulled into the dirt parking lot to the left of the off-brand gas pumps and
just sat there for a little while, thinking about Jo and about a home pregnancy-testing kit which had
cost twenty-two-fifty. A little secret shed wanted to keep until she was absolutdy sure. That must
have been it; what else could it have been?

'Kia,' | said. 'Season's beginning.’ But that made me fed like crying again, so | got out of the car
and dammed the door hard behind me, asif | could keep the sadness inside that way.



CHAPTER EIGHT

Buddy Jdlison was jug the same, dl right — same dirty cooks whites and splotchy white apron,
same flyaway gray hair under a paper cap dained with ether beef-blood or strawberry juice. Even,
from the look, the same oatmed-cookie crumbs caught in his ragged mustache. He was maybe
fifty-five and maybe seventy, which in some geneticdly favored men seems to be dill within the
fathest borders of middle age. He was huge and shambly — probably six-four, three hundred
pounds — and just asfull of grace, wit, and joie de vivre as he had been four years before.

"Y ou want amenu or do you remember? he grunted, asif 1'd last been in yesterday.

'Y ou gill make the Villageburger Deluxe?

'Does a crow 4ill shit in the pine tops? Pale eyes regarding me. No condolences, which was fine
by me.

'Most likdy. Il have one with everything — a Villageburger, not a crow — plus a chocolate
frappe. Good to see you again.'

| offered my hand. He looked surprised but touched it with his own. Unlike the whites, the gpron,
and the hat, the hand was clean. Even the nails were clean. "Yuh,' he said, then turned to the salow
woman chopping onions besde the grill. 'Villageburger, Audrey, he sad. 'Drag it through the
garden.’

I'm ordinarily a sit-at-the-counter kind of guy, but that day | took a booth near the cooler and
wated for Buddy to yel that it was ready — Audrey short-orders, but she doesn't waitress. |
wanted to think, and Buddy's was a good place to do it. There were a couple of locas esting
sandwiches and drinking sodas sraight from the can, but that was about it; people with summer
cottages would have to be starving to eat a the Village Cafe, and even then you'd likdy have to
haul them through the door kicking and screaming. The floor was faded green linoleum with a
rolling topography of hills and vdleys. Like Buddy's uniform, it was none too clean (the summer
people who came in probably failed to notice his hands). The woodwork was greasy and dark.
Above it, where the plaster dtarted, there were a number of bumper-stickers — Buddy's idea of
decoration.

HORN BROKEN — WATCH FOR FINGER.
WIFE AND DOG MISSING. REWARD FOR DOG.
THERE'SNO TOWN DRUNK HERE, WE ALL TAKE TURNS

Humor is dmogt dways anger with its makeup on, | think, but in little towns the makeup tends to
be thin. Three overhead fans paddied apathetically at the hot ar, and to the left of the soft-drink
cooler were two dangling gtrips of flypaper, both liberdly sippled with wildlife, some of it ill
struggling feebly. If you could look at those and il egt, your digestion was probably doing okay.

| thought about a smilarity of names which was surely, had to be, a coincidence. | thought about
a young, pretty girl who had become a mother a sixteen or seventeen and a widow at nineteen or
twenty. | thought about inadvertently touching her bresst, and how the world judged men in ther



forties who suddenly discovered the fascinating world of young women and their accessories. Most
of dl | thought of the queer thing that had happened to me when Maitie had told me the kid's name
— that sense that my mouth and throat were suddenly flooded with cold, minera-tangy water. That
rush.

When my burger was ready, Buddy had to cdl twice. When | went over to get it, he said: "You
back to stay or to clear out?

'Why? | asked. 'Did you miss me, Buddy?
'Nup,' e said, 'but a least youre from in-state. Did you know that 'Massachusetts is Piscatagua
for 'asshole'?
'You're asfunny asever,' | said.
"Y uh. I'm going on fuckin Letterman. Explain to him why God gave seegulls wings:!
'Why was that, Buddy?
'So they could best the fuckin Frenchmen to the dump.’

| got a newspaper from the rack and a straw for my frappe. Then | detoured to the pay phone and,
tucking my paper under my arm, opened the phone book. You could actudly wak around with it if
you wanted; it wasn't tethered to the phone. Who, after dl, would want to sted a Castle County
telephone directory?

There were over twenty Devores, which didn't surprise me very much — it's one of those names,
like Pelkey or Bowie or Toothaker, ta you kept coming across if you lived down here. | imagine
it's the same everywhere — some families breed more and travel less, that's al.

There was a Devore ligting for 'RD Wsp HI1 Rd,' but it wasn't for a Mattie, Mathilda, Martha, or
M. It was for Lance. | looked at the front of the phone book and saw it was a 1997 modd, printed
and mailed while Mattie€s husband was ill in the land of the living. Okay . . . but there was
something else about that name. Devore, Devore, let us now praise famous Devores, wherefore art
thou Devore? But it wouldn't come, whatever it was.

| ate my burger, drank my liquefied ice cream, and tried not to look a what was caught on the
flypaper.

While | was waiting for the sdlow, dlent Audrey to give me my change (you could 4ill eat dl
week in the Village Cafe for fifty dollars . . . if your blood-vessds could stand it, that was), | read
the dticker pasted to the cash regiger. It was another Buddy Jdllison specia: CYBERSPACE SCARED
ME SO BAD | DOWNLOADED IN MY PANTS This didnt exactly convulse me with mirth, but it did
provide the key for solving one of the day's mysteries: why the name Devore had seemed not just
familiar but evocative.

| was financidly wdl off, rich by the gandards of many. There was a least one person with ties
to the TR, however, who was rich by the standards of everybody, and filthy rich by the standards of
most year-round resdents of the lakes region. If, that was, he was 4ill eating, breathing, and
walking around.

'Audrey, is Max Devore il dive?
She gave me alittle smile. 'Oh, ayuh. But we don't see him in here too often.’

That got the laugh out of me that al of Buddy's joke stickers hadn't been able to dicit. Audrey,
who had aways been ydlowish and who now looked like a candidate for a liver transplant,
snickered hersdf. Buddy gave us a librarian's prim glare from the far end of the counter, where he
was reading a flyer about the holiday NASCAR race at Oxford Plains.

| drove back the way | had come. A big hamburger is a bad med to eat in the middle of a hot
day; it leaves you feding deepy and heavy-witted. All | wanted was to go home (I'd been there less



than twenty-four hours and was dready thinking of it as home), flop on the bed in the north
bedroom under the revolving fan, and deep for a couple of hours.

When | passed Wasp Hill Road, | dowed down. The laundry was hanging lislesdy on the lines,
and there was a scatter of toys in the front yard, but the Scout was gone. Mattie and Kyra had
donned their auities, | imagined, and headed on down to the public beachie. I'd liked them both, and
quite a lot. Mattie's short-lived marriage had probably hooked her somehow to Max Devore . . . but
looking a the rusty doublewide traler with its dirt driveway and badding front yard, remembering
Mattie's baggy shorts and Kmart smock top, | had to doubt that the hook was a strong one.

Before retiring to PAm Springs in the late eghties, Maxwel William Devore had been a driving
force in the computer revolution. It's primarily a young peopl€e's revolution, but Devore did okay for
a golden oldie — knew the playing-field and understood the rules. He started when memory was
dored on magnetic tape instead of in computer chips and a warehouse-gzed cruncher caled
UNIVAC was state-of-the-art. He was fluent in COBOL and spoke FORTRAN like a native. As
the field expanded beyond his ability to keep up, expanded to the point where it began to define the
world, he bought the talent he needed to keep growing.

His company, Visons, had crested scanning programs which could upload hard copy onto
floppy disks dmost ingantaneoudy; it created graphic-imaging programs which had become the
industry standard; it crested Pixd Easd, which dlowed lgptop users to mouse-paint . . . to actudly
fingerpaint, if their gadget came equipped with what Jo had caled ‘the clitora cursor.” Devore had
invented none of this later stuff, but hed understood that it could be invented and had hired people
to do it. He held dozens of patents and co-held hundreds more. He was supposedly worth
something like sx hundred million dollars, depending on how technology stocks were doing on any
given day.

On the TR he was reputed to be crusty and unpleasant. No surprise there; to a Nazarene, can any
good thing come out of Nazareth? And folks said he was eccentric, of course. Ligen to the old-
timers who remember the rich and successful in their sdlad days (and dl the old-timers dam they
do), and youll hear that they ate the wadlpaper, fucked the dog, and showed up a church suppers
wearing nothing but their pee-stained BVDS. Even if dl that was true in Devores case, and even if
he was Scrooge McDuck in the bargain, | doubted that hed alow two of his closer relatives to live
in adoublewidetrailer.

| drove up the lane above the lake, then paused at the head of my driveway, looking at the sgn
there: SARA LAUGHS burned into a length of varnished board nailed to a handy tree. It's the way they
do things down here. Looking a it brought back the last dream of the Manderley series. In that
dream someone had dapped a radio-dation dicker on the sign, the way youre aways seeing
stickers dapped on turnpike toll-collection baskets in the exact-change lanes.

| got out of my car, went to the sign, and studied it. No sticker. The sunflowers had been down
there, growing out of the ssoop — | had a photo in my suitcase that proved it — but there was no
radio-gtation sticker on the house sign. Proving exactly what? Come on, Noonan, get agrip.

| started back to the car — the door was open, the Beach Boys spilling out of the speskers —
then changed my mind and went back to the sign again. In the dream, the ticker had been pasted
just above the RA of sARA and the LAU of LAUGHS | touched my fingers to that oot and thought
they came away feding dightly sticky. Of course that could have been the fed of varnish on a hot
day. Or my imagingtion.

| drove down to the house, parked, set the emergency brake (on the dopes around Dark Score
and the dozen or so other lakes in western Maine, you aways set your brake), and listened to the
rest of 'Don't Worry, Baby,” which I've dways thought was the best of the Beach Boys songs, great



not in spite of the sgppy lyrics but because of them. If you knew how much | love you, baby, Brian
Wilson sings, nothing could go wrong with you. And oh folks, wouldn't that be aworld.

| sat there listening and looked at the cabinet set againg the right sde of the stoop. We kept our
garbage in there to fail the neighborhood raccoons. Even cans with sngp-down lids won't dways do
that; if the coons are hungry enough, they somehow manage the lids with their clever little hands.

You're not going to do what you're thinking of doing, | told mysdf. | mean . . . are you?

It seemed | was — or that | was at least going to have a go. When the Beach Boys gave way to
Rare Earth, | got out of the car, opened the storage cabinet, and pulled out two plastic garbage cans.
There was a guy named Stan Proulx who came down to yank the trash twice a week (or there was
four years ago, | reminded mysdf), one of Bill Dean's faflung network of part-timers working for
cash off the books, but | didnt think Stan would have been down to collect the current
accumulation of swill because of the holiday, and | was right. There were two plastic garbage bags
in each can. | hauled them out (curang mysdf for a fool even while | was doing it) and untwisted
the yelow ties.

| redly don't think | was so obsessed that | would have dumped a bunch of wet garbage out on
my stoop if it had come to that (of course I'll never know for sure, and maybe that's for the best),
but it didnt. No one had lived in the house for four years, remember, and it's occupancy that
produces garbage — everything from coffee-grounds to used sanitary napkins. The stuff in these
bags was dry trash swept together and carted out by Brenda Meserve's cleaning crew.

There were nine vacuum-cleaner disposa bags containing forty-eight months of dud, dirt, and
dead flies. There were wads of paper towds, some smeling of aromatic furniture polish and others
of the sharper but till plessant aroma of Windex. There was a moldy mattress pad and a sk jacket
which had that unmistakable dined-upon-by-moths look. The jacket certainly caused me no regrets,
a migtake of my young manhood, it looked like something from the Besdtles '| Am the Warus era
(Go0o-goo-joob, baby.

There was a box filled with broken glass . . . another filled with unrecognizable (and presumably
out-of-date) plumbing fixtures . . . a torn and filthy square of carpet . . . done-to-death dishtowels,
faded and ragged . . . the old ovengloves I'd used when cooking burgers and chicken on the
barbecue. . .

The sticker was in a twist a the bottom of the second bag. I'd known | would find it — from the
moment I'd felt that faintly tacky patch on the sign, I'd known — but I'd needed to see it for mysdlf.
The same way old Doubting Thomas had needed to get the blood under hisfingernails, | suppose.

| placed my find on a board of the sunwarmed stoop and smoothed it out with my hand. It was
shredded around the edges. | guessed Bill had probably used a putty-knife to scrape it off. He hadn't
wanted Mr. Noonan to come back to the lake after four years and discover some beered-up kid had
dapped a radio-gation gticker on his driveway sign. Gorry, no, 'twouldn't be proper, deah. So off it
had come and into the trash it had gone and here it was again, another piece of my nightmare
unearthed and not much the worse for wear. | ran my fingers over it. wBLM, 102.9, PORTLAND'S
ROCK AND ROLL BLIMP.

| told mysdf didnt have to be afraid. Tha it meant nothing, just as dl the rest of it meant
nothing. Then | got the broom out of the cabinet, swept dl the trash together, and dumped it back in
the plagtic bags. The sticker went in with the rest.

| went indde meaning to shower the dust and grime away, then spied my own bathing suitie, il
lying in one of my open auitcases, and decided to go swimming ingead. The suit was a jolly
number, covered with spouting whales, that | had purchased in Key Largo. | thought my pa in the



Bosox cap would have gpproved. | checked my watch and saw that | had finished my Villageburger
forty-five minutes ago. Close enough for government work, Kemo sabe, especidly after engaging
in an energetic game of Trash-Bag Treasure Hunt.

| pulled on my suit and walked down the railroad-tie steps which lead from Sara to the water. My
flip-flops snapped and flapped. A few late mosquitoes hummed. The lake gleamed in front of me,
dill and inviting under that low humid sky. Running north and south dong its edge, bordering the
entire et dde of the lake, was a right-of-way path (it's caled ‘common property’ in the deeds)
which folks on the TR amply cdl The Street. If one were to turn left onto The Street at the foot of
my gseps, one could wak al the way down to the Dark Score Maring, passng Warrington's and
Buddy Jdlison's scuzzy little eatery on the way . . . not to mention four dozen summer cottages,
discreetly tucked into doping groves of spruce and pine. Turn right and you could wak to Hao
Bay, athough it would take you aday to do it with The Street overgrown the way it is now.

| stood there for a moment on the path, then ran forward and legped into the water. Even as |
flew through the ar with the greatest of ease, it occurred to me that the lagt time | had jumped in
likethis, | had been holding my wifé's hand.

Touching down was dmost a catastrophe. The water was cold enough to remind me that | was
forty, not fourteen, and for a moment my heart stopped dead in my chest. As Dark Score Lake
closed over my head, | fdt quite sure that | wasn't going to come up dive. I'd be found drifting
facedown between the swimming float and my little stretch of The Street, a victim of cold water
and a greasy Villageburger. They'd carve Your Mother Always Said To Wait At Least An Hour on
my tombstone.

Then my feet landed in the stones and dimy weedstuff growing dong the bottom, my heart kick-
dated, and | shoved upward like a guy planning to dam-dunk home the last score of a close
basketbal game. As | returned to the air, | gasped. Water went in my mouth and | coughed it back
out, patting one hand againg my chest in an effort to encourage my heat — come on, baby, keep
going, you can do it.

| came back down standing waist-deep in the lake and with my mouth full of that cold taste —
lakewater with an undertinge of minerds, the kind you'd have to correct for when you washed your
clothes. It was exactly what | had tasted while standing on the shoulder of Route 68. It was what |
had tasted when Méttie Devore told me her daughter's name.

| made a psychological connection, that's all. From the similarity of the names to my dead wife
to thislake. Which —

'Which | have tasted a time or two before,’ | said out loud. As if to underline the fact, | scooped
up a pamful of waer — some of the cleanest and clearest in the dtate, according to the andyss
reports | and al the other members of the so-called Western Lakes Association get each year —
and drank it down. There was no revelation, no sudden weird flashes in my head. It was just Dark
Score, firgt in my mouth and then in my stomach.

| swam out to the float, climbed the three-rung ladder on the side, and flopped on the hot boards,
feding suddenly very glad | had come In spite of everything. Tomorrow | would dart putting
together some sort of life down here . . . trying to, anyway. For now it was enough to be ling with
my head in the crook of one arm, on the verge of a doze, confident that the day's adventures were
over.

Asit happened, that was not quite true.

During our firs summer on the TR, Jo and | discovered it was possble to see the Castle Rock
fireworks show from the deck overlooking the lake. | remembered this just as it was drawing down



toward dark, and thought that this year | would spend that time in the living room, watching a
movie on the video player. Rdiving dl the Fourth of July twilights we had spent out there, drinking
beer and laughing as the big ones went off, would be a bad idea. | was londy enough without thet,
londy in a way of which | had not been conscious in Derry. Then | wondered what | had come
down here for, if not to finally face Johannds memory — dl of it — and put it to loving rest.
Certainly the possihility of writing again had never seemed more digtant than it did that night.

There was no beer — I'd forgotten to get a sixpack either at the Generd Store or at the Village
Cafe — but there was soda, courtesy of Brenda Meserve. | got a can of Peps and settled in to
waich the lightshow, hoping it wouldn't hurt too much. Hoping, | supposed, that | wouldnt cry. Not
that | was kidding mysdlf; there were more tears here, dl right. I'd just have to get through them.

The firgd exploson of the night had just gone off a spangly burst of blue with the bang travelling
far behind — when the phone rang. It made me jump as the faint exploson from Castle Rock had
not. | decided it was probably Bill Dean, caling long-distance to seeif | was settling in al right.

In the summer before Jo died, wed gotten a wirdess phone so we could prowl the downgtairs
while we taked, a thing we both liked to do. | went through the diding glass door into the living
room, punched the pickup button, and said, 'Hello, this is Mike' as | went back to my deck-chair
and sat down. Far across the lake, exploding below the low clouds hanging over Castle View, were
green and yellow starburgts, followed by soundless flashes that would eventually reach me as noise.

For a moment there was nothing from the phone, and then a man's raspy voice — an dderly
voice but not Bill Dean's— said, 'Noonan? Mr. Noonan?

'Yes? A huge spangle of gold It up the west, shivering the low clouds with brief filigree. It made
me think of the award shows you see on televison, dl those beautiful women in shining dresses.

'Devore!’

'Yes? | sad again, cautioudly.

'‘Max Devore.'

We don't see him in here too often, Audrey had said. | had taken that for Yankee wit, but
apparently she'd been serious. Wonders never ceased.

Okay, what next? | was a a totd loss for conversationa gambits. | thought of asking him how
hed gotten my number, which was unlisted, but what would be the point? When you were worth
over hdf a billion dollars — if this redly was the Max Devore | was taking to — you could get
any old unlisted number you wanted.

| settled for saying yes again, this time without the little uptilt at the end.

Another sllence followed. When | broke it and began asking questions, he would be in charge of
the conversation . . . if we could be said to be having a conversation at that point. A good gambit,
but | had the advantage of my long association with Harold Oblowski to fdl back on — Harold,
maester of the pregnant pause. | sat tight, cunning little cordless phone to my ear, and watched the
show in the west. Red burding into blue, green into gold; unseen women walked the clouds in
gowing award- show evening dresses.

'l understand you met my daughter-in-law today,' he said at last. He sounded annoyed.

'l may have done’ | said, trying not to sound surprised. 'May | ask why you're caling, Mr.
Devore?

'l understand there was an incident.’

White lights danced in the Sky — they could have been exploding spacecraft. Then, trailing after,
the bangs. I've discovered the secret of time travel, | thought. It's an auditory phenomenon.



My hand was holding the phone far too tightly, and | made it rdax. Maxwel Devore. Hdf a
billion dollars. Not in PAm Springs, as | had supposed, but close — right here on the TR, if the
characteristic under-hum on the line could be trusted.

I'm concerned for my granddaughter.’ His voice was raspier than ever. He was angry, and it
showed — this was a man who hadn't had to conced his emotions in a lot of years. '| understand
my daughter-in-law's attention wandered again. It wanders often.’

Now hdf a dozen colored starburdts lit the night, blooming like flowers in an old Disney nature
film. 1 could imagine the crowds gathered on Castle View dgtting cross-legged on ther blankets,
eding ice cream cones and drinking beer and dl going Oooooh a the same time. That's what
makes any successful work of art, | think-everybody goes Oooooh &t the sametime.

'"You're scared of this guy, aren't you? Jo asked. Okay, maybe you're right to be scared. A man
who feels he can be angry whenever he wants to at whoever he wants to . . . that's a man who can
be dangerous.

Then Mattie€s voice: Mr. Noonan, I'm not a bad mother. Nothing like this has ever happened to
me before.

Of course that's what most bad mothers say in such circumstances, | imagined . . . but | had
believed her.

Also, goddammit, my number was unlisted. | had been dtting here with a soda, watching the
fireworks, bothering nobody, and this guy had —

'Mr. Devore, | don't have any ideawhat —*

'Don't give me that, with al due respect dont give me that, Mr. Noonan, you were seen taking to
them." He sounded as | imagine Joe Mccarthy sounded to those poor schmucks who ended up being
branded dirty commies when they came before his committee.

Be careful, Mike, Jo said. Beware of Maxwell's silver hammer.

'l did see and spesk to a woman and a little girl this morning,’ | said. 'l presume they're the ones
you'e talking about.'

'No, you saw a toddler waking on the road alone,’ he said. 'And then you saw a woman chasing
after her. My daughter-in-law, in that old thing she drives. The child could have been run down.
Why are you protecting that young woman, Mr. Noonan? Did she promise you something? You're
certainly doing the child no favors, | can tell you that much.'

She promised to take me back to her trailer and then take me around the world, | thought of
saying. She promised to keep her mouth open the whole time if I'd keep mine shut — is that what
you want to hear?

Yes, Jo sad. Vey likdy that is what he wants to hear. Very likdy what he wants to believe.
Don't let him provoke you into a burst of your sophomore sarcasm, Mike — you could regret it.

Why was | bothering to protect Maitie Devore, anyway? | didn't know. Didn't have the dightest
idea of what | might be getting into here, for that matter. | only knew that she had looked tired, and
the child hadn't been bruised or frightened or sullen.

‘Therewas acar. An old Jeep.’

‘That's more likeit.' Satisfaction. And sharp interest. Greed, dmost. 'What did —*

'l guess | assumed they came in the car together,’ | said. There was a certain giddy pleasure in
discovering my capacity for invention had not deserted me — | fet like a pitcher who can no
longer do it in front of a crowd, but who can ill throw a pretty good dider in the old kack yard.
The little girl might have had some daides’ All the careful qudifications, as if | were tedtifying in
court instead of gtting on my deck. Harold would have been proud. Well, no. Harold would have
been horrified thet | was having such a conversation & al.



I think | assumed they were picking wildflowers. My memory of the incident isnt dl that dear,
unfortunately. I'm a writer, Mr. Devore, and when I'm driving | often drift off into my own privae

"Youre lying." The anger was right out in the open now, bright and pulsing like a bail. As | had
suspected, it hadn't taken much effort to escort this guy past the socia niceties.

'Mr. Devore. The computer Devore, | assume?

'Y ou assume correctly.’

Jo aways grew cooler n tone and expresson as her not inconsiderable temper grew hotter. Now
| heard mysdf emulating her in a way that was frankly eerie. 'Mr. Devore, I'm not accustomed to
being cdled in the evening by men | don't know, nor do | intend to prolong the conversation when
aman who does s0 cals mealiar. Good evening, sir.'

'If everything was fine, then why did you stop?

I've been away from the TR for some time, and | wanted to know if the Village Cafe was Hill
open. Oh, by the way — | don't know where you got my telephone number, but | know where you
can put it. Good night.'

| broke the connection with my thumb and then just looked at the phone, as if | had never seen
such a gadget in my life. The hand holding it was trembling. My heart was begting hard; | could
fed it in my neck and wrigts as well as my chest. | wondered if | could have told Devore to stick
my phone number up hisassif | hadn't had afew million rattling around in the bank mysdif.

The Battle of the Titans, dear, Jo said in her cool voice. And all over a teenage girl in a trailer.
She didn't even have any breasts to speak of.

| laughed out loud. War of the Titans? Hardly. Some old robber baron from the turn of the
century had sad, These days a man with a million dollars thinks he's rich." Devore would likely
have the same opinion of me, and in the wider scheme of things he would be right.

Now the western sky was dight with unnaturd, pulsing color. It wasthe finde.

'What was that al about? | asked.

No answer; only a loon cdling across the lake. Protesting dl the unaccustomed noise in the sky,
aslikdy asnot.

| got up, went ingde, and put the phone back in its charging cradle, redizing as | did that | was
expecting it to ring again, expecting Devore to start spouting movie diches. If you get in my way
I'll and I'mwarning you, friend, not to and Let me give you a piece of good advice before you.

The phone didn't ring. | poured the rest of my soda down my gullet, which was understandably
dry, and decided to go to bed. At least there hadn't been any weeping and wailing out there on the
deck; Devore had pulled me out of mysdlf. In aweird way, | was grateful to him.

| went into the north bedroom, undressed, and lay down. | thought about the ittle girl, Kyra, and
the mother who could have been her older sster. Devore was pissed at Mattie, that much was clear,
and if | was a financid nonentity to the guy, what must she be to him? And what kind of resources
would she have if he had taken againgt her? That was a pretty nasty thought, actualy, and it was the
one| fell adeep on.

| got up three hours later to diminate the can of soda | had unwisdly downed before retiring, and
as | sood before the bowl, pissng with one eye open, | heard the sobbing again. A child
somewhere in the dark, lost and frightened . . . or perhaps just pretending to be lost and frightened.

'Don't,’ | sad. | was sanding naked before the toilet bowl, my back dive with gooseflesh. 'Please
don't start up with this shit, it's scary.’

The crying dwindled as it had before, seeming to diminish like something carried down a tunnd.
| went back to bed, turned on my side, and closed my eyes.



‘It was adream,’ | said. "Just another Manderley dream.’

| knew better, but 1 dso knew | was going back to deep, and right then that seemed like the
important thing. As | drifted off, | thought in a voice that was purdy my own: Sheis alive. Sara is
alive,

And | understood something, too: she belonged to me. | had reclamed her. For good or ill, | had
come home.



CHAPTER NINE

At nine odock the following morning | filled a squeeze-bottle with grapefruit juice and set out for
a good long walk south dong The Street. The day was bright and dready hot. It was dso slent —
the kind of slence you experience only after a Saturday holiday, | think, one composed of equd
parts holiness and hangover. | could see two or three fishermen parked far out on the lake, but not a
sgngle power boat burred, not a sngle gaggle of kids shouted and splashed. | passed half a dozen
cottages on the dope above me, and dthough dl of them were likdy inhabited a this time of year,
the only signs of life | saw were bathing suits hung over the deck rall a the Passenddes and a haf-
deflated fluorescent-green seahorse on the Batchelders stub of a dock.

But did the Passenddes little gray cottage Hill belong to the Passendaes? Did the Bacheders
amusng drcular summer-camp with its Cinerama picture-window pointing a the lake and the
mountains beyond gill beong to the Batchdders? No way of telling, of course. Four years can
bring alot of changes.

| walked and made no effort to think — an old trick from my writing days. Work your body, rest
your mind, let the boys in he basement do their jobs. | made my way past camps where Jo and |
had once had drinks and barbecues and attended the occasiona card-party, | soaked up the silence
like a sponge, | drank my juice, | armed sweat off my forehead, and | waited to see what thoughts
might come.

The firg was an odd redization: tha the crying child in the night seemed somehow more red
than the cal from Max Devore. Had | actualy been phoned by a rich and obvioudy bad-tempered
techno-mogul on my firg full evening back o the TR? Had sad mogul actudly cdled me a liar a
one point? (I was, conddering the tale | had told, but that was besde the point) | knew it had
happened, but it was actualy easer to believe in The Ghost of Dark Score Lake, known around
some campfires as The Mysterious Crying Kiddie.

My next thought — this was just before | finished my juice — was that | should cdl Mattie
Devore and tell her what had happened. | decided it was a natura impulse but probably a bad idea
| was too old to beieve in such smplicities as The Damsd in Didress Versus The Wicked
Stepfather . . . or, in this case, Father-inrLaw. | had my own fish to fry this summer, and | didnt
want to complicate my job by getting into a potentidly ugly dispute between Mr. Computer and
Ms. Doublewide. Devore had rubbed my fur the wrong way — and vigoroudy — but that probably
wasn't persond, only something he did as a matter of course. Hey, some guys snap bra-straps. Did |
want to get in his face on this? No. | did not. | had saved Little Miss Red Sox, | had gotten mysdf
an inadvertent fed of Mom's smdl but plessantly firm breaest, | had learned that Kyra was Greek
for ladylike. Any more than that would be gluttony, by God.

| stopped at that point, feet as well as brain, redizing I'd waked dl the way to Warrington's, a
vast barnboard structure which locas sometimes called the country club. It was, sort of — there
was a sx-hole golf course, a stable and riding trails, a restaurant, a bar, and lodging for perhaps
three dozen in the main building and the eight or nine satdlite cabins. There was even a two-lane
bowling dley, dthough you and your competition had to take turns setting up the pins.
Warrington's had been built around the beginning of World War |. That made it younger than Sara
Laughs, but not by much.



A long dock led out to a smaler building cadled The Sunset Bar. It was there that Warrington's
summer guests would gather for drinks a the end of the day (and some for Bloody Marys a the
beginning). And when | glanced out that way, | redlized | was no longer aone. There was a woman
gtanding on the porch to the left of the floating bar's door, watching me.

She gave me a pretty good jump. My nerves weren't in their best condition right then, and that
probably had something to do with it . . . but I think she would have given me a jump in any case.
Pat of it was her dillness. Part was her extraordinary thinness. Mogt of it was her face. Have you
ever seen that Edvard Munch drawing, The Cry? Wadl, if you imagine that screaming face a re,
mouth closed and eyes watchful, youll have a pretty good image of the woman standing at the end
of the dock with one long-fingered hand resting on the ral. Although | mug tel you that my firg
thought was not Edvard Munch but Mrs. Danvers.

She looked about seventy and was wearing black shorts over a black tank bathing suit. The
combination looked drangely formd, a variation on the ever-popular little black cocktall dress. Her
skin was cream-white, except above her nearly flat bosom and aong her bony shoulders. There it
swvam with large brown age-spots. Her face was a wedge featuring prominent skull-like cheekbones
and an unlined lamp of brow. Beneath that bulge, her eyes were lost in sockets of shadow. White
hair hung scant and lank around her ears and down to the prominent shelf of her jaw.

God, she's thin, | thought. She's nothing but a bag of —

A shudder twisted through me at that. It was a strong one, as if someone were spinning a wire in
my flesh. | didnt want her to notice it — what a way to start a summer day, by revolting a guy so
badly that he stood there shaking and grimacing in front of you — 0 | raised my hand and waved. |
tried to amile, as wdl. Hdlo there, lady standing out by the floating ker. Hello there, you old bag of
bones, you scared the living shit out of me but it doesn't take much these days and | forgive you.
How the fuck yadoin? | wondered if my smile looked as much like a grimace to her asit fdt to me.

She didn't wave back.

Fedling quite a bit like afool — THERE'S NO VILLAGE IDIOT HERE, WE ALL TAKE TURNS — | ended
my wave in a kind of hdf-assed salute and headed back the way 1'd come. Five steps and | had to
look over my shoulder; the sensation of her watching me was ® strong it was like a hand pressng
between my shoulderblades.

The dock where shed been was completely deserted. | squinted my eyes, a first sure she must
have just retrested deeper into the shadow thrown by the little boozehaus, but she was gone. Asif
she had been a ghost hersdif.

She stepped into the bar, hon, Jo said. You know that, don't you? | mean . . . you do know it,
right?

‘Right, right, | murmured, setting off north dong The Street toward home. 'Of course | do.
Where els2? Except it didnt seem to me that there had been time; it didn't seem to me that she
could have stepped in, even in her bare feet, without me hearing her. Not on such a quiet morning.

Jo again: Perhaps she's stealthy.

'Yes' | murmured. | did a lot of talking out loud before that summer was over. 'Yes, perhaps she
is. Perhaps she's stedlthy.’ Sure. Like Mrs. Danvers.

| stopped again and looked back, but the right-of-way path had followed the lake around a little
bit of curve, and | could no longer see either Warrington's or The Sunset Bar. And redly, | thought,
that was just as well.

On my way back, | tried to list the oddities which had preceded and then surrounded my return to
Sara Laughs the repeating dreams, the sunflowers, the radio-dation gicker; the weeping in the



night. 1 supposed that my encounter with Mattie and Kyra, plus the follow-up phone-cdl from Mr.
Pixel Easd, ds0 qudified as passng strange . . . but not in the same way as a child you heard
sobbing in the night.

And what about the fact that we had been in Derry instead of on Dark Score when Johanna died?
Did that qudify for the lig? | didn't know. | couldnt even remember why that was. In the fdl and
winter of 1993 I'd been fiddling with a screenplay for The Red-Shirt Man. In February of '94 | got
going on All the Way from the Top, and that absorbed most of my attention. Besides, deciding to go
west tothe TR, west to Sara. . .

"That was Jo's job," | told the day, and as soon as | heard the words | understood how tue they
were. Wed both loved the old girl, but saying 'Hey Irish, let's get our asses over to the TR for a few
days had been Jo's job. She might say it any time . . . except in the year before her death she hadn't
sad it once. And | had never thought to say it for her. Had somehow forgotten dl about Sara
Laughs, it seemed, even when summer came around. Was it possble to be that absorbed in a
writing project? It didn't seem likely . . . but what other explanation was there?

Something was very wrong with this picture, but | didn't know what it was. Not from nothin.

That made me think of Sara Tidwell, and the lyrics to one of her songs. She had never been
recorded, but | owned the Blind Lemon Jefferson version of this particular tune. One verse went:

It ain't nuthin but a barn-dance sugar

It ain't nuthin but a round-and-round
Let me kiss you on your sweet lips sugar
You the good thing that | found.

| loved tha song, and had aways wondered how it would have sounded coming out of a
woman's mouth instead of from that whiskey-voiced old troubadour. Out of Sara Tidwel's mouth. |
bet she sang sweet. And boy, | bet she could swing it.

| had gotten back to my own place again. | looked around, saw no one in the immediate vicinity
(dthough 1 codd now hear the day's firs ski-boat burring away downwater), dripped to my
underpants, and swam out to the float. |1 didn't climb it, only lay besde it holding onto the ladder
with one hand and lazily kicking my feet. It was nice enough, but what was | @ing to do with the
rest of the day?

| decided to spend it cleaning my work area on the second floor. When that was done, maybe I'd
go out and look around in Jo's studio. If | didn't lose my courage, that was.

| swam back, kicking easily dong, rasng my head in and out of waer which flowed dong my
body like coal slk. | fdt like an otter. | was most of the way to the shore when | raised my dripping
face and saw a woman standing on The Street, watching me. She was as thin as the one I'd seen
down a Warington's . . . but this one was green. Green and pointing north dong the path like a
dryad in some old legend.

| gasped, swalowed water, coughed it back out. | stood up in chest-deep water and wiped my
dreaming eyes. Then | laughed (abet a little doubtfully). The woman was green because she was a
birch growing a little to the north of where my set of ralroad-tie steps ended at The Street. And
even with my eyes clear of water, there was something creepy about how the leaves around the
ivory-streaked-with-black trunk amost made a peering face. The air was pefectly ill and so the
face was pefectly dill (as 4ill as the face of the woman in the black shorts and bathing suit hed
been), but on a breezy day it would seem to smile or frown .. . or perhaps to laugh. Behind it there



grew a sickly pine. One bare branch jutted off to the north. It was this | had mistaken for a skinny
arm and a bony, pointing hand.

It wasn't the firgt time I'd spooked mysdf like that. | see things, that's dl. Write enough stories
and every shadow on the floor looks like a footprint, every line in the dirt like a secret message.
Which did not, of course, ease the task of deciding what was redly peculiar a Sara Laughs and
what was peculiar only because my mind was peculiar.

| glanced around, saw | ill had this part of the lake to mysdf (dthough not for much longer; the
bee-buzz of the first power boat had been joined by a second and third), and stripped off my soggy
underpants. | wrung them out, put hiem on top of my shorts and tee-shirt, and waked naked up the
ralroad-tie seps with my clothes held agang my chest. | pretended | was Bunter, bringing
breakfast and the morning paper to Lord Peter Wimsey. By the time | got back inside the house |
was grinning like afool.

The second floor was gifling in spite of the open windows, and | saw why as soon as | got to the
top of the stairs. Jo and | had shared space up here, she on the left (only a little room, redly just a
cubby, which was dl she needed with the sudio north of the house), me on the right. At the far end
of the hdl was the grilled shout of the mongter air-conditioning unit wed bought the year after we
bought the lodge. Looking at it, | redized | had missad its characteristic hum without even being
aware of it. There was a Sgn taped to it which said, Mr. Noonan: Broken. Blows hot air when you
turn it on & sounds full of broken glass. Dean says the part it needs is promised from Western Auto
in Castle Rock. I'll believeit when | seeit. B. Meserve.

| grinned at that last — -it was Mrs. M. right down to the ground — and then | tried the switch.
Machinery often responds favorably when it senses a penis-equipped human in the vicinity, Jo used
to clam, but not this time | ligened to the ar conditioner grind for five seconds or o, then
sngpped it off. 'Damn thing shit the bed,” as TR folks like to say. And until it was fixed, | wouldn't
even be doing crossword puzzles up here.

| looked in my office just the same, as curious about what | might fed as aout what | might
find. The answer was next to nothing. There was the desk where | had finished The Red-Shirt Man,
thus proving to mysdf that the first time wasn't a fluke; there was the photo of Richard Nixon, ams
rased, flashing the double V-for-Victory sgn, with the caption WOULD YOU BUY A USED
CAR FROM THIS MAN? running beneath; there was the rag rug Jo had hooked for me a winter or
two before she had discovered the wonderful world of afghans and pretty much gave up hooking.

It wasn't quite the office of a stranger, but every item (most of dl, the weirdly empty surface of
the desk) said that it was the work-space of an earlier-generation Mike Noonan. Men's lives, | had
read once, are usudly defined by two primary forces work and mariage. In my life the marriage
was over and the career on what appeared to be permanent hiatus. Given that, it didn't seem strange
to me that now the space where I'd spent so many days, usudly in a sate of real happiness as |
made up various imaginary lives, seemed to mean nothing. It was like looking a the office of an
employee who had been fired . . . or who had died suddenly.

| started to leave, then had an idea. The filing cabinet in the corner was crammed with papers —
bank statements (most eight or ten years out of date), correspondence (mostly never answered), a
few gory fragments-but | didn't find what | was looking for. | moved on to the closet, where the
temperature had to be at least a hundred and ten degrees, and in a cardboard box which Mrs. M. had
marked GADGETS, | unearthed it — a Sanyo Memo-Scriber Debra Weinstock gave me at the
concluson of our work on the firg of the Putnam books. It could be st to turn itself on when you
darted to tak; it dropped into its PAUSE mode when you stopped to think.



| never asked Debra if the thing just caught her eye and she thought, 'Why, Il bet any df-
respecting popular novdist would enjoy owning one of these babies' or if it was something a little
more specific . . . some sort of hint, perhaps? Verbdize those little faxes from your subconscious
while they're dill fresh, Noonan? | hadn't known then and didn't now. But | had it, a genuine pro-
qudity dictating-machine, and there were a least a dozen cassette tapes in my car, home dubs I'd
mede to ligen to while driving. | would insart one in the Memo-Scriber tonight, dide the volume
control as high as it would go, and put the machine in its DICTATE mode. Then, if the noise I'd
heard a least twice now repeated itsdf, | would have it on tape. | could play it for Bill Dean and
ask him what he thought it was.

What if | hear the sobbing child tonight and the machine never kicks on?

'Wdl then, I'll know something dse | told the empty, sunlit office. | was standing there in the
doorway with the Memo-Scriber under my arm, looking at the empty desk and sweeting like a pig.
'Or at least suspect it.'

Jo's nook across the hal made my office seem crowded and homey by comparison. Never
overfull, it was now nothing but a gjuare room-shaped space. The rug was gone, her photos were
gone, even the desk was gone. This looked like a do-it-yoursdf project which had been abandoned
after ninety percent of the work had been done. Jo had been scrubbed out of it — scraped out of it
— and | fdt a moment's unreasonable anger a Brenda Meserve. | thought of what my mother
usudly sad when I'd done something on my own initigtive of which she disgpproved: 'You took a
littte too much on y'sf, didnt you? That was my feding about Jo's little bit of office that in
emptying it to the wals this way, Mrs. Mesarve had taken alittle too much on hersalf.

Maybe it wasn't Mrs. M. who cleaned it out, the UFO voice said. Maybe Jo did it herself. Ever
think of that, sport?

That's supid,’ | said. 'Why would she? | hardly think she had a premonition of her own death.
Congdering shed just bought —*

But | didn't want to say it. Not out loud. It seemed like a bad idea somehow.

| turned to leave the room, and a sudden sigh of cool ar, amazing in that heet, rushed past the
sdes of my face. Not my body; just my face. It was the most extraordinary sensation, like hands
paiting briefly but gently a my cheeks and forehead. At the same time there was a sghing in my

ears . . . except hat's not quite right. It was a susurrus that went past my ears, like a whispered
message spoken in a hurry.

| turned, expecting to see the curtains over the room's window in motion . . . but they hung
perfectly sraight.

'Jo? | sad, and hearing her name made me shiver so violently that | amost dropped the Memo-
Scriber. 'Jo, was that you?

Nothing. No phantom hands petting my skin, no motion from the curtans . . . which there
certainly would have been if there had been an actud draft. All was quiet. There was only a tdl
man with a sweaty face and a tgpe-recorder under his arm standing in the doorway of a bare room .
.. but that was when | first began to redly believe that | wasn't done in Sara Laughs.

So what? | asked mysdlf. Evenif it should be true, so what? Ghosts can't hurt anyone.

That'swhat | thought then.

When | visted Jo's sudio (her air-conditioned studio) after lunch, | felt quite a lot better about
Brenda Meserve — she hadnt taken too much on hersdf after dl. The few items | especidly
remembered from Jo's little office — the framed square of her firg afghan, the green rag rug, her
framed poster depicting the wildflowers of Maine — had been put out here, dong with dmost



everything dse | remembered. It was as if Mrs. M. had sent a message — | can't ease your pain or
shorten your sadness, and | can't prevent the wounds that coming back here may re-open, but | can
put all the stuff that may hurt you in one place, so you won't be stumbling over it unexpected or
unprepared. | can do that much.

Out here were no bare walls, out here the walls jostled with my wife's spirit and crestivity. There
were knitted things (some serious, many whimscd), batik squares, rag dolls popping out of what
she cdled 'my baby collages' an abstract desert painting made from srips of yelow, black, and
orange slk, her flower photographs, even, on top of her bookshelf, what appeared to be a
congtruction-in-progress, a head of Sara Laughs hersdf. It was made out of toothpicks and lollipop
sticks.

In one corner was her little loom and a wooden cabinet with a Sgn reading JO'S KNITTING STUFF!
NO TRESPASSING! hung over the pull-knob. In another was the banjo she had tried to learn and then
given up on, saying it hurt her fingers too much. In a third was a kayak paddle and a par of
Rollerblades with scuffed toes and little purple pompoms on the tips of the laces.

The thing which caught and held my eye was gtting on the old roll-top desk in the center of the
room. During the many good summers, falls, and winter weekends we had spent here, that desktop
would have been littered with spools of thread, skeins of yarn, pincushions, sketches, maybe a book
about the Spanish Civil War or famous American dogs. Johanna could be aggravating, at least to
me, because she imposed no red system or order on what she did. She could aso be daunting, even
overwhelming at times. She was a brilliant scatterbrain, and her desk had aways reflected that.

But not now. It was possible to think that Mrs. M. had cleared the litter from the top of it and
plunked down what was now there, but impossible to believe. Why would she? It made no sense.

The object was covered with a gray plastic hood. | reached out to touch it, and my hand faltered
an inch or two short as amemory of an old dream

(give me that it's my dust-catcher)

dipped across my mind much as that queer draft ad dipped across my face. Then it was gone,
and | pulled the pladtic, over off. Underneath it was my old green IBM Sdectric, which | hadn't
seen or thought of in years. | leaned closer, knowing that the typewriter bal would be Courier —
my old favorite— even before | saw it.

What in God's name was my old typewriter doing out here?

Johanna painted (athough not very well), she took photographs (very good ones indeed) and
sometimes sold them, she knitted, she crocheted, she wove and dyed cloth, she could play eight or
ten basic chords on the guitar. She could write, of courses most English mgors can, which is why
they become English mgors. Did she demondrate any blazing degree of literary credtivity? No.
After a few experiments with poetry as an undergrad, she gave up that particular branch of the arts
as abad job. You write for both of us, Mike, she had said once. That's all yours; I'll just take a little
taste of everything else. Given the qudity of her poems as opposed to the qudity of her glks,
photographs, and knitted art, | thought that was probably wise.

But herewas my old IBM. Why?

‘Letters,' | said. 'Shefound it down cdllar or something, and rescued it to write letters on.’

Except that wasnt Jo. She showed me mogst of her letters, often urging me to write little
postscripts of my own, guilt-tripping me with that old saying aout how the shoemaker's kids
adways go barefoot (‘and the writer's friends would never hear from him if it werent for Alexander
Graham Béll, she was gpt to add). | hadn't seen a typed persond letter from my wife in dl the time
wed been married — if nothing dse, she would have consdered it shitty etiquette. She could type,



producing mistake-free business letters dowly yet methodicdly, but she dways used my desktop
computer or her own Powerbook for those chores.

'What were you up to, hon? | asked, then began to investigate her desk drawers.

Brenda Mesarve had made an effort with these, but Jo's fundamental nature had defeated her.
Surface order (spools of thread segregated by color, for instance) quickly gave way to Jo's old dear
jumble. | found enough of her in those drawers to hurt my heart with a hundred unexpected
memories, but | found no paperwork which had been typed on my old IBM, with or without the
Courier bal. Not so much asasingle page.

When | was finished with my hunt, | leaned back in my chair (er char) and looked & the little
framed photo on her desk, one | couldn't remember ever having seen before. Jo had most likely
printed it hersdf (the origind might have come out of some locd's dtic) and then hand-tinted the
result. Thefind product looked like awanted poster colorized by Ted Turner.

| picked it up and ran the bal of my thumb over the glass facing, bemused. Sara Tidwell, the
turn-of-the-century blues shouter whose last known port of cal had been right here in TR-90. When
she and her folks — some of them friends, most of them relaives — had Ieft the TR, they had gone
on to Cadle Rock for a little while . . . then had smply dissppeared, like a cloud over the horizon
or mist on asummer morning.

She was amiling jugt a little in the picture, but the smile was hard to read. Her eyes were hdf-
closed. The dring of her guitar — not a sirgp but a string — was visible over one shoulder. In the
background 1 could see a black man wearing a derby a a killer angle (one thing about muscians:
they redly know how to wear hats) and standing beside what appeared to be a washtub bass.

Jo had tinted Sard's skin to a café-au-lait shade, maybe based on other pictures shed seen (there
are quite a few knocking around, most showing Sara with her head thrown back and her har
hanging amost to her wais as she bdlows out her famous carefree ydl of a laugh), dthough none
would have been in color. Not at the turn of the century. Sara Tidwdl hadn't just left her mark in
old photographs, ether. | recalled Dickie Brooks, owner of the All-Purpose Garage, once telling me
that his father clamed to have won a teddybear a the Castle County Fair's shooting-pitch, and to
have given it to Sara Tidwdl. She had rewarded him, Dickie sad, with a kiss. According to Dickie
the old man never forgot it, said it was the best kiss of his life . . . dthough | doubt if he sad it in
hiswife's hearing.

In this photo she was only smiling. Sara Tidwell, known as Sara Laughs. Never recorded, but her
songs had lived just the same. One of them, 'Walk Me Baby," bears a remarkable resemblance to
'Wak This Way,' by Aerosmith. Today the lady would be known as an African-American. In 1984,
when Johanna and | bought the lodge and consequently got interested in her, she would have been
known as a Black. In her own time she would have been caled a Negress or a darkie or possbly an
octoroon. And a nigger, of course. There would have been plenty of folks free with that one. And
did | believe that she had kissed Dickie Brookss father — awhite man — in front of haf of Cedle
County? No, | did not. Still, who could say for sure? No one. That was the entrancing thing about
the past.

It a@n't nuthin but a barn-dance sugar,’ | sang, putting the picture back a the desk. ‘It ain't nuthin
but a round-and-round.’

| picked up the typewriter cover, then decided to leave it off. As | stood, my eyes went back to
Sara, ganding there with her eyes closed and the string which served her as a guitar strgp visble
over one shoulder. Something in her face and amile had dways druck me as familiar, and suddenly
it came to me. She looked oddly like Robert Johnson, whose primitive licks hid behind the chords
of dmost every Led Zeppdin and Yardbirds song ever recorded. Who, according to the legend, had



gone down to the crossroads and sold his soul to Satan for seven years of fast living, high-tenson
liquor, and dreetlife babies. And for a jukgoint brand of immortdity, of course. Which he had
gotten. Robert Johnson, supposedly poisoned over awoman.

In the late afternoon | went down to the store and saw a good-looking piece of flounder in the cold-
case. It looked like supper to me. | bought a bottle of white wine to go with it, and while 1 was
wating my turn a the cash regiger, a trembling old man's voice spoke up behind me. 'See you
made a new friend yesty." The Yankee accent was 0 thick that it sounded dmost like a joke . . .
except the accent itsdf is only part of it; modly, I've come to believe, it's that sngsong tone — red
Mainers al sound like auctioneers.

| turned and saw the geezer who had been standing out on the garage tarmac the day before,
watching aong with Dickie Brooks as | got to know Kyra Maitie, and Scoutie. He 4ill had the
gold-headed cane, and | now recognized it. Sometime in the 1950s, the Boston Post had donated
one of those canes to every county in the New England dates. They were given to the oldest
resdents and passed dong from old fat to old fat. And the joke of it was that the Post had gone
toes-up years ago.

‘Actudly two new friends,' | replied, trying to dredge up his name. | couldn't, but 1 remembered
him from when Jo had been dive, holding down one of the overstuffed chars in Dicki€s waiting
room, discussng weather and politics, politics and weather, as the hammers whanged and the air-
compressor chugged. A regular. And if something happened out there on Highway 68, eye-God, he
was there to seeit.

'I hear Mattie Devore can be quite a dear,’ he said heah, Devoah, deeah — and one of his crusty
eydids drooped. | have seen a fair number of salacious winks in my time, but none that was a patch
on the one tipped me by that old man with the gold-headed cane. | felt a strong urge to knock his
waxy beak of a nose off. The sound of it parting company from his face would be like the crack of
adead branch broken over a bent knee.

'Do you hear alot, old-timer? | asked.

'Oh, ayuh!" he said. His lips — dark as strips of liver — parted in a grin. His gums swarmed with
white patches. He had a couple of yellow teeth il planted in the top one, and a couple more on the
bottom. 'And she gut that little one— cunnin, sheid Ayuh!’

'‘Cunnin asacat a-runnin,' | agreed.

He blinked & me, a little surprised to hear such an old one out of my presumably newfangled
mouth, and then that reprehensible grin widened. 'Her dont mind her, though,’ he said. 'Baby gut
the run of the place, don‘tcha know.’

| became aware — better belated than never — that hdf a dozen people were watching and
ligening to us. That wasnt my impression, | sad, rasng my voice a bit. 'No, that wasn't my
impresson a dl.’

Heonly grinned . . . that old man's grin that says Oh, ayuh, deah; | know one worth two of that.

| left the store feding worried for Mattie Devore. Too many people were minding her business, it
seemed to me.

When | got home, | took my bottle of wine into the kitchen — it could chill while | got the
barbecue going out on the deck. | reached for the fridge door, then paused. Perhaps as many as four
dozen little magnets had been scattered randomly across the front — vegetables, fruits, plastic
letters and numbers, even a good sdection of the Cdifornia Rasns — but they werent random
anymore. Now they formed a circle on the front of the refrigerator. Someone had been in here.
Someone had comeinand. . .



Rearranged the magnets on the fridge? If so, that was a burglar who needed to do some heavy
remedid work. | touched one of them — gingaly, with just the tip of my finger. Then, suddenly
angry with mysdf, | reached out and spread them again, doing it with enough force to knock a
couple to thefloor. | didn't pick them up.

That night, before going to bed, | placed the Memo-Scriber on the table benesth Bunter the Greet
Stuffed Moose, turning it on and putting it in the DICTATE mode. Then | dipped in one of my old
home-dubbed cassettes, zeroed the counter, and went to bed, where | dept without dreams or other
interruption for eight hours.

The next morning, Monday, was the sort of day the tourists come to Maine for — the ar so sunny-
clean that the hills across the lake seemed to be under subtle magnification. Mount Washington,
New England's highest, floated in the farthest distance.

| put on the coffeg, then went into the living room, whigling. All my imaginings of the last few
days seemed dlly this morning. Then the whigtle died avay. The Memo-Scriber's counter, set to
000 when | went to bed, was now at 012.

| rewound it, hestated with my finger over the PLAY button, told mysdf (in Jo's voice) not to be a
fool, and pushed it.

'Oh Mike," a voice whispered — mourned, dmogt-on the tape, and | found mysdf having to press
the hed of one hand to my mouth to hold back a scream. It was what | had heard in Jo's office
when the draft rushed past the sdes of my face . . . only now the words were dowed down just
enough for me to understand them. 'Oh Mike,' it said again. There was a faint click. The machine
had shut down for some length of time. And then, once more, spoken in the living room as | had
dept in the north wing: 'Oh Mike.'

Then it was gone.



CHAPTER TEN

Around nine oclock, a pickup came down the driveway and parked behind my Chevrolet. The
truck was new — a Dodge Ram ® clean and chrome-shiny it looked as if the ten-day plates had
just come off that morning — but it was the same shade of off-white as the last one and the sign on
the driver's door was the one | remembered: WILLIAM 'BILL' DEAN CAMP CHECKING Q\RETAKING
LIGHT CARPENTRY, plus his telephone number. | went out on the back stoop to meet him, coffee cup
in my hand.

'Mike!" Bill cried, dimbing down from behind the whed. Yankee men dont hug — that's a
truism you can put right up there with tough guys don't dince and red men don't eat quiche — but
Bill pumped my hand dmost hard enough to dop coffee from a cup that was three-quarters empty,
and gave me a hearty clap on the back. His grin reveded a splendidly blatant set of fadse teeth —
the kind which used to be cdled Roebuckers, because you got them from the cataogue. It occurred
to me in passing that my ancient interlocutor from the Lakeview Generd Store could have used a
par. It certanly would have improved medtimes for the nosy old fuck. 'Mike, youre a sght for
sore eyes!’

'Good to see you, too,' | sad, grinning. Nor was it a fase grin; | fdt dl right. Things with the
power to scare the living shit out of you on a thundery midnight in most cases seem only interesting
in the bright light of a summer morning. 'Y ou're looking well, my friend.’

It was true. Bill was four years older and a little grayer around the edges, but otherwise the same.
Sixty-five? Seventy? It didn't matter. There was no waxy look of ill hedth aout him, and none of
the fdling-away in the face, principdly around the eyes and in the cheeks, that | associate with
encroaching infirmity.

'So're you,' he sad, letting go of my hand. 'We was al so sorry about Jo, Mike. Folks in town
thought the world of her. It was a shock, with her so young. My wife asked if I'd give you her
condolences specid. Jo made her an afghan the year she had the pneumonia, and Yvette aint never
forgot it."

"Thanks' | said, and my voice wasn't quite my own for a moment or two. It seemed that on the
TR my wife was hardly dead at dl. 'And thank Y vette, too.'

Yuh. Everythin okay with the house? Other'n the ar conditioner, | mean. Buggardly thing!
Them at the Western Auto promised me that part last week, and now they're saying maybe not until
Augud firg.

It's okay. I've got my Powerbook. If | want to use it, the kitchen table will do fine for a desk.'
And | would want to useit — so many crosswords, <o littletime.

'Got your hot water okay?

‘All that's fine, but there is one problem.’

| stopped. How did you tell your caretaker you thought your house was haunted? Probably there
was no good way; probably the best thing to do was to go & it head-on. | had questions, but | didn't
want just to nibble around the edges d the subject and be coy. For one thing, Bill would sense it.
He might have bought his false teeth out of a cataogue, but he wasn't supid.

'What's on your mind, Mike? Shoot.'

'l don't know how you're going to take this, but —



He smiled in he way of a man who suddenly understands and held up his hand. 'Guess maybe |
know aready.’

'You do? | fdt an enormous sense of rdief and | could hardly wait to find out what he had
experienced in Sara, perhgps while checking for dead lightbulbs or making sure the roof was
holding the snow dl right. 'What did you hear?

'‘Mostly what Royce Merrill and Dickie Brooks have been tdling,’ he said. 'Beyond that, | don't
know much. Me and mother's been in Virginia, remember. Only got back last night around eght
o'clock. Still, it's the big topic down to the store.’

For a moment | remained so fixed on Sara Laughs that | had no idea what he was taking about.
All 1 could think was that folks were gossping about the drange noises in my house. Then the
name Royce Merill dicked and everything dse clicked with it. Merill was the dderly possum
with the gold-headed cane and the sdacious wink. Old Four-Teeth. My caretaker wasn't talking
about ghostly noises; he was talking about Mattie Devore.

‘Let's get you a cup of coffeg’ | said. 'l need you to tell me what I'm stepping in here!

When we were seated on the deck, me with fresh coffee and Bill with a cup of tea (‘Coffee burns
me at both ends these days,' he said), | asked him firg to tell me the Royce Merill-Dickie Brooks
versgon of my encounter with Mattie and Kyra.

It turned out to be better than | had expected. Both old men had seen me standing at the side of
the road with the little girl in my arms, and they had observed my Chevy parked hdfway into the
ditch with the driver's-sde door open, but apparently neither of them had seen Kyra using the white
line of Route 68 as a tightrope. As if to compensate for this, however, Royce clamed that Mattie
had given me ahbig my hero hug and a kiss on the mouth.

'Did he get the part about how | grabbed her by the ass and dipped her some tongue? | asked.
Bill grinned. 'Royce's imagination aint dretched that far snce he was fifty or so, and that was
forty or more year ago.’

'l never touched her.' Well . . . there had been that moment when the back of my hand went
diding dong the curve of her breast, but that had been inadvertent, whatever the young lady hersef
might think about it.

'Shite, you don't need to tell methat,’ he said. '‘But . . ."

He sad that but the way my mother dways had, letting it tral off on its own, like the tail of
someill-omened kite.

'But what?

'You'd do well to keep your distance from her,' he said. 'She's nice enough — amogt a town drl,
don't you know — but she'strouble.’ He paused. 'No, that ain't quite fair to her. She'sin trouble.’

"The old man wants custody of the baby, doesn't he?

Bill set his teacup down on the deck rail and looked a me with his eyebrows raised. Reflections
from the lake ran up his cheek inripples, giving him an exatic look. 'How'd you know?

'‘Guesswork, but of the educated variety. Her father-inlaw cdled me Saturday night during the
fireworks. And while he never came right out and stated his purpose, | doubt if Max Devore came
dl the way back to TR-90 in western Maine to repo his daughter-in-law's Jeep and trailer. So what's
the story, Bill?

For several moments he only looked & me. It was dmogt the look of a man who knows you have
contracted a serious disease and isnt sure how much he ought to tell you. Being looked at that way
made me profoundly unessy. It dso made me fed that | might be putting Bill Dean on the spot.
Devore had roots here, after dl. And, as much as Bill might like me, | didn't. Jo and | were from



away. It could have been worse — it could have been Massachusetts or New York — but Derry,
dthough in Maine, was ill away.

'Bill?1 could use alittle navigationd help if you —

"Y ou want to stay out of hisway," he said. His easy smile was gone. 'The man's mad.’

For a moment | thought Bill only meant Devore was pissed off a me, and then | took another
look at his face. No, | decided, he didnt mean pissed off; he had used the word 'mad' in the most
literd way.

'Mad how? | asked. 'Mad like Charles Manson? Like Hannibal Lecter? How?

'Say like Howard Hughes' he said. 'Ever read any of the stories about him? The lengths held go
to to get the things he wanted? It didn't matter if it was a specid kind of hot dog they only sold in
L.A. or an arplane desgner he wanted to sted from Lockheed or Mcdonnell-Douglas, he had to
have what he wanted, and he wouldn't rest until it was under his hand. Devore is the same way. He
adwayswas — even as aboy he was willful, according to the stories you hear in town.

'My own dad had one he used to tell. He said little Max Devore broke into Scant Larribee's tack-
shed one winter because he wanted the Flexible Fyer Scant give his boy Scooter for Chrismas.
Back around 1923, this would have been. Devore cut both his hands on broken glass, Dad said, but
he got the ded. They found him near midnight, diding down Sugar Maple Hill, holding his hands
up to his chest when he went down. Hed bled dl over his mittens and his snowsuit. Theré's other
gtories you'll hear about Maxie Devore as a kid — if you ask youll hear fifty different ones — and
some may even be true. That one about the ded is true, though. I'd bet the farm on it. Because my
father didn't lie. It was againg hisrdigion.’

'Baptist?

'‘Nosir, Yankee.'

'1923 was many moons ago, Bill. Sometimes people change.’

‘Ayuh, but mostly they dont. | havent seen Devore snce he come back and moved into
Warrington's, so | can't say for sure, but I've heard things that make me think that if he has
changed, it's for the worse. He didnt come dl the way across the country ‘cause he wanted a
vacation. He wants the kid. To him she's just another verson of Scooter Larribee's Flexible Flyer.
And my strong advice to you isthat you don't want to be the window-glass between him and her.’

| spped my coffee and looked out a the lake. Bill gave me time to think, scrgping one of his
workboots across a splatter of birdshit on the boards while | did it. Crowshit, | reckoned; only
crows crap in such long and exuberant splatters.

One thing seemed absolutdly sure: Mattie Devore was roughly nine miles up Shit Creek with no
paddle. I'm not the cynic | was a twenty — is anyone? — but | wasnt naive enough or idedidic
enough to believe the law would protect Ms. Doublewide againg Mr. Computer . . . not if Mr.
Computer decided to play dirty. As a boy hed taken the ded he wanted and gone diding by himsdlf
a midnight, bleeding hands not a concern. And as a man? An old man who had been getting every
ded he wanted for the last forty years or s0?

'What's the story with Méttie, Bill? Tel me'’

It didn't take him long. Country stories are, by and large, Smple stories. Which isn't to say they're
not often interesting.

Maéttie Devore had darted life as Mattie Stanchfield, not quite from the TR but from just over the
line in Motton. Her father had been a logger, her mother a home beautician (which made it, in a
ghastly way, the perfect country mariage). There were three kids. When Dave Stanch-fidd missed
a curve over in Lovell and drove a fully loaded pulptruck into Kewadin Pond, his widow 'kinda lost



heart, as they say. She died soon after. There had been no insurance, other than what Stanchfield
had been obliged to carry on his Jmmy and his skidder.

Tak about your Brothers Grimm, huh? Subtract the Fisher-Price toys behind the house, the two
pole hardryers in the basement beauty sdon, the old rustbucket Toyota in the driveway, and you
were right there: Once upon a time there lived a poor widow and her three children.

Maittie is the princess of the piece — poor but beautiful (that she was beautiful | could persondly
testify). Now enter the prince. In this case he's a gangly suttering redhead named Lance Devore.
The child of Max Devore's sunset years. When Lance met Mattie, he was twenty-one. She had just
turned seventeen. The meeting took place a Warrington's, where Mattie had landed a summer job
asawaitress.

Lance Devore was staying across the lake on the Upper Bay, but on Tuesday nights there were
pickup softball games a Warrington's, the townies againg the summer folks, and he usudly canoed
across to play. Softbdl is a great thing for the Lance Devores of the world; when you're standing at
the plate with a bat in your hands, it doesnt matter if youre gangly. And it sure doesnt matter if
you stutter.

'He confused em quite consderable over to Warrington's' Bill said. They didnt know which
team he belonged on — the Locas or the Aways. Lance didnt care; either sde was fine with him.
Some weeks hed play for one, some weeks t'other. Either one was more than happy to have him,
too, as he could hit a ton and fied like an angd. They'd put him at first base a lot because he was
tall, but he was redly wasted there. At second or shortstop . . . my! Hed jump and twirl around like
that guy Noriega'

'Y ou might mean Nureyev,' | said.

He shrugged. 'Point is, he was somethin to see. And folks liked him. He fit in. It's mostly young
folks that play, you know, and to them it's how you do, not who you are. Besides, a lot of em don't
know Max Devore from ahole in the ground.’

'Unless they read The Wall Street Journal and the computer magazines,” | said. 'In those, you run
across the name Devore about as often as you run across the name of God in the Bible.!'

'No foolin?

'Wdll, | guess that in the computer magazines God is more often spelled Gates, but you know
what | mean.’

'l spose. But even s, it's been sixty-five years snce Max Devore spent any red time on the TR.
Y ou know what happened when he left, don't you?

'No, why would 17

He looked at me, surprised. Then a kind of vell seemed to fdl over his eyes. He blinked and it
cleared. Tell you another time — it an't no secret — but | need to be over to the Harrimans by
eleven to check their sump-pump. Don't want to get Sdetracked. Point | was tryin to make is just
this Lance Devore was accepted as a nice young fdla who could hit a softbdl three hundred and
fifty feet into the trees if he struck it just right. There was no one old enough to hold his old man
agang him — not a Warrington's on Tuesday nights, there wasnt — and no one hdd it agangt
him that his family had dough, either. Hel, there are lots of wedthy people here in the summer.
Y ou know that. None worth as much as Max Devore, but being rich is only a matter of degree.’

That wasn't true, and | had just enough money to know it. Wedlth is like the Richter scale-once
you pass a certain point, the jumps from one level to the next arent double or triple but some
amazing and ruinous multiple you dont even want to think about. Fitzgerdd had it draight,
dthough | guess he didnt bdieve his own indght: the very rich are different from you and me. |
thought of telling Bill that, and decided to kegp my mouth shut. He had a sump-pump to fix.



Kyrds parents met over a keg of beer stuck in a mudhole. Mattie was running the usua Tuesday-
night keg out to the softbdl field from the main hiilding on a handcart. Shed gotten it most of the
way from the restaurant wing with no trouble, but there had been heavy ran earlier in the week,
and the cart findly bogged down in a soft spot. Lance's team was up, and Lance was dtting a the
end of the bench, waiting his turn to hit. He saw the girl in the white shorts and blue Warrington's
polo shirt struggling with the bogged handcart, and got up to help her. Three weeks later they were
inseparable and Mattie was pregnant; ten weeks later they were narried; thirty-seven months later,
Lance Devore was in a coffin, done with softball and cold beer on a summer evening, done with
what he caled ‘woodsng, done with fatherhood, done with love for the beautiful princess. Just
another early finish, hold the happily-ever-after.

Bill Dean didn't describe their meeting in any detal; he only said, They met a the fidld — she
was runnin out the beer and he helped her out of a boghole when she got her handcart stuck.

Mattie never said much about that part of it, so | don't know much. Except | do . . . and athough
some of the details might be wrong, I'd bet you a dollar to a hundred 1 got most of them right. That
was my summer for knowing things | had no business knowing.

It's hot, for one thing — '94 is the hottest summer of the decade and July is the hottest month of
the summer. Presdent Clinton is being upstaged by Newt and the Republicans. Folks are saying old
Slick Willie may not even run for a second term. Boris Yétsn is reputed to be either dying of heart
disease or in a dry-out dlinic. The Red Sox are looking better than they have any right to. In Derry,
Johanna Arlen Noonan is maybe gtarting to fed a little whoopsy in the morning. If so, she does not
gpeak of it to her husband.

| see Métie in her blue polo shirt with her name sewn in white script above her |left breast. Her
white shorts make a pleasing contrast to her tanned legs. | dso see her wearing a blue gimme cap
with the red W for Warrington's above the long hill. Her pretty dark-blonde har is pulled through
the hole a the back of the cap and fdls to the collar of her shirt. | see her trying to yank the
handcart out of the mud without upsetting the keg of beer. Her head is down; the shadow thrown by
the bill of the cap obscures dl of her face but her mouth and smdl set chin.

‘Luh-let mme h-h-help,” Lance says, and she looks up. The shadow cast by the cap's hill fals
away, he sees her big blue eyes — the ones shell pass on to their daughter. One look into those
eyes and the war is over without a single shot fired; he belongs to her as surdly as any young man
ever belonged to any young woman.

Theret, asthey say around here, was just courtin.

The old man had three children, but Lance was the only one he seemed to care about.
(Daughter's crazier'n a shithouse mouse' Bill sad matter-of-factly. 'In some laughin academy in
Cdifornia. Think | heard she caught her a cancer, t00.) The fact that Lance had no interest in
computers and software actually seemed to please his father. He had another son who was capable
of running the business. In another way, however, Lance Devores older hdf-brother wasn't capable
at dl: there would be no grandchildren from that one.

'Rump-wrangler,’ Bill said. 'Understand thereés alot of that going around out there in Cdifornia’

There was a far amount of it going around on the TR, too, | imagined, but thought it not my
place to offer sexud ingtruction to my caretaker.

Lance Devore had been attending Reed College in Oregon, mgoring in forestry — the kind of
guy who fdls in love with green flanne pants, red suspenders, and the sight of condors a dawn. A
Brothers Grimm woodcutter, in fact, once you got past the academic jargon. In the summer
between his junior and senior years, his father had summoned him to the family compound in Pam



Springs, and had presented him with a boxy lawyer's suitcase crammed with maps, aerid photos,
and lega papers. These had little order that Lance could see, but | doubt that he cared. Imagine a
comic-book collector given a crate crammed with rare old copies of Donald Duck. Imagine a movie
collector given the rough cut of a never-rdeased film garing Humphrey Bogat and Marilyn
Monroe. Then imagine this avid young foreser redizing that his father owned not just acres or
square miles in the vast unincorporated forests of western Maine, but entirerealms,

Although Max Devore had left the TR in 1933, hed kept a lively interest in the area where hed
grown up, subscribing to area newspapers and getting magazines such as Down East and the Maine
Times. In the early eighties, he had begun to buy long columns of land just eest of the Mane-New
Hampshire border. God knew there had been plenty for sae; the paper companies which owned
most of it had fdlen into a recessonary pit, and many had become convinced that their New
England holdings and operations would be the best place to begin retrenching. So this land, stolen
from the Indians and clear-cut ruthlesdy in the twenties and fifties, @me into Max Devore's hands.
He might have bought it just because it was there, a good bargain he could afford to take advantage
of. He might have bought it as a way of demondrating to himsdf tha he had redly survived his
childhood; had, in point of fact, triumphed over it.

Or he might have bought it as a toy for his beloved younger son. In the years when Devore was
making his mgor land purchases in western Maine, Lance would have been just a kid . . . but old
enough for a perceptive father to see where hisinterests were tending.

Devore asked Lance to spend the summer of 1994 surveying purchases which were, for the most
part, dready ten years old. He wanted the boy to put the paperwork in order, but he wanted more
than that — he wanted Lance b make sense of it. It wasn't a land-use recommendation he was
looking for, exactly, athough | guess he would have lisened if Lance had wanted to make one; he
samply wanted a sense of what he had purchased. Would Lance teke a summer in western Maine
trying to find out what his sense of it was? At asdary of two or three thousand dollars a month?

| imagine Lance's reply was a more polite verson of Buddy Jdlison's 'Does a crow shit in the
pine tops?

The kid arrived in June of 1994 and set up shop in a tent on the far side of Dark Score Lake. He
was due back a Reed in late August. Instead, though, he decided to take a year's leave of absence.
His father wasn't pleased. Hisfather smdled what he called ‘girl trouble”

'Yeah, but it's a damned long siff from Cdifornia to Mane' Bill Dean sad, leaning againg the
driver's door of his truck with his sunburned arms folded. 'He had someone a lot closer than Pam
Springs doin his sniffin for him.'

'What are you talking about? | asked.

"Bout talk. People do it for free, and most are willing to do even moreif they're paid.’

'People like Royce Merrill?

‘Royce might be one,’ he agreed, 'but he wouldn't be the only one. Times around here don't go
between bad and good; if you're a locdl, they mostly go between bad and worse. So when a guy like
Max Devore sends aguy out with asupply of fifty- and hundred-dollar hills. . .

'Was it someone loca? A lawyer?

Not a lawyer; a red-estate broker named Richard Osgood (‘a greasy kind of fdla was Bill Dean's
judgment of him) who denned and did busness in Motton. Eventualy Osgood had hired a lavyer
from Castle Rock. The greasy felds initia job, when the summer of '%4 ended and Lance Devore
remained on the TR, was to find out what the hell was going on and put astop to it.

'And then? | asked.



Bill glanced at his watch, glanced a the sky, then centered his gaze on me. He gave a funny little
drug, as if to say, 'Were both men of the world, in a quiet and settled sort of way — you don't
need to ask aslly question like that.'

‘Then Lance Devore and Mattie Stanchfiddd got married in the Grace Baptist Church right up
there on Highway 68. There were tdes made the rounds about what Osgood might've done to keep
it from comin off — | heard he even tried to bribe Reverend Gooch into refusin to hitch em, but |
think that's stupid, they just would have gone someplace ese. 'Sides, | don't see much sense in
repeating what | don't know for sure!’

Bill unfolded an arm and began to tick items off on the lesthery fingers of his right hand.

"They got married in the middle of September, 1994, | know that." Out popped the thumb. 'People
looked around with some curiosity to see if the groom's father would put in an appearance, but he
never did." Out popped the forefinger. Added to the thumb, it made a pistol. 'Mattie had a baby in
April of '95, making the kiddie a dight premature . . . but not enough to matter. | seen it in the Sore
with my own eyes when it waan't a week old, and it was just the right size' Out with the second
finger. 'l don't know that Lance Devore's old man absolutely refused to hdp em financidly, but | do
know they were living in that traller down below Dickies Garage, and that makes me think they
were havin a pretty hard skate.'

‘Devore put on the choke-chain,' | said. ‘It's what a guy used to getting his own way would do . . .
but if he loved the boy the way you seem to think, he might have come around.’

'‘Maybe, maybe not." He glanced at his waich again. 'Let me finish up quick and get out of your
sunshine.. . . but you ought to hear one more little story, because it realy shows how the land lies.

'In duly of lagt year, lessn a month before he died, Lance Devore shows up a the post-office
counter in the Lakeview Generd. He's got a manila envelope he wants to send, but first he needs to
show Carla DeCinces what's indde. She said he was dl fluffed out, like daddies sometimes get
over ther kids when they're smdl.'

| nodded, amused a the idea of skinny, stuttery Lance Devore dl fluffed out. But | could see it in
my mind's eye, and the image was a0 sort of swest.

It was a studio pitcher they'd gotten taken over in the Rock. Showed the kid . . . what's her
name? Kayla?

‘Kyra'

'Ayuh, they cdl em anything these days, dont they? It showed Kyra dttin in a big lesther chair,
with a pair of joke spectacles on her little snub of a nose, lookin at one of the aerid photos of the
woods over across the lake in TR-100 or TR-110 — pat of what the old man had picked up,
anyway. Carla said the baby had a surprised look on her face, as if she hadn't suspected there could
be so much woods in the whole world. Said it was awful cunnin, she did.’

'‘Cunnin asacat arunnin," | murmured.

'And the envelope — Regigtered, Express Mail was addressed to Maxwell Devore, in Pam
Springs, Cdifornia'

'Leading you to deduce that the old man ether thawed enough to ask for a picture of his only
grandchild, or that Lance Devore thought a picture might thaw him.’

Bill nodded, looking as pleased as a parent whose child has managed a difficult sum. 'Dont
know if it did,’ he said. 'Wasn't enough time to tell, one way or the other. Lance had bought one of
those little satdlite dishes, like what you've got here. There was a bad storm the day he put it up —
hal, high wind, blowdowns dong the lakeshore, lots of lightnin. That was dong toward evening.
Lance put his dish up in the afternoon, al done and safe, except around the time the storm



commenced he remembered hed left his socket wrench on the trailer roof. He went up to get it so it
wouldn't get al wet nrusty —

'He was struck by lightning? Jesus, Bill!'

‘Lightnin struck, al right, but it hit across the way. You go past the place where Wasp Hill Road
runs into 68 and you'll see the sump of the tree that stroke knocked over. Lance was comin down
the ladder with his socket wrench when it hit. If youve never had a lightnin bolt tear right over
your head, you dont know how scary it is — it's like havin a drunk driver veer across into your
lane, headed right for you, and then swing back onto his own dde just in time. Close lightnin makes
your hair stand up — makes your damned prick stand up. It's apt to play the radio on your sted
fillins, it makes your ears hum, and it makes the arr taste roasted. Lance fell off the ladder. If he had
time to think anything before he hit the ground, | bet he thought he was eectrocuted. Poor boy. He
loved the TR, but it wasn't lucky for him.'

'Broke his neck?

‘Ayuh. With dl the thunder, Mattie never heard him fal or ydl or anything. She looked out a
minute or two later when it garted to hal and he 4ill wasn't in. And there he was, layin on the
ground and lookin up into the friggin hail with his eyes open.’

Bill looked a his waich one find time, then swung open the door to his truck. The old man
wouldn't come for their weddin, but he came for his son's funerd and he's been here ever snce. He
didn't want nawthin to do with the young woman — '

‘But he wants the kid,' | said. It was no more than what | aready knew, but | fet a snking in the
pit of my stomach just the same. Don't talk about this, Mattie had asked me on the morning of the
Fourth. It's not a good time for Ki and me. 'How far dong in the process has he gotten?

'On the third turn and headin into the home dretch, | sh'd say. Ther€ll be a hearin in Cadlle
County Superior Court, maybe later this month, maybe next. The judge could rule then to hand the
girl over, or put it off until fal. 1 don't think it matters which, because the one thing that's never
going to happen on God's green earth is a rulin in favor of the mother. One way or ancther, that
little girl isgoing to grow up in Cdifornia”

Put that way, it gave me avery nagty little chill.

Bill did behind the whed of his truck. 'Stay out of it, Mike' he sad. 'Stay away from Mattie
Devore and her daughter. And if you get cdled to court on account of seem the two of em on
Saturday, smile alot and say aslittle as you can.’

'Max Devore's charging that she's unfit to raise the child.’

'Ayuh.

'Bill, I saw the child, and she'sfine!

He grinned again, but this time there was no amusement in it. "Magine she is. But that's not the
point. Stay clear of their business, old boy. It's my job to tell you that; with Jo gone, | guess I'm the
only caretaker you got' He dammed the door of his Ram, darted the engine, reached for the
gearshift, then dropped his hand again as something else occurred to him. 'If you get a chance, you
ought to look for the owls:’

'What owlIs?

There's a couple of plastic owls around here someplace. They might be in y'basement or out in
Jo's gudio. They comein by mail-order the fal before she passed on.'

‘Thefal of 19937

‘Ayuh.’

‘That can't beright." We hadn't used Sarain the fal of 1993.



"Tis, though. | was down here puttin on the storm doors when Jo showed up. We had us a natter,
and then the UPS truck come. | lugged the box into the entry and had a coffee — | was 4ill drinkin
it then — while she took the owls out of the carton and showed em off to me. Gorry, but they
looked red! She left not ten minutes after. It was like shed come down to do that errand specid,
athough why anyoned drive al the way from Dery to take ddivery of a couple of plastic owls |
don't know.'

'When in the fdl wasit, Bill? Do you remember?

'Second week of November,’ he sad promptly. 'Me n the wife went up to Lewiston later that
afternoon, to 'Vette's sster's. It was her birthday. On our way back we stopped at the Castle Rock
Agway 0 'Vette could get her Thanksgiving turkey." He looked & me curioudy. 'You redly didn't
know about them owls?

'No.'

"That's a touch peculiar, wouldn't you say?

'Maybe she told me and | forgot,’ | said. 'l guess it doesnt matter much now in any case’ Yet it
seemed to matter. It was a smdl thing, but it seemed to matter. 'Why would Jo want a couple of
plastic owls to begin with?

"To keep the crows from shittin up the woodwork, like they're doing out on your deck. Crows see
those plagtic owls, they veer off.’

| burst out laughing in spite of my puzzlement . . . or perhaps because of it. 'Yesh? That redly
works?

‘Ayuh, long's you move em every now and then so the crows don't get suspicious. Crows are just
about the smartest birds going, you know. Y ou look for those owls, save yoursdf alot of mess!'

I will,' | said. Plastic owls to scare the crows away — it was exactly the sort of knowledge Jo
would come by (she was like a crow hersdf in that way, picking up glittery pieces of information
that happened to catch her interest) and act upon without bothering to tell me. All a once | was
lonely for her again — missng her like hell.

'‘Good. Some day when I've got more time, well wak the place dl the way around. Woods too, if
you want. | think you'l be satisfied.’

'I'm sure | will. Where's Devore staying?

The bushy eyebrows went up. 'Warrington's. Him and you's practicaly neighbors. 1 thought you
must know.'

I remembered the woman I'd seen — black bathing-suit and black shorts somehow combining to
give her an exotic cocktail-party look — and nodded. 'l met hiswife!

Bill laughed heartily enough a that to fed in need of his handkerchief. He fished it off the
dashboard (ablue paidey thing the size of afootball pennant) and wiped his eyes.

'What's so funny? | asked.

'Skinny woman? White hair? Face sort of like akid's Halloween mask?

It was my turn to laugh. 'That's her.'

'She ain't his wife, she's his whatdoyoucalit, persona assstant. Rogette Whitmore is her name!’
He pronounced it ro-GET, with ahard G. 'Devores wivesre dl dead. The last one twenty years.'

'What kind of name is Rogette? French?

'Cdifornia’ he sad, and shrugged as if that one word explained everything. There's people in
town scared of her.'

'Isthat s0?

'‘Ayuh.’ Bill hestated, then added with one of those smiles we put on when we want others to
know that we know were saying something slly: 'Brenda Meserve says she's awitch.'



'And the two of them have been staying at Warrington's amost ayear?

‘Ayuh. The Whitmore woman comes n goes, but mostly she's been here. Thinkin in town is that
they'll stay until the custody case is finished off, then al go back to Cdifornia on Devores private
jet. Leave Osgood to sell Warrington's, and —

'Sdl it? What do you mean, sell it?

I thought you must know,' Bill said, dropping his gearshift into drive. 'When old Hugh Emerson
told Devore they cosed the lodge after Thanksgiving, Devore told him he had no intention of
moving. Said he was comfortable right where he was and meant to Say put.’

'He bought the place.’ | had been by turns surprised, amused, and angered over the last twenty
minutes, but never exactly dumbfounded. Now | was. 'He bought Warrington's Lodge so he
wouldn't have to move to Lookout Rock Hotel over in Castle View, or rent a house!’

‘Ayuh, so he did. Nine buildins, includin the main lodge and The Sunset Bar; tweve acres of
woods, a six-hole golf course, and five hundred feet of shorefront on The Street. Plus a two-lane
bowlin dley and a softbdl fidd. Four and a quarter million. His friend Osgood did the ded and
Devore paid with a persond check. | wonder how he found room for al those zeros. See you,
Mike.

With that he backed up the driveway, leaving me to sand on the stoop, looking after him with
my mouth open.

Pastic owls.

Bill had told me roughly two dozen interesting things in between peeks a his watch, but the one
which stayed on top of the pile was the fact (and | did accept it as a fact; he had been too postive
for me not to) that Jo had come down here to take ddlivery on a couple of plastic goddam owls.

Had shetold me?

She might have. | didn't remember her doing s0, and it seemed to me that | would have, but Jo
used to cdam that when | got in the zone it was no good to tel me anything; stuff went in one ear
and out the other. Sometimes shed pin little notes — errands to run, cals to make — to my shirt, as
if 1 were a firg-grader. But wouldn't | recal if shed said 'I'm going down to Sara, hon, UPS is
delivering something | want to receve persondly, interested in keeping a lady company? Hel
wouldnt | have gone? | dways liked an excuse to go to the TR. Except I'd been working on that
screenplay . . . and maybe pushing it alittle . . . notes pinned to the deeve of my shirt . . . If you go
out when you're finished, we need milk and orangejuice. . .

| ingpected what little was left of Jo's vegetable garden with the July sun besting down on my
neck and thought about owls, the plastic god-dam owls. Suppose Jo had told me she was coming
down here to Sara Laughs? Suppose | had declined dmost without hearing the offer because | was
in the writing zone? Even if you granted those things, there was another question: why had she felt
the need to come down here persondly when she could have just called someone and asked them to
meet the ddivery truck? Kenny Auster would have been happy to do it, ditto Mrs. M. And Bill
Dean, our caretaker, had actudly been here. This led to other questions — one was why she hadn't
just had UPS ddiver the damned things to Derry — and findly | decided | couldnt live without
actudly seeing a bona fide plagic owl for mysdf. Maybe, | thought, going back to the house, I'd
put one on the roof of my Chew when it was parked in the driveway. Forestal future bombing runs.

| paused in the entry, struck by a sudden idea, and caled Ward Hankins, the guy in Waterville
who handles my taxes and my few non-writing-related business affairs.

'Mike,' he said heartily. 'How's the [ake?



"The lake's cool and the weather's hot, just the way we like it | said. 'Ward, you keep dl the
records we send you for five years, don't you? Just in case IRS decidesto give us some grief?

'Five is accepted practice,’ he said, 'but | hold your stuff for seven — in the eyes of the tax boys,
you're amighty fat pigeon.’

Better a fat pigeon than a plastic owl, | thought but didnt say. What | said was That includes
desk caendars, right? Mine and. Jo's, up until she died?

'You bet. Since neither of you kept diaries, it was the best way to cross-reference receipts and
clamed expenseswith —

'Could you find Jo's desk calendar for 1993 and see what she had going in the second week of
November?

"Td be happy to. What in particular are you looking for?

For a moment | saw mysdf gtting a my kitchen table in Dery on my firs night as a widower,
holding up a box with the words Norco Home Pregnancy Test printed on the sde. Exactly what
was | looking for a this late date? Consdering that | had loved the lady and she was amost four
yearsin her grave, what was | looking for? Besides trouble, that was?

'I'm looking for two plastic owls' | said. Ward probably thought | was taking to him, but I'm not
sure | was. 'l know that sounds weird, but it's what 1'm doing. Can you call me back?

'Within the hour.'
'‘Good man,' | said, and hung up.

Now for the actud owls themsdves. Where was the most likely spot to store two such interesting
artifacts?

My eyeswent to the cdllar door. Elementary, my dear Watson.

The cdlar stairs were dark and mildly dank. As | stood on the landing groping for the lightswitch,
the door banged shut behind me with such force that | cried out in surprise. There was no breeze,
no draft, the day was perfectly ill, but the door banged shut just the same. Or was sucked shuit.

| sood in the dark a the top of the dairs feding for the lightswitch, smelling that oozy smel
that even good concrete foundetions get after awhile if there is no proper aring-out. It was cold,
much colder than it had been on the other side of the door. | wasn't done and | knew it. | was
afraid, I'd be aliar to say | wasn't . . . but | was dso fascinated. Something was with me. Something
was in here with me.

| dropped my hand away from the wall where the switch was and just stood with my arms a my
gdes. Some time passed. | dont know how much. My heart was begting furioudy in my chest; |
could fed it in my temples. It was cold. 'Hello? | asked.

Nothing in response. | could hear the faint, irregular drip of water as condensation fel from one
of the pipes down below, | could hear my own breathing, and fantly — far away, in another world
where the sun was out — | could hear the triumphant caw of a crow. Perhaps it had just dropped a
load on the hood of my car. | really need an owl, | thought. In fact, | don't know how | ever got
along without one.

'Hello? | asked again. 'Can you talk?

Nothing.

| wet my lips. | should have fdt dlly, perhgps, sanding there in the dark and cdling to the
ghosts. But | didn't. Not a bit. The damp had been replaced by a coldness | could fed, and | had
company. Oh, yes. 'Can you tap, then? If you can shut the door, you must be able to tap.’

| stood there and listened to the soft, isolated drips from the pipes. There was nothing else. | was
resching out for the lightswitch again when there was a soft thud from not far bdlow me. The cdlar



of Sara Laughs is high, and the upper three feet of the concrete — the part which lies againg the
ground's frost-belt — had been insulated with big slver-backed panels of Insu-Gard. The sound
that | heard was, | am quite sure, afist striking against one of these.

Just a fig hitting a square of insulation, but every gut and muscle of my body seemed to come
unwound. My hair stood up. My eyesockets seemed to be expanding and my eyeballs contracting,
as if my head were trying to turn into a skull. Every inch of my skin broke out in goossflesh.
Something was in here with me. Very likdy something dead. |1 could no longer have turned on the
light if 1'd wanted to. | no longer had the strength to raise my arm.

| tried to talk, and at lagt, in ahusky whisper | hardly recognized, | said: 'Are you redly there?
Thud.

'Who are you? | could ill do no better than that husky whisper, the voice of a man giving last
indructions to his family as he lies on his deathbed. This time there was nothing from below.

| tried to think, and what came to my srruggling mind was Tony Curtis as Harry Houdini in some
old movie. According to the film, Houdini had been the Diogenes of the Ouija board circuit, a guy
who spent his spare time just looking for an honest medium. Hed attended one €ance where the
dead communicated by —

"Tap once for yes, twicefor no," | said. 'Can you do that?
Thud.

It was on the stairs below me . . . but not too far below. Five steps down, Sx or seven a most.
Not quite close enough to touch if | should reach out and wave my hand in the black basement air .
.. athing | could imagine, but not actudly imagine doing.

‘Areyou . . . " My voice trailled off. There was smply no strength in my digphragm. Chilly air lay
on my chest like aflatiron. | gathered dl my will and tried again. 'Are you Jo?

Thud. That soft fist on the insulation. A pause, and then: Thud-thud.

Yes and no.

Then, with no ideawhy | was asking such an inane question: 'Are the owls down here?

Thud-thud.

'Do you know where they are?

Thud.

'Should | look for them?

Thud! Very hard.

Why did she want them? | could ask, but the thing on the stairs had no way to an

Hot fingers touched my eyes and | dmost screamed before redizing it was sweat. | raised my
hands in the dark and wiped the heds of them up my face to the hairline. They skidded as if on ail.
Cold or nat, | wasdl but bathing in my own swest.

'Are you Lance Devore?

Thud-thud, at once.

Isit ssfefor me at Sara? Am | safe?

Thud. A pause. And | knew it was a pause, that the thing on the dtairs wasnt finished. Then:
Thud-thud. Yes, | was safe. No, | wasn't safe.

| had regained margind control of my am. | reached out, fdt dong the wdl, and found the
lightswitch. | settled my fingers on it. Now the swest on my face felt asif it were turning to ice.

'Are you the person who criesin the night? | asked.

Thud-thud from below me, and between the two thuds, | flicked the switch. The celar globes
cane on. So did a brilliant hanging bulb a leest a hundred and twenty-five waits — over the
landing. There was no time for anyone to hide, let done get away, and no one there to try, ether.



Also, Mrs. Meserve — admirable in so many ways — had neglected to sweep the cdlar dairs.
When | went down to where | estimated the thudding sounds had been coming from, | left tracks in
the light dust. But mine were the only ones.

| blew out breath in front of me and could see it. So it had been cold, till was cold . . . but it was
warming up fast. | blew out another bresth and could see just a hint of fog. A third exhade and there
was nothing.

| ran my pam over one of the insulated squares. Smooth. | pushed a finger at it, and adthough |
didnt push with any red force my finger left a dimple in the Slvery surface. Easy as pie |If
someone had been thumping a fis down here, this suff should be pitted, the thin slver skin
perhaps even broken to reved the pink fill undernesth. But al the squares were smocoth.

'Are you gill there? | asked.

No response, and yet | had a sense that my visitor was gtill there. Somewhere.

'l hope | didn't offend you by turning on the light, | said, and now | did fed dightly odd,
ganding on my cdlar gairs and taking out loud, sermonizing to the spiders. 'I wanted to see you if
| could.' | had no ideaif that was true or not.

Suddenly — so0 suddenly | dmost lost my baance and tumbled down the stairs — | whirled
around, convinced the shroud-creature was behind me, that it had been the thing knocking, it, no
polite M. R. James ghost but a horror from around the rim of the universe,

There was nothing.

| turned around again, took two or three deep, steadying breaths, and then went the rest of the
way down the cdlar sairs. Beneath them was a perfectly serviceable canoe, complete with paddie.
In the corner was the gas stove wed replaced after buying the place; dso the claw-foot tub Jo had
wanted (over my objections) to turn into a planter. | found a trunk filled with vaguely recdled
table-linen, a box of mildewy cassette tgpes (groups like the Dedfonics, Funkaddic, and. 38
Specid), severd catons of old dishes. There was a life down here, but ultimately not a very
interesting one. Unlike the life I'd sensed in Jo's studio, this one hadn't been cut short but evolved
out of, shed like old skin, and that was dl right. Was, in fact, the natural order of things.

There was a photo album on a shelf of knickknacks and | took it down, both curious and wary.
No bombshdlls this time, however; nearly dl the pix were landscape shots of Sara Laughs as it had
been when we bought it. |1 found a picture of Jo in belbottoms, though (her har parted in the
middle and white lipgtick on her mouth), and one of Michad Noonan wearing a flowered shirt and
muttonchop sideburns that made me cringe (the bachdor Mike in the photo was a Barry White kind
of guy | didn't want to recognize and yet did).

| found Jo's old broken treadmill, a rake I'd want if | was Hill aound here come fdl, a
snowblower 1I'd want even more if | was around come winter, and severd cans of pant. What |
didn't find was any plastic owls. My insulation-thumping friend had been right.

Updtairs the telephone started ringing.

| hurried to answer it, going out through the cdllar door and then reaching back in to flick off the
lightswitch. This amused me and at the same time seemed like perfectly norma behavior . . . just as
being careful not to step on sdewak cracks had seemed like perfectly norma behavior to me when
| was a kid. And even if it wasn't normd, what did it matter? I'd only keen back at Sara for three
days, but adready I'd postulated Noonan's First Law of Eccentricity: when youre on your own,
strange behavior redly doesn't seem strange at dl.

| snagged the cordless. 'Hello?

'Hi, Mike. It'sWard.'

"That was quick.'



Thefile-room's just a short walk down the hdl,” he said. 'Easy as pie. There's only one thing on
Jo's cadendar for the second week of November in 1993. It says 'S-Ks of Maine, Freep, 11 A.M.'
That's on Tuesday the sixteenth. Does it help?

'Yes,' | said. 'Thank you, Ward. It helpsalot.’

| broke the connection and put the phone back in its cradle. Yes, it helped. SKs of Maine was
Soup Kitchens of Maine. Jo had been on their board of directors from 1992 until her desth. Freep
was Freeport. It must have been a board meeting. They had probably discussed plans for feeding
the homdess on Thanksgiving . . . and then Jo had driven the seventy or so miles to the TR in order
to teke ddivery of two plagtic owls It didnt answer dl the questions, but arent there aways
questions in the wake of aloved one's desth? And no Statute of limitations on when they come up.

The UFO voice spoke up then. While you're right here by the phone, it said, why not call Bonnie
Amudson? Say hi, see how she's doing?

Jo had been on four different boards during the nineties, dl of them doing charitable work. Her
friend Bonnie had persuaded her onto the Soup Kitchens board when a seat fell vacant. They had
gone to a lot of the meetings together. Not the one n November of 1993, presumably, and Bonnie
could hardly be expected to remember that one particular meeting dmost five years later . . . but if
sheld saved her old minutes-of-the-meeting sheets. . .

Exactly what the fuck was | thinking of? Cdling Bonnie, making nice, then asking her to check
her December 1993 minutes? Was | going to ask her if the attendance report had my wife absent
from the November meeting? Was | going to ask if maybe Jo had seemed different that last year of
her life? And when Bonnie asked me why | wanted to know, what would | say?

Give me that, Jo had snarled in my dream of her. In the dream she hadn't looked like Jo at dl,
sheéd looked like some other woman, maybe like the one in the Book of Proverbs, the strange
woman whose lips were as honey but whose heart was full of gdl and wormwood. A dtrange
woman with fingers as cold as twigs after afrost. Give me that, it's my dust-catcher.

| went to the cdlar door and touched the knob. | turned it . . . then let it go. | didn't want to look
down there into the dark, didnt want to risk the chance that something might start thumping again.
It was better to leave that door shut. What | wanted was something cold to drink. | went into the
kitchen, reached for the fridge door, then stopped. The magnets were back in a circle again, but this
time four letters and one number had been pulled into the center and lined up there. They spelled a
single lower-case word:

hello

There was something here. Even back in broad daylight | had no doubt of that. I'd asked if it was
safe for me to be here and had recelved a mixed message . . . but that didnt matter. If | left Sara
now, there was nowhere to go. | had a key to the house in Derry, but matters had to be resolved
here. | knew that, too.

'Hdllo,' | said, and opened the fridge to get a soda. "Whoever or whatever you are, hdlo.'



CHAPTER ELEVEN

| woke in the early hours of the following morning convinced that there was someone in the north
bedroom with me. | sat up againg the pillows, rubbed my eyes, and saw a dark, shouldery shape
standing between me and the window.

'Who are you? | asked, thinking that it wouldn't reply in words; it would, instead, thump on the
wall. Once for yes, twice for no — what's on your mind, Houdini? But the figure anding by the
window made no reply at al. | groped up, found the string hanging from the light over the bed, and
yanked it. My mouth was turned down in a grimace, my midsection tensed 0 tight it fdt as if
bullets would have bounced off.

'Oh shit,' | said. 'Fuck metil | cry.’

Dangling from a hanger I'd hooked over the curtain rod was my old suede jacket. I'd parked it
there while unpacking and had then forgotten to store it away in the closat. | tried to laugh and
couldnt. At three in the morning it just didn't seem tha funny. | turned off the light and lay back
down with my eyes open, waiting for Bunter's bell to ring or the childish sobbing to sart. | was dill
ligening when | fell adeep.

Seven hours or so later, as | was getting ready to go out to Jo's studio and see if the plagtic owls
were in the storage area, where | hadn't checked the day before, a late-modd Ford rolled down my
driveway and stopped nose to nose with my Chevy. | had gotten as far as the short path between the
house and the studio, but now | came back. The day was hot and breathless, and | was wearing
nothing but a pair of cut-off jeans and pladtic flip-flops on my feet.

Jo dways cdamed tha the Clevdand dyle of dressing divided itsdf naurdly into two
subgenres: Full Clevdand and Clevdand Casud. My vigtor that Tuesday morning was wearing
Clevdand Casud — you had your Hawaiian shirt with pinegpples and monkeys, your tan dacks
from Banana Republic, your white loafers. Socks are optiord, but white footgear is a necessary
pat of the Clevdland look, as is a least one piece of gaudy gold jewdry. This fellow was totdly
okay in the laiter department: he had a Rolex on one wrist and a gold-link chain around his neck.
The tal of his shirt was out, and there was a suspicious lump a the back. It was either a gun or a
beeper and looked too big to be a beeper. | glanced a the car again. Blackwal tires. And on the
dashboard, oh look at this, a covered blue bubble. The better to creep up on you unsuspected,
Gramma.

'Michad Noonan? He was handsome in a way that would be attractive to certain women — the
kind who cringe when anybody in thelr immediate vicinity raises his voice, the kind who rardy cdl
the police when things go wrong a& home because, on some miserable secret leve, they beieve
they deserve things to go wrong at home. Wrong things that result in black eyes, didocated ebows,
the occasond cigarette burn on the booby. These are women who more often than not cal ther
husbands or lovers daddy, as in 'Can | bring you a beer, daddy? or 'Did you have a hard day at
work, daddy?

'Yes, I'm Michagl Noonan. How can | help you?

This verson of daddy turned, bent, and grabbed something from the litter of paperwork on the
passenger side of the front seat. Benegth the dash, a two-way radio squawked once, briefly, and fell



dlent. He turned back to me with a long, buff-colored folder in one hand. Held it out. 'This is
yours.'

When | didn't take it, he stepped forward and tried to poke it into one of my pams, which would
presumably cause me to cose my fingers in a kind of reflex. Ingead | raised both hands to
shoulder-leve, asif he had jugt told me to put em up, Muggsy.

He looked a me patiently, his face as Irish as the Arlen brothers but without the Arlen look of
kindness, openness, and curiosity. What was there in place of those things was a species of sour
amusement, as if hed seen dl of the world's pisser behavior, most of it twice. One of his eyebrows
had been split open a long time ago, and his cheeks had that reddish windburned look that indicates
either ruddy good hedth or a deep interest in grain-acohol products. He looked like he could knock
you into the gutter and then gt on you to keep you there. | been good, daddy, get off me, don't be
mean.

'‘Don't make this tough. You're gonna take service of this and we both know it, so don't make this
tough.'

'Show me some ID firgt.'

He sighed, rolled his eyes, then reached into one of his shirt pockets. He brought out a leather
folder and flipped it open. There was a badge and a photo ID. My new friend was George Footman,
Deputy Sheriff, Cagtle County. The photo was flaa and shadowless, like something an assault
victim would see in a mughbook.

'‘Okay? he asked. | took the buff-backed document when he held it out again. He stood there,
broadcagting that sense of curdled amusement as | scanned it. | had been subpoenaed to appear in
the Castle Rock office of Elmer Durgin, Attorney-at-Law, at ten o'clock on the morning of July 10,
1998 — Friday, in other words. Said Elmer Durgin had been appointed guardian ad litem of Kyra
Elizabeth Devore, a minor child. He would take a deposition from me concerning any knowledge |
might have of Kyra Elizabeth Devore in regard to her well-being. This deposition would be taken
on behdf of Cagtle County Superior Court and Judge Noble Rancourt. A stenographer would be
present. | was assured that this was the court's depo, and nothing to do with either Plaintiff or
Defendant.

Footman said, 'It's my job to remind you of the penaties should you fail — '

"Thanks, but let's just assume you told me al about those, okay? I'll be there’ | made shooing
gestures at his car. | felt deeply disgusted . . . and | fdt interfered with. | had never been served
with a process before, and | didn't carefor it.

He went back to his car, sarted to swing in, then stopped with one hairy arm hung over the top
of the open door. His Rolex gleamed in the hazy sunlight.

'Let me give you a piece of advice' he sad, and that was enough to tel me anything ese |
needed to know about the guy. 'Don't fuck with Mr. Devore.'

'Or helll squash melikeabug, | said.

'Huh?

"Your actud lines are, 'Let me give you a piece of advice — don't fuck with Mr. Devore or hell
squash you like abug.”

| could see by his expresson — haf past perplexed, going on angry — tha he had meant to say
something very much like that. Obvioudy wed seen the same movies, induding dl those in which
Robert De Niro plays a psycho. Then his face cleared.

'Oh sure, you're the writer," he said.

‘That's what they tell me!'

'Y ou can say Stuff like that 'cause you're awriter.



'Wdll, it's afree country, isn't it?

'Ain't you asmartass, now.'

'How long have you been working for Max Devore, Deputy? And does the County Sheriffs
office know you're moonlighting?

They know. It's not a problem. You're the one that might have the problem, Mr. Smartass
Writer.'

| decided it was time to quit this before we descended to the kaka- poopie stage of name-cdling.

'Get out of my driveway, please, Deputy.'

He looked & me a moment longer, obvioudy searching for that perfect capper line and not
finding it. He needed a Mr. Smartass Writer to hdp him, that was dl. 'I'll be looking for you on
Friday,' he said.

'Does that mean you're going to buy me lunch? Don't worry, I'm afairly chegp date.’

His reddish cheeks darkened a degree further, and | could see what they were going to look like
when he was sixty, if he didnt lay off the firewater in the meantime. He got back into his Ford and
reversed up my driveway hard enough to make his tires holler. 1 sood where | was, watching him
go. Once he was headed back out Lane Forty-two to the highway, | went into the house. It occurred
to me that Deputy Footman's extracurricular job must pay well, if he could afford a Rolex. On the
other hand, maybe it was a knockoff.

Settle down, Michael, Jo's voice advised. The red rag is gone now, no one's waving anything in
front of you, so just settle —

| shut her voice out. | didn't want to settle down; | wanted to settle up. | had been interfered with.

| walked over to the hdl desk where Jo and | had dways kept our pending documents (and our
desk calendars, now that | thought about it), and tacked the summons to the bulletin board by one
corner of its buff-colored jacket. With that much accomplished, | raised my figt in front of my eyes,
looked a the wedding ring on it for a moment, then dammed it agang the wdl besde the
bookcase. | did it hard enough to make an entire row of paperbacks jump. | thought about Mattie
Devore's baggy shorts and Kmart smock, then about her father-in-law paying four and a quarter
million dollars for Warrington's. Writing a persona goddamned check. | thought about Bill Dean
saying thet one way or another, that little girl was going to grow up in Cdifornia

| walked back and forth through the house, gtill smmering, and findly ended up in front of the
fridge. The circle of magnets was the same, but the letters insgde had changed. Instead of

hello

they now read

help r

'Helper? | said, and as soon as | heard the word out loud, | understood. The letters on the fridge
conssted of only a single aphabet (no, not even that, | saw; g and x had been lost someplace), and
I'd have to get more. If the front of my Kenmore was going to become a Ouija board, I'd need a
good supply of letters. Especidly vowes. In the meantime, | moved the h and the e in front of the r.
Now the message read

Ip her



| scattered the circle of fruit and vegetable magnets with my pam, spread the letters, and
resumed pacing. | had made a decison not to get between Devore and his daughter-in-law, but I'd
wound up between them anyway. A deputy in Clevdand cothing had shown up in my driveway,
complicating a life that dready had its problems . . . and scaring me a little in the bargain. But at
least it was a fear of something | could see and understand. All a ace | decided | wanted to do
more with the summer than worry about ghosts, crying kids, and what my wife had been up to four
or five years ago . . . if, in fact, she had been up to anything. | couldn't write books, but that didn't
mean | had to pick scabs.

Help her.

| decided | would at least try.

'Harold Oblowski Literary Agency.'
‘Come to Belize with me, Nola' | said. 'l need you. Well make beautiful love at midnight, when
the full moon turns the beach to abone!'

'Hello, Mr. Noonan," $ie said. No sense of humor had Nola No sense of romance, ether. In
some ways that made her perfect for the Oblowski Agency. 'Would you like to speak to Harold?

'If hesin.

'Heis. Please hold.'

One nice thing aout being a best sdling author — even one whose books only appear, as a
generd rule, on ligs that go to fifteen — is that your agent dmost dways happens to be in. Another
is if he's vacationing on Nantucket, hell be in to you there. A third is tha the time you spend on
hald is usudly quite short.

'Mike!" he cried. 'How's the lake? | thought about you al weekend!'

Yeah, | thought, and pigs will whistle.

Things are fine in generd but shitty in one particular, Harold. | need to tak to a lawyer. |
thought firs about caling Ward Hankins for a recommendation, but then | decided | wanted
somebody a little more high-powered than Ward was likely to know. Someone with filed teeth and
atagte for human flesh would be nice!’

This time Harold didnt bother with the long-pause routine. 'What's up, Mike? Are you in
trouble?

Thump once for yes, twice for no, | thought, and for one wild moment thought of actualy doing
just that. 1 remembered finishing Christy Brown's memoir, Down All the Days, and wondering what
it would be like to write an entire book with the pen grasped between the toes of your left foot.
Now | wondered what it would be like to go through eternity with no way to communicate but
rapping on the cdlar wall. And even then only certain people would be @le to hear and understand
you. . . and only those certain people at certain times.

Jo, wasit you? And if it was, why did you answer both ways?

'Mike? Are you there?

'Yes. This isnt redly my trouble, Harold, so cool your jets. | do have a problem, though. Y our
main guy is Goldacre, right?

‘Right. I'll call him right aw —*

'But he deds primarily with contracts law." | was thinking out loud now, and when | paused,
Harold didnt fill it. Sometimes hes an dl-right guy. Mog times, redly. 'Cdl him for me anyway,
would you? Tel him | need to tak to an atorney with a good working knowledge of child-custody



law. Have him put me in touch with the best one who's free to take a case immediately. One who
can be in court with me Friday, if that's necessary.’

'Isit paternity? he asked, sounding both respectful and afraid.

'No, custody.' | thought about telling him to get the whole story from the Lawyer to Be Named
Later, but Harold deserved better . . . and would demand to hear my verson sooner or later anyway,
no matter what the lawyer told him. | gave him an account of my Fourth of July morning and its
aftermath. | stuck with the Devores, mentioning nothing about voices, crying children, or thumps in
the dark. Harold only interrupted once, and that was when he redized who the villan of the piece
was.

"You're asking for trouble,’ he said. "Y ou know that, don't you?

'I'm in for a certain measure of it in any case' | said. 'I've decided | want to dish out a little as
wdll, that'sal.

"You will not have the peace and quiet that a writer needs to do his best work," Harold said in an
amusingly prim voice. | wondered what the reaction would be if | sad that was okay, | hadnt
written anything more riveting than a grocery list since Jo died, and maybe this would stir me up a
little. But | didn't. Never let em see you swedt, the Noonan clan's motto. Someone should carve
DONT WORRY I'M FINE on the door of the family crypt.

Then | thought: help .

That young woman needs a friend,' | said, 'and Jo would have wanted me to be one to her. Jo
didn't like it when the little folks got stepped on.’

'Y ou think?

'Yeah.!

'Okay, I'll seewho | can find. And Mike. . . do you want me to come up on Friday for this depo?

'‘No." It came out sounding needlesdy abrupt and was followed by a slence that seemed not
caculated but hurt. 'Listen, Harold, my caretaker said the actua custody hearing is scheduled soon.
If it hgppens and you ill want to come up, I'll give you a cdl. | can dways use your mora support
— you know that."

'Inmy caseit'simmoral support,’ he replied, but he sounded cheery again.

We sad goodbye. | waked back to the fridge and looked a the magnets. They were ill
scattered hell to breskfast, and that was sort of a reief. Even the spirits must have to rest
sometimes.

| took the cordless phone, went out onto the deck, and plonked down in the chair where I'd been
on the night of the Fourth, when Devore cdled. Even after my vigt from ‘'daddy,’ | could ill hardly
believe that conversation. Devore had cdled me a liar; | had told him to stick my telephone number
up his ass. We were off to agreat start as neighbors.

| pulled the chair a little closer to the edge of the deck, which dropped a giddy forty feet or so to
the dope between Saras backsde and the lake. | looked for the green woman I'd seen while
svimming, tdling mysdf not to be a dope — things like that you can see only from one angle,
dand even ten feet off to one sSde or the other and therés nothing to look at. But this was
goparently a case of the exception's proving the rule. | was both anused and a little uneasy to
redize that the birch down there by The Street looked like a woman from the land sde as wdl as
from the lake. Some of it was due to the pine just behind it — that bare branch jutting off to the
north like a bony pointing am — but not dl of it. From back here the birch's white limbs and
narrow leaves gill made a woman's shape, and when the wind shook the lower levels of the tree,
the green and slver swirled like long sKirts.



| had said no to Harold's well-meant offer to come up amogt before it was fully articulated, and
as | looked at the tree-woman, rather ghostly in her own right, 1 knew why: Harold was loud,
Harold was insengtive to nuance, Harold might frighten off whatever was here. | didnt want that. |
was scared, yes — sanding on those dark cdlar gairs and ligtening to the thumps from just below
me, | had been fucking terrified — but | had dso fdt fully dive for the fird time in years. | was
touching something in Sarathat was entirely beyond my experience, and it fascinated me.

The cordless phone rang in my lap, making me jump. | grabbed it, expecting Max Devore or
perhaps Footman, his overgolded minion. It turned out to be a lawyer named John Storrow, who
sounded as if he might have graduated from law school fairly recently — like last week. Still, he
worked for the firm of Avery, McLan, and Berngein on Park Avenue, and Park Avenue is a pretty
good address for a lawyer, even one who ill has a few of his milk-tegth. If Henry Goldacre said
Storrow was good, he probably was. And his speciaty was custody law.

'‘Now tdl me what's happening up there’ he sad when the introductions were over and the
background had been sketched in.

| did my bes, feding my soirits rise a little as the tde wound on. Therés something oddly
comforting about taking to a legd guy once the hillable-hours clock has started running; you have
passed the magica point a which a lawyer becomes your lawyer. Your lawyer is warm, your
lavyer is sympathetic, your lawyer makes notes on a ydlow pad and nods in dl the right places.
Most of the questions your lawyer asks are questions you can answer. And if you cant, your lawyer
will help you find a way to do so, by God. Your lawyer is dways on your side. Your enemies are
his enemies. To him you are never shit but dways Shinola

When | had finished, John Storrow said: 'Wow. I'm surprised the papers haven't gotten hold of
this'

"That never occurred to me." But | could see his point. The Devore family saga wasn't for the New
York Times or Boston Globe, probably not even for the Derry News, but in weekly supermarket tabs
like The National Enquirer or Inside View, it would fit like a glove — indead of the girl, King
Kong decides to snatch the girl's innocent child and carry it with him to the top of the Empire State
Building. Oh, ek, unhand that baby, you brute. It wasn't front-page stuff, no blood or celéebrity
morgue shots, but as a page nine shouter it would do nicdy. In my mind | composed a headline
blaring over sde-by-sde pix of Warrington's Lodge and Maitie's rusty doublewide COMPU-
KING LIVES IN SPLENDOR AS HE TRIES TO TAKE YOUNG BEAUTY'S ONLY CHILD.
Probably too long, | decided. | wasn't writing anymore and il | needed an editor. That was pretty
sad when you stopped to think about it.

'Perhaps a some point well see that they do get the story,” Storrow said in a musing tone. |
redized that this was a man | could grow attached to, at least in my present angry mood. He grew
brisker. 'Who'm | representing here, Mr. Noonan? You or the young lady? | vote for the young
lady.'

‘The young lady doesn't even know I've cdled you. She may think I've taken a bit too much on
mysdf. She may, in fact, give me the rough sde of her tongue!’

'Why would she do that?

'‘Because she's a Yankee — a Maine Yankee, the worst kind. On a given day, they can make the
Irish look logical.'

'Perhgps, but she's the one with the target pinned to her shirt. | suggest that you cal and tell her
that.'



| promised | would. It wasn't a hard promise to make, either. I'd known I'd have to be in touch
with her ever dnce | had accepted the summons from Deputy Footman. 'And who stands for
Michagl Noonan come Friday morning?

Storrow laughed dryly. 'T'll find someone locd to do that. Hell go into this Durgin's office with
you, St quietly with his briefcase on his lgp, and ligen. | may be in town by that point — | won't
know until | tak to Ms. Devore — but | won't be in Durgin's office. When the custody hearing
comes around, though, you'll see my facein the place

‘All right, good. Cdl me with the name of my new lawyer. My other new lawyer.'

'Uh-huh. In the meantime, talk to the young lady. Get me ajob.’

T'll try.

'Also try to stay vishle if youre with her,’ he said. 'If we give the bad guys room to get nasty,
they'll get nesty.

Therés nothing like that between you, is there? Nothing nasty? Sorry to have to ask, but | do
have to ask.'

‘No," | said. 'It's been quite some time since I've been up to anything nasty with anyone.'

'I'm tempted to commiserate, Mr. Noonan, but under the circumstances —

'Mike. Makeit Mike!

'‘Good. | like that. And I'm John. People are going to talk about your involvement anyway. You
know that, don't you?

‘Sure. People know | can afford you. They'll speculate about how she can afford me. Pretty
young widow, middle-aged widower. Sex would seem the most likely.'

‘Yourearedist.

'l don't redly think | am, but I know a hawk from a handsaw.’

'l hope you do, because the ride could get rough. This is an extremely rich man were going up
agang.' Yet he didn't sound scared. He sounded dmost . . . greedy. He sounded the way part of me
had felt when | saw that the magnets on the fridge were back in acircle.

'l know heis!’

'In court that won't matter a whole helluva lot, because ther€'s a certain amount of money on the
other dde. Also, the judge is going to be very aware that this one is a powderkeg. That can be
useful!

'What's the best thing weve got going for us? | asked this thinking of Kyras rosy, unmarked
face and her complete lack of fear in the presence of her mother. | asked it thinking John would
reply that the charges were clearly unfounded. | thought wrong.

‘The best thing? Devore's age. He's got to be older than God.'

'‘Based on what I've heard over the weekend, | think he must be eighty-five. That would make
God older.

'Yeah, but as a potentia dad he makes Tony Randall look like a teenager,” John said, and now he
sounded postively gloating. Think of it, Michaed — the kid graduates from high school the year
Gramps turns one hundred. Also there's a chance the old man's overreached himsdlf. Do you know
what aguardian ad litem is?

‘No.'

'Essentidly it's a lawyer the court gppoints to protect the interests of the child. A fee for the
service comes out of @urt costs, but it's a pittance. Most people who agree to serve as guardian ad
litem have drictly dtruistic motives . . . but not dl of them. In any case, the ad litem puts his own
spin on the case. Judges don't have to take the guy's advice, but they dmost always do. It makes a



judge look stupid to reject the advice of his own gppointee, and the thing a judge hates above dl
othersislooking stupid.'

'Devore will have his own lawyer?

John laughed. "How about half a dozen at the actud custody hearing?

'Are you serious?

The guy is eighty-five. That's too old for Ferraris, too old for bungee jumping in Tibet, and too
old for whores unless he's amighty man. What does that leave for him to spend his money on?

‘Lawyers' | sad bleakly.

Yep.

'And Mattie Devore? What does she get?

‘Thanks to you, she gets me,' John Storrow said. ‘It's like a John Grisham novd, isnt it? Pure
gold. Meantime, I'm interested in Durgin, the ad litem. If Devore hasn't been expecting any red
trouble, he may have been unwise enough to put temptation in Durgin's way. And Durgin may have
been stupid enough to succumb. Hey, who knows what we might find?

But | was a turn back. 'She gets you,' | said. 'Thanks to me. And if | wasn't here to dick in my
oar? What would she get then?

'‘Bubkes. That's Yiddish. It means— '

'l know what it means,' | said. That'sincredible!

‘Nope, just American justice. You know the lady with the scales? The one who stands outside
most city courthouses?

‘Uh-huh.’

'Sap some handcuffs on that broad's wrists and some tape over her mouth to go adong with the
blindfold, rape her and rall her in the mud. You like that image? | don't, but it's a fair representation
of how the law works in custody cases where the plaintiff is rich and the defendant is poor. And
sexud equdity has actudly made it worse, because while mothers 4ill tend to be poor, they are no
longer seen as the automatic choice for custody.’

'Mattie Devore's got to have you, doesn't she?

'Yes,' John said smply. 'Cal me tomorrow and tell me that she will.'

'l hope | can do that.'

'Sodo|. And listen — theré's one more thing.'

'What?

"You lied to Devore on the telephone!’

‘Bullshit!"

'Nope, nope, | hate to contradict my sster's favorite author, but you did and you know it. You
told Devore tha mother and child were out together, the kid was picking flowers, everything was
fine. Y ou put everything in there except Bambi and Thumper.'

| was dtting up draight in my deck-chair now. | fet sandbagged. | adso fdt tha my own
cleverness had been overlooked. 'Hey, no, think again. | never came out and said anything. | told
him | assumed. | used the word more than once. | remember that very clearly.’

'Uh-huh, and if he was taping your conversaion, youll get a chance to actualy count how many
timesyou used it

At firg | didnt answer. | was thinking back to the conversation I'd had with him, remembering
the underhum on the phone ling the characterigtic underhum | remembered from al my previous
summers a Sara Laughs. Had that steady low mmmmm been even more noticesble on Saturday
night?'l guess maybe there could be atape,' | said rductantly.

'Uh-huh. And if Devore's lawyer getsit to the ad litem, how do you think you'll sound?



'Careful,’ | said. '"Maybe like a man with something to hide!'

'Or a man spinning yarns. And you're good a that, aren't you? After dl, it's what you do for a
living. At the custody hearing, Devores lawyer is apt to mention that. If he then produces one of
the people who passed you shortly after Mattie arrived on the scene . . . a person who tedtifies that
the young lady seemed upset and flustered . . . how do you think you'll sound then?

'Likealiar,' | said, and then: 'Ah, fuck.’

'Fear not, Mike. Be of good cheer.'

'What should | do?

‘Spike their guns before they can fire them. Tel Durgin exactly wha happened. Get it in the
depo. Emphasize the fact that the little girl thought she was waking safdy. Make sure you get in
that 'crossmock’ thing. | love that.’

‘Then if they have atape they'll play it and I'll ook like a story-changing schmuck.

'l don't think so. You weren't a sworn witness when you taked to Devore, were you? There you
were, dtting out on your deck and minding your own business, watching the fireworks show. Out
of the blue this grouchy old asshole cdls you. Starts ranting. Didn't even give him your number, did
you?

'No.'

'Y our unlisted number.'

'No.'

'And while he said he was Maxwell Devore, he could have been anyone, right?

‘Right."

'He could have been the Shah of Iran.’

'No, the Shah's dead.’

"The Shah's out, then. But he could have been anosy neighbor . . . or aprankster.’

'Yes!'

'And you said what you said with dl those posshbilities in mind. But now that youre part of an
officid court proceeding, you're telling the whale truth and nothing but.’

'You bet.' That good my-lawyer feding had deserted me for a bit, but it was back full-force now.
'You can't do better than the truth, Mike' he said solemnly. 'Except maybe in a few cases, and this
isn't one. Arewe clear on that?

'Yes!'

‘All right, were done. | want to hear from ether you or Mattie Devore around eevenish
tomorrow. It ought to be her.’

Tl try.!

'If sheredly baks, you know what to do, don't you?

'l think so. Thanks, John.'

'One way or another, well talk very soon," he said, and hung up.

| sat where | was for awhile. Once | pushed the button which opened the line on the cordless
phone, then pushed it again to close it. | had to talk to Mattie, but | wasn't quite ready yet. | decided
to take awalk instead.

If she really balks, you know what to do, don't you?

Of course.

Remind her that she couldn't afford to be proud. That she couldn't afford to go al Yankee
refusing charity from Michad Noonan, author of Being Two, The Red-Shirt Man, and the soon-to-
be-published Helen's Promise. Remind her that she could have her pride or her daughter, but likely
not both.



Hey, Mattie, pick one.

| waked dmogt to the end of the lane, Stopping at Tidwel's Meadow with its pretty view down to
the cup of the lake and across to the White Mountains. The water dreamed under a hazy sky,
looking gray when you tipped your head one way, blue when you tipped it the other. That sense of
mystery was very much with me. That sense of Manderley.

Over forty black people had settled here at the turn of the century — lit here for awhile, anyway
— according to Marie Hingerman (also according to A History of Castle County and Castle Rock, a
weighty tome published in 1977, the county's bicentennial year). Pretty specid black people, too:

most of them related, most of them taented, mos of them part of a musica group which hed first
been cdled The Red-Top Boys and then Sara Tidwell and the Red-Top Boys. They had bought the
meadow and a good-sized tract of lakesde land from a man named Douglas Day. The money had
been sved up over a period of ten years, according to Sonny Tidwell, who did the dickering (as a
Red-Top, Son Tidwell had played what was then known as ‘chickenscratch guitar').

There had been a vast uproar aout it in town, and even a meseting to protest ‘the advent of these
darkies, which come in a Horde' Things had settled down and turned out okay, as things have a
way of doing, more often than not. The shanty town most locas had expected on Day's Hill (for so
Tidwdl's Meadow was cdled in 1900, when Son Tidwdl bought the land on behdf of his extengve
clan) had never appeared. Instead, a number of neat white cabins sprang up, surrounding a larger
building that might have been intended as a group meeting place, a rehearsd area, or perhaps, a
some point, a performance hall.

Sara and the Red-Top Boys (sometimes there was a Red-Top Girl in there, as well; membership
in the band was fluid, changing with every performance) played around western Maine for over a
year, maybe closer to two years. In towns dl up and down the Western Line — Farmington,
Skowhegan, Bridgton, Gates Fdls, Castle Rock, Morton, Fryeburg — youll ill come across their
old show-posters at barn bazaars and junkatoriums. Sara and the Red-Tops were great favorites on
the circuit, and they got dong dl right a home on the TR, too, which never surprissd me. At the
end of the day Robet Frost — that utilitarian and often unplessant poet — was right: in the
northeastern three we redly do beieve that good fences make good neighbors. We squawk and
then keep a misarly peace, the kind with gimlet eyes and a tucked-down mouth. They pay ther
bills we say. 'l ant never had to shoot one a their dogs' we say. They keep themsdves to
themsdves' we say, as if isolaion were a virtue. And, of course, the defining virtue: They dont
take charity.'

And at some point, Sara Tidwell became Sara Laughs.

In the end, though, TR-90 musint have been what they wanted, because after playing a county
far or two in the lae summer of 1901, the clan moved on. Ther neet little cabins provided
summer-rentd income for the Day family until 1933, when they burned in the summer fires which
charred the east and north sides of the lake. End of story.

Except for her music, that was. Her music hed lived.

| got up from the rock | had been dtting on, stretched my arms and my back, and waked back
down the lane, Singing one of her songsas | went.



CHAPTER TWELVE

During my hike back down the lane to the house, | tried to think about nothing at dl. My first editor
used to say that eighty-five percent of what goes on in a noveid's head is none of his busness, a
sentiment I've never beieved should be redricted to just writers. So-cdled higher thought is, by
and large, highly overrated. When trouble comes and steps have to be taken, | find it's generdly
better to just stand aside and let the boys in the basement do their work. That's blue-collar labor
down there, nor+union guys with lots of muscles and tattoos.

Ingtinct is their specialty, and they refer problems updtairs for actud cogitation only as a last
resort.

When | tried to cdl Maitie Devore, an extremely peculiar thing happened — one that had nothing
a dl ro do with spooks, as far as | could tell. Instead of an open-hum line when | pushed the
cordlesss on button, | got slence. Then, just as | was thinking | must have left the phone in the
north bedroom off the hook, | redized it wasnt complete slence. Digant as a radio transmisson
from deep space, chearful and quacky as an animated duck, some guy with a far amount of
Brooklyn in his voice was singing: 'He followed her to school one day, school one day, school one
day. Followed her to school one day, which was againg therule. . .

| opened my mouth to ask who was there, but before | could, a woman's voice said 'Hello? She
sounded perplexed and doubtful.

‘Méttie? In my confusion it never occurred to me to cal her something more formd, like Ms. or
Mrs. Devore. Nor did it seem odd that | should know who it was, based on a single word, even
though our only previous conversaion had been reaivey brief. Maybe the guys in the basement
recognized the background music and made the connection to Kyra

'Mr. Noonan? She sounded more bewildered than ever. "The phone never even rang!’

I must have picked mine up just as your cal was going through,' | said. 'That happens from time
to time' But how many times, | wondered, did it happen when the person caling you was the one
you yoursdf had been planning to cal? Maybe quite often, actudly.

Telepathy or coincidence? Live or Memorex? Either way, it seemed dmost magica. | looked
across the long, low living room, into the glassy eyes of Bunter the moose, and thought: Yes, but
maybe this is a magic place now.

I suppose’ she said doubtfully. ‘I gpologize about caling in the first place — it's a presumption.
Y our number's unlisted, | know.'

Oh, don't worry about that, | thought. Everyone's got this old number by now. In fact, I'm
thinking about putting it in the Yellow Pages.

I got it from your file at the library,” she went on, sounding embarrassed. That's where | work.'
In the background, 'Mary Had a Little Lamb' had given way to "'The Farmer in the Dell.’

Itsquitedl right,' | said.

'Especidly since you're the person | was picking up the phoneto cal.

'Me? Why?

‘Ladiesfirst.



She gave a brief, nervous laugh. ‘| wanted to invite you to dinner. That is, Ki and | want to invite
you to dinner. | should have done it efore now. You were awfully good to us the other day. Will
you come?

'Yes,' | said with no hestation at al. 'With thanks. Weve got some things to talk about, anyway.

There was a pause. In the background, the mouse was taking the cheese. As a kid | used to think

al these things happened in avadt gray factory called The Hi-Ho Dairy-O.
Mattie? Still there?

'He's dragged you into it, hasn't he? That awful old man." Now her voice sounded not nervous but
somehow dead.

'WEell, yes and ro. You could argue that fate dragged me into it, or coincidence, or God. | wasnt
there that morning because of Max Devore; | was chasing the elusive Villageburger.'

She didn't laugh, but her voice brightened a little, and | was glad. People who tak in that dead,
affectless way ae, by and large, frightened people. Sometimes people who have been outright
terrorized. 'I'm 4ill sorry for dragging you into my trouble’ | had an idea she might start to wonder
who was dragging whom after | pitched her on John Storrow, and was glad it was a discussion |
wouldn't have to have with her on the phone.

'In any case, I'd love to cometo dinner. When?
'Would this evening be too soon?
'Absolutely not.’

That's wonderful. We have to eat early, though, so my little guy doesn't fal adeep in her dessert.

Issix okay?

'Yes!'

'Ki will be excited. We don't have much company.’

'She hasn't been wandering again, has she?

| thought she might be offended. Ingtead, this time she did laugh. 'God, no. All the fuss on
Saturday scared her. Now she comes in to tdl me if she's switching from the swing in the sde yard
to the sandbox in back. She's talked about you a lot, though. She cdls you 'that tall guy who carrot
me." | think shesworried you might be mad at her.'

Tl her I'm not,' | said. 'No, check that. I'll tell her mysdlf. Can | bring anything?

‘Bottle of wine? she asked, a little doubtfully. 'Or maybe that's pretentious — | was only going to
cook hamburgers on the grill and make potato salad.'

'I'll bring an unpretentious bottle.’
"Thank you,' she said. Thisis sort of exciting. We never have company.'

I was horrified to find mysdf on the verge of saying that | thought it was sort of exciting, too, my
first date in four years and dl. Thanks so much for thinking of me!'

As | hung up | remembered John Storrow advisng me to try and stay visble with her, not to
hand over any extra grist for the town gossp mill. If she was barbecuing, wed probably be out
where people could see we had our clothes on . . . for mogt of the evening, anyway. She-would,
however, likdy do the polite thing a some point and invite me indde. | would then do the polite
thing and go. Admire her velvet Elvis painting on the wal, or her commemoréative plaies from the
Franklin Mint, or whatever she had going in the way of traller decoration; I'd let Kyra show me her
bedroom and exclam with wonder over her excdlent assortment of stuffed animas and her favorite
dolly, if that was required. There are dl sorts of priorities in life. Some your lawyer can understand,
but | suspect there are quite afew he cant.

'Am | handling thisright, Bunter? | asked the stuffed moose. '‘Bellow once for yes, twice for no.'



| was hafway down the hdl leading to the north wing, thinking of nothing but a cool shower,
when from behind me, very soft, came a brief ring of the bel around Bunter's neck. | stopped, head
cocked, my shirt held in one hand, waiting for the bell to ring again. It didn't. After a minute, | went
the rest of the way to the bathroom and flipped on the shower.

The Lakeview General had a pretty good selection of wines tucked away in one corner — not much
locad demand for it, maybe, but the tourists probably bought a fair quantity — and | sdlected a
bottle of Mondavi red. It was probably a bit more expendve than Mattie had had in mind, but |
could ped the price-ticker off and hope she wouldn't know the difference. There was a line a the
checkout, mostly folks with damp tee-shirts pulled on over their bathing suits and sand from the
public beach dicking to their legs. While | was waiting my turn, my eye happened on the impulse
items which are dways stocked near the counter. Among them were severd plagtic bags labeled
MAGNABET, each bag showing a cartoon refrigerator with the message BACK SOON suck to it.
According to the written info, there were two sets of consonants in each Magnabet, PLUS EXTRA
VOWELS. | grabbed two sets . . . then added a third, thinking that Mattie Devore's kid was probably
just the right age for such an item.

Kyra saw me pulling into the weedy dooryard, jumped off the dumpy little swingset besde the
trailer, bolted to her mother, and hid behind her. When | gpproached the hibachi which had been set
up beside the cinderblock front steps, the child who'd spoken to me so fearlesdy on Saturday was
just a peeking blue eye and a chubby hand grasping afold of her mother's sundress below the hip.

Two hours brought considerable changes, however. As twilight deepened, Kyra sat on my lap in
the traller's living room, ligening carefully — if with growing wooziness — as | read her the ever-
enthrdling story of Cinderella. The couch we were on was a shade of brown which can by law only
be sold in discount stores, and extremdy lumpy into the bargain, but | ill fdt ashamed of my
casua preconceptions about what | would find insgde this trailler. On the wall above and behind us
there was an Edward Hopper print — that one of a londy lunch counter late a night — and across
the room, over the smal Formica-topped table in the kitchen nook, was one of Vincent van Gogh's
‘Sunflowers. Even more than the Hopper, it looked & home in Mattie Devore's doublewide. | have
no ideawhy that should have been true, but it was.

'Glass dipper will cut her footie,' Ki said in amuzzy, congdering way.

'‘No way, | said. 'Slipper-glass was specidly made in the Kingdom of Grimoire. Smooth and
unbreskable, aslong as you didn't Sng high C while wearing them.’

| get apair?

'Sorry, Ki,' | said, 'no one knows how to make dipper-glass anymore.

Its a logt art, like Toledo sted.' It was hot in the traller and she was hot againg my shirt, where
her upper body lay, but 1 wouldnt have changed it. Having a kid on my lap was pretty gredt.
Outsgde, her mother was snging and gathering up dishes from the card table wed used for our
picnic. Hearing her Sng was aso pretty grest.

'‘Go on, go on,' Kyra sad, pointing to the picture of Cinderdla scrubbing the floor. The little girl
peeking nervoudy around her mother's leg was gone; the angry I'mgoing-to-the-damn-beach girl
of Saturday morning was gone; here was only a deepy kid who was pretty and bright and trusting.
'Before | can't hold it anymore.”

‘Do you need to go pee-pee?



'No," she said, looking & me with some disdain. 'Besides, that's yourinating. Peas are what you
eat with mesatloaf, that's what Mattie says. And | dready went. But if you don't go fast on the story,
I'll fal to deep.

"Y ou can't hurry stories with magic in them, Ki.'

'Well go asfast asyou can.’

'Okay." | turned the page. Here was Cinderdlla, trying to be a good sport, waving goodbye to her
asshole sgters as they went off to the ball dressed like starlets at adisco.’

'No sooner had Cinderdlla said goodbye to Tammy Faye and Vanna— "

‘Those are the Ssters names?

"The ones | made up for them, yes. Isthat okay?

'Sure.’ She sdttled more comfortably on my lgp and dropped her head againg my chest again.
"No sooner had Cinderdlla sad goodbye to Tammy Faye and Vanna than a bright light suddenly
appeared in the corner of the kitchen. Stepping out of it was a beautiful lady in a slver gown. The
jewdsin her hair glowed like sars.”

'Fairy godmother,’ Kyra said matter- of-factly.

'Yes' Méttie came in carrying the remaining haf-bottle of Mondavi and the blackened barbecue
implements. Her sundress was bright red. On her feet she wore low-topped sneakers so white that
they seemed to flash in the gloom. Her hair was tied back and dthough she ill wasn't the gorgeous
country-club babe | had briefly envisoned, she was very pretty. Now she looked at Kyra, looked at
me, raised her eyebrows, made a lifting gesture with her ams. | shook my head, sending back a
message that neither of us was ready quite yet.

| resumed reading while Mattie went to work scrubbing her few cooking tools She was 4ill
humming. By the time she had finished with the spaiula, Ki's body had taken on an additiond
relaxation which | recognized at once — shed conked out, and hard. | closed the Little Golden
Treasury of Fairy Tales and put it on the coffee-table beside a couple of other stacked books —
whatever Mattie was reading, | presumed. | looked up, saw her looking back a me from the
kitchen, and flicked her the \tfor-Victory sgn. 'Noonan, the winner by a technicad knockout in the
eighth round, | said.

Mattie dried her hands on a dishtowel and came over. 'Give her to me'’

| stood up with Kyrain my armsingtead. 'I'll carry. Where?

She pointed. 'On the | eft.

| carried the baby down the hdlway, which was narrow enough so | had to be careful not to
bump her feet on one sde or the top of her head on the other. At the end of the hal was the
bathroom, stringently clean. On the right was a closed door which led, | assumed, into the bedroom
Mattie had once shared with Lance Devore and where she now dept done. If there was a boyfriend
who overnighted even some of the time, Mattie had done a good job of erasng his presence from
thetrailer.

| did carefully through the door on the left and looked e the little bed with its ruffled coverlet of
cabbage roses, the table with the doll-house on it, the picture of the Emerad City on one wal, the
ggn (done in shiny dick-on letters) on another one that read CASA KYRA. Devore wanted to take her
away from here, a place where nothing was wrong — where, to the contrary, everything was
perfectly right. Casa Kyrawas the room of alittle girl who was growing up okay.

'Put her on the bed and then go pour yoursdf another glass of wine' Mattie said. 'I'll zip her into
her pj'sand join you. | know we've got stuff to talk about.’

'‘Okay.' | put her down, then bent a little farther, meaning to plant a kiss on ler nose. | dmost
thought better of it, then did it anyway. When | |eft, Mattie was smiling, so | guessit was okay.



| poured mysdf a little more wine, walked back into the scrgp of living room with it, and looked at
the two books beside Ki's fairy-tae collection. I'm aways curious about what people are reading;
the only better indgght into them is the contents of their medicine cabinets, and rummaging through
your host's drugs and nostrums is frowned upon by the better class.

The books were different enough to qudify as schizoid. One, with a playing-card bookmark
about three quarters of the way through, was the paperback edition of Richard North Petterson's
Slent Witness. | applauded her taste; Patterson and DeMille are probably the best of the current
popular novelists. The other, a hardcover tome of some weight, was The Collected Short Works of
Herman Melville. About as far from Richard North Petterson as you could get. According to the
faded purple ink stamped on the thickness of the pages, this volume belonged to Four Lakes
Community Library. That was a lovely little stone building about five miles south of Dark Score
Lake, where Route 68 passes off the TR and into Motton. Where Mattie worked, presumably. |
opened to her bookmark, another playing card, and saw she was reading 'Bartleby.’

I don't understand that,' she said from behind me, startling me so badly that | amost dropped the
books. 'l like it — it's a good enough story — but | haven't the dightest idea what it means. The
other one, now, I've even figured out who did it.’

It's a strange pair to read in tandem,’ | said, putting them back down. The Patterson I'm reading
for plessure) Mattie sad. She went into the kitchen, looked briefly (and with some longing, |
thought) at the bottle of wine, then opened the fridge and took out a pitcher of Kool-Aid. On the
fridge door were words her daughter had dready assembled from her Magnabet bag: KiI and MATTIE
and HOHO (Santa Claus, | presumed). 'Wdll, I'm reading them both for pleasure, | guess, but were
due to discuss '‘Bartleby' in this little group I'm a part of. We meet Thursday nights at the library.
I've dtill got about ten pagesto go.’

‘A readers circle!

'Uh-huh. Mrs. Briggs leads. She formed it long before | was born. She's the heed librarian at Four
Lakes, you know.'

'l do. Lindy Briggsis my caretaker's Sster-in-law.'

Mattie smiled. 'Smdl world, isn't it?

'No, it'sabig world but asmall town.’

She darted to lean back againgt the counter with her glass of Kool-Aid, then thought better of it.
'Why don't we go outsde and St? That way anyone passing can see that were gill dressed and that
we don't have anything on ingde-out.’

| looked at her, startled She looked back with a kind of cynica good humor. It wasn't an
expression that looked particularly a home on her face.

'l may only be twenty-one, but I'm not stupid,’ she said. 'He's watching me. | know it, and you
probably do, too. On another night 1 might be tempted to say fuck him if he can't take a joke, but
it's cooler out there and the smoke from the hibachi will keep the worst of the bugs away. Have |
shocked you? If so, I'm sorry.'

'Y ou haven't." She had, alittle. 'No need to apologize.’

We caried our drinks down the not-quite-steady cinderblock steps and sat Side-by-sde in a
couple of lawn-chairs. To the left of us the cods in the hibachi glowed soft rose in the growing
gloom. Mattie leaned back, placed the cold curve of her glass briefly aganst her forehead, then
drank mogt of what was left, the ice cubes diding agangt her teeth with a dick and a rattle.
Crickets hummed in the woods behind the traller and across the road. Farther up Highway 68, |
could see the bright white fluorescents over the gas idand at the Lakeview Generd. The seat of my



chair was a little baggy, the interwoven draps a little frayed, and the old girl canted pretty severely
to the left, but there was 4ill no place I'd rather have been dtting just then. This evening had turned
out to be aquiet little miracle. . at least, so far. We till had John Storrow to get to.

I'm glad you came on a Tuesday,” she said. "Tuesday nights are hard for me. I'm dways thinking
of the bdlgame down a Warington's. The guysll be picking up the gear by now — the bats and
bases and catcher's mask — -and putting it back in the storage cabinet behind home plate. Drinking
their last beers and smoking their last cigarettes. That's where | met my husband, you know. I'm
sure you've been told dl that by now.'

| couldnt see her face clearly, but | could hear the faint tinge of bitterness which had crept into
her voice, and guessed she was ill wearing the cynica expression. It was too old for her, but |
thought shed come by it honestly enough. Although if she didn't watch out, it would take root and
grow.

'| heard averson from Bill, yes— Lindy's brother-in-law.’

'Oh ayuh — our dory's on retail. You can get it a the store, or the Village Cafe, or a that old
blabbermouth's garage . . . which my faher-in-law rescued from Western Savings, by the way. He
sepped in just before the bank could foreclose. Now Dickie Brooks and his cronies think Max
Devore is waking talking Jesus. | hope you got a farer verson from Mr. Dean than youd get a the
All-Purpose. You must've, or you wouldn't have risked eating hamburgers with Jezebd '

| wanted to get away from that, if | could — her anger was understandable but usdess. Of course
it was eader for me to see that; it wasn't my kid who had been turned into the handkerchief tied at
the center of a tug-of-war rope. They gill play softbdl a Warrington's? Even though Devore
bought the place?

'Yes indeed. He goes down to the fidd in his motorized whedchar every Tuesday evening and
watches. There are other things he's done since he came back here that are just attempts to buy the
town's good opinion, but | think he genuindy loves the softbdl games. The Whit-more woman
goes, too. Brings an extra oxygen tank dong in a little red whedbarrow with a whitewdl tire on the
front. She keeps a fielder's mitt in there, too, in case any foul pops come up over the backstop to
where he dts. He caught one near the start of the season, | heard, and got a standing O from the
players and the folks who come to watch.'

'Going to the games puts him in touch with his son, you think?

Mattie smiled grimly. 'l dont think Lance so much as crosses his mind, not when he's a the
bdlfidd. They play had a Warington's — dide into home with their feet up, jump into the
puckerbrush for the flybals, curse each other when they do something wrong — and that's what old
Max Devore enjoys, that's why he never misses a Tuesday evening game. He likes to watch them
dide and get up bleeding.

'Isthat how Lance played?

She thought about it carefully. 'He played hard, but he wasn't crazed. He was there just for the
fun of it. We dl were. We women — shit, redly just us girls, Barney Therriault's wife, Cindy, was
only sxteen — wed stand behind the backstop on the fra-base sde, smoking cigarettes or waving
punks to keep the bugs away, cheering our guys when they did something good, laughing when
they did something stupid. Wed swap sodas or share a can of beer. I'd admire Helen Geary's twins
and shed kiss Ki under the chin until Ki giggled. Sometimes wed go down to the Village Céfe
afterward and Buddy'd make us pizzas, losars pay. All friends again, you know, a ter the game.
Wed gt there laughing and ydling and blowing sraw-wrappers around, some of the guys hdf-
loaded but nobody mean. In those days they got dl the mean out on the bdlfidd. And you know
what? None of them come to see me. Not Helen Geary, who was my best friend. Not Richie



Lattimore, who was Lance's best friend — the two of them would talk about rocks and birds and
the kinds of trees there were across the lake for hours on end. They came to the unerd, and for a
little while after, and then . . . you know what it was like? When | was a kid, our well dried up. For
awhile youd get a trickle when you turned on the tap, but then there was just ar. Just ar.' The
cynicism was gone and there was only hurt in her voice. 'I| saw Helen a Chrigmas, and we
promised to get together for the twins birthday, but we never did. | think she's scared to come near
me.'

'Because of the old man?

'Who else? But that's okay, life goes on.' She sat up, drank the rest of her Kool-Aid, and set the
glass asde. 'What about you, Mike? Did you come back to write a book? Are you going to name
the TR? This was a locd bon mot that | remembered with an dmogt painful twinge of nogagia
Locaswith great plans were said to be bent on naming the TR.

'No," | sad, and then astonished mysdf by saying: 'l don't do that anymore. | think | expected her
to lesp to her fedt, overturning her char and uttering a sharp cry of horrified denid. All of which
saysagood ded about me, | suppose, and none of it flattering.

'Y ou've retired? she asked, sounding calm and remarkably unhorrified. 'Or isit writer's block?

‘W, it's certainly not chosen retirement.’ | redized the conversation had taken a rather amusing
turn. I'd come primarily to sdl her on John Storrow — to shove John Storrow down her throat, if
that was what it took — and ingead | was for the first time discussng my inability to work. For the
firg time with anyone.

'So it'sablock.'

I used to think so, but now I'm not so sure. | think novelists may come equipped with a certain
number of storiesto tell — they're built into the software. And when they're gone, they're gone.’

I doubt that," she said. 'Maybe you'll write now that youre down here. Maybe that's part of the
reason you came back.'

'Maybe you're right.'

'Are you scared?

‘Sometimes. Mostly about what I'll do br the rest of my life. I'm no good at boats in bottles, and
my wife was the one with the green thumb.'

'I'm scared, t0o,' she said. 'Scared alot. All the time now, it seemslike.’

‘That helll win his custody case? Mattie, that'swhat | —

‘The custody case is only part of it she sad. 'I'm scared just to be here, on the TR. It started
ealy this summer, long after | knew Devore meant to get Ki away from me if he could. And it's
getting worse. In a way it's like watching thunderheads gather over New Hampshire and then come
piling across the lake. | can't put it any better than that, except . . . ' She shifted, crossng her legs
and then bending forward to pull the skirt of her dress agang the line of her shin, as if she were
cold. 'Except hat I've woken up severd times lately, sure that | wasnt in the bedroom aone. Once
when | was sure | wasn't in the bed done. Sometimes it's just a feding — like a headache, only in
your nerves — and sometimes | think | can hear whispering, or crying. | made a cake one night —
about two weeks ago, this was — and forgot to put the flour away. The next morning the cannister
was overturned, and the flour was spilled on the counter. Someone had written ‘hdlo’ in it. |
thought a firg it was Ki, but she sad she didnt do it. Besdes, it wasnt her printing, hers is dl
draggly. | don't know if she could even write hdlo. Hi, maybe, but . . . Mike, you don't think he
could be sending someone around to try and freak me out, do you? | mean that's just stupid, right?

I don't know,' | said. | thought of something thumping the insulation in the dark as | stood on the
dairs. | thought of hdlo printed with magnets on my refrigerator door, and a child sobbing in the



dark. My skin fdt more than cold; it felt numb. A headache in the nerves, tha was good, that was
exactly how you fet when something reached around the wal of the red world and touched you on
the nape of the neck.

'‘Maybe it's ghods' she sad, and gmiled in an uncertain way that was more frightened than
amused.

| opened my mouth to tell her about what had been happening a Sara Laughs, then closed it
again. There was a clear choice to be made here: either we could be sdetracked into a discusson of
the paranormal, or we could come keck to the visble world. The one where Max Devore was trying
to sted himsdf akid.

'Yeah,' | said. 'The spirits are about to speak.’

'l wish | could see your face better. There was something on it just then. What?

'l don't know,' | said. 'But right now | think we'd better talk about Kyra. Okay?

'Okay." In the faint glow of the hibachi | could see her seitling hersdlf in her chair, as if to teke a
blow.

'I've been subpoenaed to give a deposition in Castle Rock on Friday. Before EImer Durgin, who
isKyrasguardian ad litem — '

‘That pompous little toad isn't Ki's anything!" she burs out. 'Hes in my father-inlaw's hip
pocket, just like Dickie Osgood, old Max's pet red-edtate guy! Dickie and Elmer Durgin drink
together down a The Mdlow Tiger, or a least they did until this busness redly got going. Then
someone probably told them it would look bad, and they stopped.’

‘The papers were served by a deputy named George Footman.'

‘Just one more of the usua suspects, Mattie said in a thin voice. 'Dickie Osgood's a snake, but
George Footman's a junkyard dog. He's been suspended off the cops twice. Once more and he can
work for Max Devore full-time!

'‘Well, he scared me. | tried not to show it, but he did. And people who scare me make me angry.
| cdled my agent in New York and then hired a lawvyer. One who makes a specidty of child-
custody cases.'

| tried to see how she was taking this and couldnt, athough we were dtting fairly close together.
But she 4ill had thet set look, like a woman who expects to take some hard blows. Or perhaps for
Maitie the blows had aready darted to fal. Sowly, not alowing mysdf to rush, | went through my
conversation with John Storrow. | emphasized what Storrow had said about sexud equdity — that
it was gpt to be a negative force in her case, making it easer for Judge Rancourt to take Kyra away.
| aso came down hard on the fact that Devore could have dl the lawyers he wanted — not to
mention sympathetic witnesses, with Richard Osgood running around the TR and spreading
Devore's dough — but that the court wasn't obligated to treat her to so much as an ice cream cone. |
finished by telling her that John wanted to talk to one of us tomorrow a eeven, and that it should
be her. Then | waited. The slence spun out, broken only by crickets and the faint revwving of some
kids unmuffled truck. Up Route 68, the white fluorescents went out as the Lakeview Market
finished another day of summer trade. | didnt like Matti€s quiet; it seemed like the prelude to an
exploson. A Yankee exploson. | hdd my peace and waited for her to ak me what gave me the
right to meddle in her business.

When she findly spoke, her voice was low and defesated. It hurt to hear her sounding that way,
but like the cynical look on her face earlier, it wasn't surprising. And | hardened mysdf againg it as
best | could. Hey, Mattie, tough old world. Pick one.

'Why would you do this? she asked. 'Why would you hire an expensve New York lawyer to
take my case? That is what you're offering, isn't it? It's got to be, because | sure can't hire him. | got



thirty thousand dollars insurance money when Lance died, and was lucky to get that. It was a
policy he bought from one of his Warrington's friends, dmost as ajoke, but without it | would have
log the trailer last winter. They may love Dickie Brooks a Western Savings, but they dont give a
rat's ass for Mattie Stanchfield Devore. After taxes | make about a hundred a week at the library. So
you'e offering to pay. Right?

'Right."
'Why? Y ou don't even know us.’
‘Because . . . ' | tralled off. | seem to remember wanting Jo to step in at that point, asking my

mind to supply her voice, which | could then pass on to Mattie in my own. But Jo didnt come. |
was flying solo.

'‘Because now | do nothing that makes a difference’ | said a last, and once again the words
astonished me. 'And | do know you. I've eaten your food, I've read Ki a story and had her fdl
adeep in my lgp . . . and maybe | saved her life the other day when | grabbed her out of the road.
Well never know for sure, but maybe | did. You know what the Chinese say about something like
that?

| didn't expect an answer, the question was more rhetorica than red, but she surprised me. Not
for thelast time, ether. That if you save someones life, you're respongble for them.'

'Yes. It's dso about what's fair and what's right, but | think mostly it's about wanting to be part of
something where | make a difference. |1 look back on the four years since my wife died, and there's
nothing there. Not even a book where Marjorie the shy typist meets a handsome stranger.’

She sat thinking this over, watching as a fully loaded pulptruck snored past on the highway, its
heedlights glaring ad its load of logs swaying from sde to dde like the hips of an overweght
woman. 'Dont you root for us' she sad at last. She spoke in a low, unexpectedly fierce voice.
'Don't you root for us like he roots for his team-of-the-week down at the softball field. | need help
and | know it, but | won't havethat. | can't have it. Were not agame, Ki and me. Y ou understand?

‘Perfectly.’

"Y ou know what people in town will say, don't you?

'Yes!'

I'm a lucky girl, don't you think? First | marry the son of an extremedy rich man, and after he
dies | fdl under the protective wing of another rich guy. Next I'll probably move in with Donad
Trump.'

'Cut it out.’

'I'd probably believe it mysdf, if | were on the other sde. But | wonder if anyone notices that
lucky Matie is ill living in a Modair traller and can't afford hedth insurance. Or that her kid got
most of her vaccinations from the County Nurse. My parents died when | was fifteen. | have a
brother and a sister, but they're both a lot older and both out of state. My parents were drunks —
not physicaly abusive, but there was plenty of the other kinds. It was like growing up ina. .. a
roach motel. My dad was a pulper, my mom was a bourbon beautician whose one ambition was to
own a Mary Kay pink Cadillac. He drowned in Kewadin Pond. She drowned in her own vomit
about six months later. How do you like it so far?

‘Not very much. I'm sorry.’

'After Mom's funeral my brother, Hugh, offered to take me back to Rhode Idand, but I could tell
his wife wasn't exactly nuts about having a fifteenyear-old join the family, and | can't say thet |
blamed her. Also, I'd just made the jv cheering squad. That seems like supreme diddlyshit now, but
it was avery big ded then.'



Of course it had been a big ded, especidly to the child of dcohadlics. The only one ill living a
home. Being that last child, watching as the disease redly digs its claws in, can be one of the
world's londliest jobs. Last one out of the sacred ginmill please turn off the lights.

I ended up going to live with my aunt Florence, just two miles down the road. It took us about
three weeks to discover we didn't like each other very much, but we made it work for two years.
Then, between my junior and senior years, | got a summer job a Warrington's and met Lance.
When he asked me to mary him, Aunt Ho refused to give permisson. When | told her | was
pregnant, she emancipated me so | didn't need it.'

'Y ou dropped out of school ?

She grimaced, nodded. 'l didnt want to spend sx months having people watch me swell up like a
balloon. Lance supported me. He said | could take the equivalency test. | did last year. It was easy.
And now Ki and | ae on our own. Even if my aunt agreed to hedp me, what could she do? She
worksin the Castle Rock Gore-Tex factory and makes about sixteen thousand dollars ayear.’

| nodded again, thinking that my last check for French roydties had been about that. My last
quarterly check. Then | remembered something Ki had told me on the day | met her.

'When | was carrying Kyra out of the road, she sad that if you were mad, shed go to her white
nana. If your folks are dead, who did she — ' Except | didn't redly have to ask; | only had to make
one or two smple connections. 'Rogette Whitmore's the white nana? Devores assstant? But that
means. . ."

That Ki's been with them. Yes, you bet. Until late last month, | dlowed her to vist her grandpa
— and Rogette by association, of course — quite often. Once or twice a week, and sometimes for
an overnight. She likes her "Whita poppd’ — a least she did a firda — and she absolutely adores
that crespy woman.' | thought Mattie shivered in the gloom, athough the night was Hill very warm.

'‘Devore cdled to say he was coming east for Lance's funerd and to ask if he could see his
granddaughter while he was here. Nice as pie, he was, just as if hed never tried to buy me off when
Lance told him we were going to get married.

'Did he?

'Uh-huh. The firg offer was a hundred thousand. That was in August of 1994, after Lance cdled
him to say we were getting married in mid-September. | kept quiet about it. A week later, the offer
went up to two hundred thousand.’

'For what, precisdly?

To remove my bitch-hooks and relocate with no forwarding address. This time | did tell Lance,
and he hit the roof. Cdled his old man and said we were going to be married whether he liked it or
not. Told him that if he ever wanted to see his grandchild, he had better cut the shit and behave.’

'With another parent, | thought, that was probably the most reasonable response Lance Devore
could have made. | respected him for it. The only problem was that he wasn't deding with a
reasonable man; he was deding with the fellow who, as a child, had stolen Scooter Larribee's new
ded.

"These offers were made by Devore himsdlf, over the telephone. Both when Lance wasn't around.
Then, about ten days before the wedding, | had a visit from Dickie Osgood. | was to make a cal to
anumber in Delaware, and when | did . . . ' Mattie shook her head. 'Y ou wouldn't believe it. It's like
something out of one of your books!'

'May | guess?

'If you want.'

'Hetried to buy the child. He tried to buy Kyra.'



Her eyes widened. A scantling moon had come up and | could see that look of surprise well
enough.

'How much? | asked. 'I'm curious. How much for you to give birth, leave Devores grandchild
with Lance, then scat?

"Two million dollars' she whispered. 'Deposited in the bank of my choice, as long as it was west
of the Missssppi and | Sgned an agreement to stay away from her — and from Lance — until &
least April twentieth, 2016.'

‘The year Ki turns twenty-one.'

'Yes!'

'And Osgood doesn't know any of the details, so Devore's skirts remain clean here in town.'

'Uh-huh. And the two million was only the dart. There was to be an additiond million on Ki's
fifth, tenth, fifteenth, and twentieth birthdays' She shook her head in a disbdieving way. The
linoleum keeps bubbling up in the kitchen, the showerhead keeps fdling into the tub, and the whole
damn rig cants to the east these days, but | could have been the six-million-dollar woman.'

Did you ever consider taking the off, Mattie? | wondered . . . but that was a question I'd never
ask, asign of curiosty so unseemly it deserved no satisfaction.

'Did you tell Lance?

I tried not to. He was dready furious with his father, and | didn't want to make it worse. | didn't
want tha much hate at the start of our marriage, no matter how good the reasons for hating might
be... and | didn't want Lanceto . . . later on with me, you know . . . ' She raised her hands, then
dropped them back on her thighs. The gesture was both weary and oddly endearing.

'You didn't want Lance turning on you ten years later and saying "You came between me and
my father, you bitch."

'Something like that. But in the end, | couldn't keep it to mysdf. | was just this kid from the
dicks, didnt own a par of pantyhose until | was eeven, wore my har in nothing but braids or a
ponytail until 1 was thirteen, thought the whole state of New York was New York City . . . and this
guy . . . this phantom father . . . had offered me six million bucks It terrified me. | had dreams
about him coming in the night like a troll and seding my baby out of her crib. Hed come
wriggling through the window likeasneke.. . .

'Dragging his oxygen tank behind him, no doulbt."

She amiled. 'l didn't know about the oxygen then. Or Rogette Whit-more, ether. All I'm trying to
say is that | was only seventeen and not good a keeping secrets. | had to restrain my own smile at
the way she sad this — as if decades of experience now lay between that naive, frightened child
and this mature woman with the mail-order diploma.

‘Lance was angry.'

'So angry he replied to his father by email instead of cdling. He Stuttered, you see, and the more
upset he was, the worse his stutter became. A phone conversation would have been impossible.’

Now, a lagt, | thought | had a clear picture. Lance Devore had written his father an unthinkable
letter — unthinkable, that was, if you happened to be Max Devore. The letter said that Lance didn't
want to hear from his father again, and Matie didn't, either. He wouldn't be welcome in their home
(the Modair traller wasn't quite the humble woodcutter's cottage of a Brothers Grimm tde, but it
was close enough for kissng). He wouldnt be welcome to vigt following the birth of their baby,
and if he had the gal to send the child a present then or later, it would be returned. Stay out of my
life, Dad. Thistime you've gonetoo far to forgive.

There are undoubtedly diplomatic ways of handling an offended child, some wise and some
crafty . . . but ask yoursdf this would a diplomatic fether have gotten himsdf into such a Studtion



to begin with? Would a man with even minima indgght into human nature have offered his son's
fiancee a bounty (one so enormous it probably had little real sense or neaning to her) to give up her
firsborn child? And hed offered this devil's bargain to a girl-woman of seventeen, an age when the
romantic view of life is a asolute high tide If nothing ese, Devore should have wated awhile
before making his find offer. You could argue that he didn't know if he had awhile, but it wouldn't
be a persuasve argument. | thought Mattie was right — deep in that wrinkled old prune which
served him as a heart, Max Devore thought he was going to live forever.

In the end, e hadn't been able to restrain himsdf. There was the ded he wanted, the ded he just
had to have, on the other sde of the window. All he had to do was bresk the glass and take it. Hed
been doing it dl his life, and so0 he had reacted to his son's email not craftily, as a man of his years
and abilities should have done, but furioudy, as the child would have done if the glass in the shed
window had proved immune to his hammering fists. Lance didnt want him meddling? Fine! Lance
could live with his backwoods Daisy Mae in a tent or a trailler or a goddamned cowbarn. He could
give up the cushy surveying job, aswell, and find real employment. See how the other half lived!

In other words, you can't quit on me, son. You'refired.

'We didnt fdl into each other's ams at the funeral,’ Mattie said, 'don't get that idea. But he was
decent to me — which | didn't expect — and | tried to be decent to him. He offered me a stipend,
which | refused. | was afraid there might be legd ramifications!

'l doubt it, but I like your caution. What happened when he saw Kyra for the firg time, Mattie?
Do you remember?

I'll never forget it." She reached into the pocket of her dress, found a battered pack of cigarettes,
and shook one out. She looked at it with a mixture of greed and disgust. 'l quit these because Lance
sad we couldnt redly afford them, and | knew he was right. But the habit cregps back. | only
smoke a pack a week, and | know damned well even that's too much, but sometimes | need the
comfort. Do you want one?

| shook my head. She lit up, and in the momentary flare of the match, her face was way past
pretty. What had the old man made of her? | wondered.

'He met his granddaughter for the firgt time beside a hearse’ Mattie said. 'We were at Dakin's
Funerd Home in Motton. It was the "viewing." Do you know about thet?

'Ohyes' | said, thinking of Jo.

"The casket was closed but they 4ill cal it a viewing. Weird. | came out to have a cigarette. | told
Ki to gt on the funerd parlor steps so she wouldn't get the smoke, and | went a little way down the
wak. This big gray limo pulled up. I'd never seen anything like it before, except on TV. | knew
who it was right away. | put my cigarettes back in my purse and told Ki to come. She toddled down
the walk and took hold of my hand. The limo door opened, and Rogette Whitmore got out. She had
an oxygen mask in one hand, but he didn't need it, a least not then. He got out after her. A tal man
— not astdl asyou, Mike, but tall — wearing agray suit and black shoes as shiny as mirrors.’

She paused, thinking. Her cigarette rose briefly to her mouth, then went back down to the arm of
her chair, ared firefly in the wesk moonlight.

‘At firgt he didn't say anything. The woman tried b take his am and help him dimb the three or
four steps from the road to the walk, but he shook her off. He got to where we were standing under
his own power, dthough | could hear him wheezing way down deep in his chest. It was the sound a
machine makes when it needs ail. | don't know how much he can wak now, but it's probably not
much. Those few steps pretty well did him in, and that was dmost a year ago. He looked a me for
a second or two, then bent forward with his big, bony old hands on his knees. He looked at Kyra
and shelooked up a him.'



Yes. | could see it . . . except not in color, not in an image like a photograph. | saw it as a
woodcut, just one more harsh illudration from Grimm's Fairy Tales. The little girl looks up wide-
eyed a the rich old man — once a boy who went triumphantly diding on a stolen ded, now a the
other end of his life and just one more bag of bones. 'In my imagining, Ki was wearing a hooded
jacket and Devores grandpa mask was dightly askew, dlowing me to see the tufted wolf-pelt
beneath. What big eyes you have, Grandpa, what a big nose you have, Grandpa, what big teeth you
have, too.

'He picked her up. | don't know how much effort it cost him, but he did. And — the oddest thing
— Ki let hersdf be picked up. He was a complete stranger to her, and old people aways seem to
scare little children, but she let him pick her up. 'Do you know who | am? he asked her. She shook
her head, but the way she was looking a him . . . it was as if she almost knew. Do you think that's
possible?

'Yes!

'He said, "I'm your grandpa." And | amogt grabbed her back, Mike, because | had this crazy idea
...l dontknow..."

"That he was going to eat her up?

Her cigarette paused in front of her mouth. Her eyes were round. 'How do you know that? How
can you know that?

‘Because in my mind's eye it looks like a fary tae Little Red Riding Hood and the Old Gray
Wolf. What did he do then?

‘Ate her up with his eyes. Since then he's taught her to play checkers and Candyland and box-
dots. She's only three, but he's taught her to add and subtract. She has her own room a
Warrington's and her own little computer in it, and God knows what he's taught her to do with that .
.. but that first time he only looked at her. It was the hungriest ook I've ever seenin my life.

'‘And she looked back. It couldn't have been more than ten or twenty seconds, but it seemed like
forever. Then he tried to hand her back to me. Hed used up dl his strength, though, and if | kadn't
been right there to take her, | think he would have dropped her on the cement walk.

'He staggered a little, and Rogette Whitmore put an arm around him. That was when he took the
oxygen mask from her — there was a little arr-bottle attached to it on an dastic — and put it over
his mouth and nose. A couple of deep breaths and he seemed more or less dl right again. He gave it
back to Rogette and redly seemed to see me for the first time. He said, "I've been a fool, haven't 17?7
| said, "Yes, gr, | think you have" He gave me a look, very black, when | said that. | think if hed
been even five years younger, he might have hit mefor it

‘But he wasn't and he didn't.'

'‘No. He sad, 'l want to go insgde. Will you help me do that? | sad | would. We went up the
mortuary steps with Rogette on one Sde of him, me t sort of like a harem girl. 1t wasn't a very nice
feding. When we got into the vedtibule, he sat down to catch his breath and teke a little more
oxygen. Rogette turned to Kyra. | think that woman's got a scary face, it reminds me of some
panting or other — '

‘The Cry? The one by Munch?

'I'm pretty sure that's the one.' She dropped her cigarette — sheld smoked it al the way down to
the filter — and depped on it, grinding it into the bony, rock-riddied ground with one white
sneaker. 'But Ki wasn't scared of her a bit. Not then, not later. She bent down to Kyra and said,
'What rhymes with lady? and Kyra said 'Shady!" right off. Even a two she loved rhymes. Rogette
reached into her purse and brought out a Hershey's Kiss. Ki looked a me to see if she had



permisson and | said, 'All right, but just one, and | don't want to see any of it on your dress.! Ki
popped it into her mouth and smiled at Rogette asif they'd been friends snce forever.

'By then Devore had his breath back, but he looked tired — the mogt tired man I've ever seen. He
reminded me of something in the Bible, aout how in the days of our old age we say we have no
pleasure in them. My heart kind of broke for him. Maybe he saw it, because he reached for my
hand. He said, "Dont shut me out." And a that moment | could see Lance in his face. | darted to
cry. | sad, "1 won't unless you make me.™

| could see them there in the funerd home's foyer, him dtting, her sanding, the little girl looking
on in wide-eyed puzzlement as she sucked the sweet Hershey's Kiss. Canned organ music in the
background. Poor old Max Devore had been crafty enough on the day of his son's viewing, |
thought. Don't shut me out, indeed.

| tried to buy you off and when that didn't work | upped the stakes and tried to buy the baby.
When that also failed, | told my son that you and he and my grandchild could choke on the dirt of
your own decision. In a way, I'm the reason he was where he was when fell and broke his neck, but
don't shut me out, Mattie, I'm just a poor old geezer, so don't shut me out.

'l was stupid, wasn't 1?7

"You expected him to be better than he was. If that makes you stupid, Mattie, the world could use
more of it.'

'l did have my doubts,' she said. 'It's why | wouldn't take any of his money, and by last October
hed quit asking. But | let him see her. | suppose, yeah, pat of it was the idea there might be
something in it for Ki later on, but | honestly didn't think about that so much. Mogdly it was him
being her only blood link to her father. | wanted her to enjoy that the way any kid enjoys having a
grandparent. What | didn't want was for her to be infected by al the crap that went on before Lance
died.

‘At fird it seemed to be working. Then, little by little, things changed. | redized that Ki didnt
like her ‘white poppa so much; for one thing. Her fedings about Rogette are the same, but Max
Devores started to make her nervous in some way | donit understand and she can't explain. | asked
her once if hed ever touched her anywhere that made her fed funny. | showed her the places |
meant, and she sad no. | believe her, but . . . he said something or did something. I'm amost sure
of it.

'‘Could be no more than the sound of his breathing getting worse' | said. 'That aone might be
enough to scare a child. Or maybe he had some kind of spell while she was there. What about you,
Mattie?

'Wdl . . . one day in February Lindy Briggs told me hat George Footman had been in to check
the fire extinguishers and the smoke detectors in the library. He dso asked if Lindy had found any
beer cans or liquor bottlesin the trash lately. Or cigarette butts that were obvioudy homemade!

'Roaches, in other words.’

'Uh-huh. And Dickie Osgood has been visting my old friends, | hear. Chaiting. Panning for
gold. Digging the dirt.’

'Isthere any to dig?

‘Not much, thank God.'

| hoped she was right, and | hoped that if there was stuff she wasnt telling me, John Storrow
would get it out of her.

‘But through dl thisyou let Ki go on seeing him.'

'What would pulling the plug on the vists have accomplished? And | thought that dlowing them
to go on would at least keep him from speeding up any plans he might have.’



That, | thought, made alondly kind of sense.

"Then, in the spring, | Started to get some extremely creepy, scary fedings!

'Creepy how? Scary how?

'l don't know." She took out her cigarettes, looked at them, then suffed the pack back in her
pocket. It wasn't just that my father-in-law was looking for dirty laundry in my cdosats dther. It
was Ki. | sarted to worry about ICI dl the time she was with him . . . with them. Rogette would
come in the BMW they'd bought or leased, and Ki would be dtting out on the steps waiting for her.
With her bag of toys if it was a day-vigt, with her little pink Minnie Mouse suitcase if it was an
overnight. And shéd aways come back with one more thing than she left with. My father-in-law's
a great believer in presents. Before popping her into the car, Rogette would give me that cold little
amile of hers and say, "Seven o'clock then, well give her supper” or "Eight o'dock then, and a nice
hot breakfast before she leaves™" I'd say okay, and then Rogette would reach into her bag and hold
out a Hershey's Kiss to Ki just the way you'd hold a biscuit out to a dog to make it shake hands.
Shed say a word and Kyra would rhyme it. Rogette would toss her her treat — woof-woof, good
dog, | dways used to think — and off they'd go. Come seven in the evening or eght in the
morning, the BMW would pull in right where your car's parked now. You could set your clock by
the woman. But | got worried.'

"That they might get tired of the legal process and just snatch her?

This seemed to me a reasonable concern — o0 reasonable | could hardly believe Mattie had ever
let her little girl go to the old man in the firsd place. In custody cases as in the rest of life
possession tends to be nine tenths of the law, and if Mattie was telling the truth about her past and
present, a custody hearing was apt to turn into a tiresome production even for the rich Mr. Devore.
Snatching might, in the end, look like amore efficient solution.

‘Not exactly,’ she sad. 'l guess it's the logicd thing, but that wasnt redly it. | just got afraid.
There was nothing | could put my finger on. It would get to be quarter past 9x in the evening and
I'd think, "This time that white-haired bitch isn't going © bring her back. This time shé's going to . .

| waited. When nothing came | said, 'Going to what?

I told you, | dont know, she said. 'But I've been afraid for Ki since spring. By the time June
came around, | couldnt stand it anymore, and | put a stop to the vidts. Kyras been off-and-on
pissed a me ever since. I'm pretty sure that's most of what that Fourth of July escapade was about.
She doesn't tak about her grandfather very much, but she's dways popping out with "What do you
think the white nanas doing now, Mattie?' or "Do you think the white nana would like my new
dress?' Or shell run up to me and say "Sing, ring, king, thing," and ask for atreet."

'What was the reaction from Devore?
'‘Complete fury. He called again and again, first asking what was wrong, then making thrests!
'Physical threats?

'Cugtody threats. He was going to take her away, when he was finished with me I'd stand before
the whole world as an unfit mother, | didn't have a chance, my only hope was to relent and let me
see my granddaughter, goddammit.’

| nodded. "Please don't shut me out" doesn't sound like the guy who caled while | was watching
the fireworks, but that does."

'I've dso gotten cdls from Dickie Osgood, and a number of other locads' she sad. ‘Including
Lances old friend Richie Lattimore. Richie said | wasn't being true to Lance's memory.'
"What about George Footman?



'He cruises by once in awhile. Lets me know he's watching. He hasn't called or stopped in. You
asked about physicd threats — just seeing Footman's cruiser on my road feds like a physca threet
to me. He scares me. But these daysit seems asif everything does:!

'Even though Kyras vists have stopped.’

'Even though. It fedls . . . thundery. Like something's going to happen. And every day that feding
seems to get stronger.’

‘John Storrow's number,' | said. ‘Do you want it?

She sat quietly, looking into her lap. Then she raised her head and nodded. 'Give it to me. And
thank you. From the bottom of my heart.’

| had the number on a pink memo-dip in my front pocket. She grasped it but did not immediately
take it. Our fingers were touching, and she was looking a me with disconcerting steadiness. It was
asif she knew more about my motivesthan | did mysdf.

'What can | do to repay you? she asked, and there it was.

Tel Storrow everything you've told me' | let go of the pink dip and stood up. That'll do just
fine. And now | haveto get dong. Will you cdl and tdl me how you made out with him?

'Of course.’

We waked to my car. | turned to her when we got there. For a moment | thought she was going
to put her ams around me and hug me, a thank-you gesture that might have led anywhere in our
curent mood — one 0 heghtened it was dmost meodramatic. But it was a melodramatic
gtuation, afairy-tae where there's good and bad and alot of repressed sex running under both.

Then headlights appeared over the brow of the hill where the market stood and swept past the
All-Purpose Garage. They moved toward us, brightening. Mattie stood back and actualy put her
hands behind her, like a child who has been scolded. The car passed, leaving us in the dark again . .
. but the moment had passed, too. If there had been a moment.

‘Thanks for dinner,' | said. 'lt was wonderful.'

‘Thanks for the lawyer, I'm sure hell be wonderful, too, she said, and we both laughed. The
electricity went out of the air. 'He spoke of you once, you know. Devore.'

| looked at her in surprise. 'I'm amazed he even knew who | was. Before this, | mean.'

'He knows, dl right. He spoke of you with what | think was genuine affection.’

"You're kidding. Y ou must be.'

I'm not. He said that your great-grandfather and his great-grandfather worked the same camps
and were neighbors when they werent in the woods — | think he said not far from where Boyd's
Marina is now. They shit in the same pit,' is the way he put it. Charming, huh? He said he guessed
that if a couple of loggers from the TR could produce millionaires, the sysem was working the way
it was supposed to. "Even if it took three generations to do it," he said. At the time | took it as a
velled criticism of Lance!’

‘It's ridiculous, however he meant it | said. 'My family is from the coast. Prout's Neck. Other
dde of the gate. My dad was a fisherman and o was his father before him. My great-grandfather,
too. They trapped lobsters and threw nets, they didn't cut trees’ All that was true, and yet my mind
tried to fix an something. Some memory connected to what she was saying. Perhaps if | dept on it,
it would come back to me.

'Could he have been talking about someone in your wife's family?

'‘Nope.

There are Arlens in Maine — they're a big family — but most are ill in Massachusetts. They do
al sorts of things now, but if you go back to the eighteen-eighties, the mgority would have been
quarrymen and gtonecutters in the MadenLynn area Devore was pulling your leg, Mattie' But



even then | suppose | knew he wasn't. He might have gotten some part of the sory wrong — even
the sharpest guys begin to lose the edge of their recollection by the time they turn eighty-five — but
Max Devore wasn't much of a leg-puller. 1 had an image of unseen cables dretching beneath the
surface of the earth here on the TR — -dretching in dl directions, unseen but very powerful.

My hand was resting on top of my car door, and now she touched it briefly. 'Can | ask you one
other question before you go? It's stupid, | warn you.'

'Go ahead. Stupid questions are a speciaty of mine!'

'Do you have any idea a all what that "Bartleby" story is about?

| wanted to laugh, but there was enough moonlight for me to see she was serious, and that I'd
hurt her fedings if | did. She was a member of Lindy Briggss readers circle (where | had once
gpoken in the late eighties), probably the youngest by at least twenty years, and she was afrad of
appearing stupid.

I have to spesk first next time, she said, 'and I'd like to gve more than just a summary of the
sory so0 they know I've read it. I've thought about it until my head aches, and | just don't see. |
doubt if it's one of those dtories where everything comes magicaly cear in the last few pages,
ather. And | fed like| should see — that it'sright there in front of me’

That made me think of the cables again — cables running in every direction, a subcutaneous
webwork connecting people and places. You couldn't see them, but you could fed them. Especidly
if you tried to get away. Meanwhile Mattie was waiting, looking at me with hope and anxiety.

'Okay, listen up, school'sin session,’ | said.

'l am. Bdieveme''

'Mogt critics think Huckleberry Finn is the firs modern American novd, and that's fair enough,
but if "Bartleby" were a hundred pages longer, | think I'd put my money there. Do you know what a
scrivener was?

‘A secretary?

"That's too grand. A copyist. Sort of like Bob Cratchit in A Christmas Carol. Only Dickens gives
Bob a past and a family life. Mdville gives Batleby nether. Hes the firs exigentid character in
American fiction, aguy with noties. . . notiesto, you know . . ."

A couple of loggers who could produce millionaires. They shit in the same pit.

'Mike?

'What?

'Are you okay?

'Sure.’ | focused my mind as best | could. '‘Bartleby is tied to life only by work. In that way he's a
twentieth-century American type, not much different from Soan Wilson's Man in the Gray FHannd
Suit, or — in the dark verson — Michad Corleone in The Godfather. But then Bartleby begins to
question even work, the god of middle-class American maes!

She looked excited now, and | thought it was a shame shed missed her last year of high school.
For her and also for her teachers. That's why he starts saying "I prefer not to"?

'Yes. Think of Bartleby asa. .. a hot-air baloon. Only one rope Hill tethers him to the earth,
and that rope is his scrivening. We can measure the rot in that last rope by the steadily ncreasng
number of things Bartleby prefers not to do. Finally the rope bresks and Bartleby floats away. It's a
goddam disturbing story, isn't it?

'One night | dreamed about him," she said. 'l opened the trailer door and there he was, sitting on
the geps in his old black suit. Thin. Not much hair. | said, "Will you move, please? | have to go out
and hang the clothes now." And he said, "I prefer not to.” Yes, | guessyou could call it disturbing.'

"Then it sill works,' | said, and got into my car. 'Call me. Tell me how it goes with John Storrow.’



'l will. And anything | can do to repay, just ask.'

Just ask. How young did you have to be, how beautifully ignorant, to issue that kind of blank
check?

My window was open. | reached through it and squeezed her hand.

She squeezed back, and hard. "Y ou miss your wife alot, don't you? she said.

'It shows?

'‘Sometimes.” She was no longer squeezing, but she was gill holding my hand. "When you were
reading to Ki, you looked both happy and sad a the same time. | only saw her once, your wife, but
| thought she was very beautiful.

| had been thinking about the touch of our hands, concentrating on that. Now | forgot about it
entirdy. "When did you see her? And where? Do you remember?

She amiled as if those were very dlly questions. ‘| remember. It was a the bdlfied, on the night
| met my husband.’

Very dowly | withdrew my hand from hers. So far as | knew, neither Jo nor | had been near TR-
90 dl that summer of '94 . . . but what | knew was gpparently wrong. Jo had been down on a
Tuesday in early July. She had even gone to the softball game.

'‘Areyou sureit was Jo? | asked.

Mattie was looking off toward the road. It wasn't my wife she was thinking about; | would lave
bet the house and lot on it — ether house, ether lot. It was Lance. Maybe that was good. If she
was thinking about him, she probably wouldn't look too closdly a me, and | didn't think | had much
control of my expression just then. She might have seen more on my face than | wanted to show.

Yes' she sad. 'I| was danding with Jenna McCoy and Hden Geary — this was after Lance
helped me with a keg of beer | got stuck in the mud and then asked if | was going for pizza with the
res of them after the game — and Jenna said, "L ook, it's Mrs. Noonan," and Helen said, "She's the
writer'swife, Mdttie, isn't that a cool blouse?' The blouse was dl covered with blue roses!’

I remembered it very well. Jo liked it because it was a joke — there are no blue roses, not in
nature and not in cultivation. Once when she was wearing it she had thrown her arms extravagantly
around my neck, swooned her hips forward againg mine, and cried that she was my blue rose and |
must stroke her until she turned pink. Remembering that hurt, and badly.

'She was over on the third-base side, behind the chickenwire screen,” Mattie said, 'with some guy
who was wearing an old brown jacket with patches on the dbows. They were laughing together
over something, and then she turned her head a little and looked right a me' She was quiet for a
moment, standing there beside my car in her red dress. She raised her hair off the back of her neck,
held it, then let it drop again. 'Right at me. Redly seeing me. And she had a look about her . . .
sheéd just been laughing but this look was sad, somehow. It was as if she knew me. Then the guy
put hisarm around her waist and they walked away.'

Slence except for the crickets and the far-off drone of a truck. Mattie only stood there for a
moment, asif dreaming with her eyes open, and then she felt something and looked back a me.

'ls something wrong?

'No. Except who was this guy with his arm around my wife?

She laughed a little uncertainly. 'Well | doubt if he was her boyfriend, you know. He was quite a
bit older. Fifty, a leest.” So what? | thought. I mysdf was forty, but that didnt mean | had missed
the way Mattie moved ingde her dress, or lifted her hair from the ngpe of her neck. 'l mean . . .
you're kidding, right?

I don't redly know. Theres alot of things | don't know these days, it seems. But the lady's dead
in any case, S0 how can it matter?



Mattie was looking distressed. 'If | put my foot in something, Mike, I'm sorry.

"Who was the man? Do you know?

She shook her head. 'l thought he was a summer person — there was that feding about him,
maybe just because he was wearing a jacket on a hot summer evening — but if he was, he wasn't
daying a Warrington's. | knew most of them.’

'‘And they walked off together?

'Y es" Sounding reluctant.

"Toward the parking lot?

'Yes' More rdluctant gtill. And this time she was lying. | knew it with a queer certainty that went
far beyond intuition; it was dmog like mind-reading.

| reached through the window and took her hand again. 'You sad if | could think of anything you
could do to repay me, to just ask. I'm asking. Tell me the truth, Mattie.'

She bit her lip, looking down & my hand lying over hers. Then she looked up a my face. 'He
was a burly guy. The old sportcoat made him look a little like a college professor, but he could
have been a carpenter for dl | know. His har was black. He had a tan. They had a laugh together, a
good one, and then she looked a me and the laugh went out of her face. After that he put an arm
around her and they waked away." She paused. ‘Not toward the parking lot, though. Toward The
Street.

The Street. From there they could have waked north aong the edge of the lake until they came
to Sara Laughs. And then? Who knew?

‘She never told me she came down here that summer,' | said.

Mattie seemed to try severd responses and find none of them to her liking. |1 gave her her hand
back. It was time for meto go. In fact | had started to wish 1'd left five minutes sooner.

‘Mike, I'm sure—

‘No,' | sad. "Youre not. Neither am |. But | loved her a lot and I'm going to try and let this go. It
probably sgnifies nothing, and besdes— what else can | do? Thanks for dinner.’

'You're welcome." Méttie looked so much like crying that | picked her hand up again and kissed
the back of it. 'l fed like adope.’

'You're not adope, | said.

| gave her hand another kiss, then drove awvay. And that was my date, the first one in four years.

Driving home | thought of an old saying about how one person can never truly know another. It's
easy to give tha idea lip sarvice, but it's a jolt — as horrible and unexpected as severe air
turbulence on a previoudy cdm airline flignt — to discover it's a literd fact in onés own life. |
kept remembering our vidt to a fertility doc after wed been trying to make a baby for dmost two
years with no success. The doctor had told us | had a low sperm count — not disastroudy low, but
down enough to account for Jo's failure to conceive.

'If you want a kid, youll likely have one without any specid help, the doc had sad. ‘Both the
odds and time are ill on your side. It could happen tomorrow or it could happen four years from
now. Will you ever fill the house with babies? Probably not. But you might have two, and youll
dmog cetanly have one if you keegp doing the thing that makes them. She had grinned.
'Remember, the pleasureisin the journey.

There had been a lot of pleasure, dl right, many ringings of Bunter's bell, but there had been no
baby. Then Johanna had died running across a shopping-center parking lot on a hot day, and one of
the items in her bag had been a Norco Home Pregnancy Test which she had not told me she had



intended to buy. No more than shed told me she had bought a couple of plagtic owls to keep the
crows from shitting on the |akeside deck.

Whét else hadn't she told me?

'Stop,’ | muttered. 'For Christ's sake stop thinking about it.’

But | couldn't.

When | got back to Sara, the fruit and vegetable magnets on the refrigerator were in a circle again.
Three |etters had been clustered in the middle:

gd
0

| moved the o up to where | thought it belonged, making 'god or maybe an abridged verson of
'good.” Which meant exactly what? 'l could speculate about that, but | prefer not to, | told the
empty house. | looked a Bunter the moose, willing the bel around his moth-eaten neck to ring.
When it didnt, | opened my two new Magnabet packages and stuck the letters on the fridge door,
gpreading them out. Then | went down to the north wing, undressed, and brushed my teeth.

As | bared my fangs for the mirror in a sudsy cartoon scowl, | consdered caling Ward Hankins
again tomorrow morning. | could tel him that my search for the elusve plastic owls had progressed
from November of 1993 to July of 1994. What meetings had Jo put on her calendar for that month?
What excuses to be out of Derry? And once | had finished with Ward, | could tackle Jo's friend
Bonnie Amudson, ask her if anything had been going on with Jo in the last summer of her life.

Let her rest in peace, why don't you? It was the UFO voice. What good will it do you to do
otherwise? Assume she popped over to the TR after one of her board meetings, maybe just on a
whim, met an old friend, took him back to the house for a bite of dinner. Just dinner.

And never told me? | asked the UFO voice, spitting out a mouthful of toothpaste and then
rinang. Never said a single word?

How do you know she didn't? the voice returned, and that froze me in the act of putting my
toothbrush back in the medicine cabinet. The UFO voice had a point. | had been deep into All the
Way from the Top by July of '94. Jo could have come in and told me shed seen Lon Chaney Junior
dancing with the queen, doing the Werewolves of London, and | probably would have sad 'Uh-
huh, honey, that's nice as | went on proofing copy.

‘Bullshit,' | said to my reflection. That's just bullshit.’

Except it wasn't. When | was redly driving on a book | more or less fell out of the world; other
than a quick scan of the sports pages, | didn't even read the newspaper. So yes — it was possble
that Jo had told me shed run over to the TR after a board meeting in Lewiston or Freeport, it was
possble that shed told me shed run into an old friend — perhagps another student from the
photography seminar shed attended at Bates in 1991 — and it was possble sheéd told me they'd
had dinner together on our deck, eating black trumpet mushrooms shed picked hersdf as the sun
went down. It was possible shed told me these things and | hadn't registered a word of what she
was saying.

And did | redly think I'd get anything | could trust out of Bonnie Amudson? Shed been Jo's
friend, not mine, and Bonnie might fed the datute of limitations hadn't run out on any secrets my
wife had told her.



The bottom line was as smple as it was brutd: Jo was four years dead. Best to love her and let
dl troubling quedions lgpse | took a find mouthful of water directly from the tap, swished it
around in my mouth, and spat it out.

When | returned to the kitchen to set the coffee-maker for seven A.M., | saw a new message in a
new circle of magnets. It read

blueroseliar haha

| looked at it for a second or two, wondering what had put it there, and why.
Wondering if it wastrue.
| stretched out a hand and scattered dl the letters far and wide. Then | went to bed.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

| caught the meades when | was eght, and | was very ill. 'l thought you were going to die' my
father told me once, and he was not a man given to exaggeration. He told me about how he and my
mother had dunked me in a tub of cold water one night, both of them at least haf-convinced the
shock of it would stop my heart, but both of them completdly convinced that I'd burn up before
ther eyes if they didnt do something. | had begun to spesk in a loud, monotonoudly discursve
voice about the bright figures | saw in the room — angels come to bear me away, my terrified
mother was sure — and the lagt time my father took my temperature before the cold plunge, he sad
that the mercury on the old Johnson & Johnson recta thermometer had stood a a hundred and six
degrees. After that, he said, he didn't dare take it anymore.

| don't remember any bright figures, but | remember a strange period of time that was like being
in a funhouse corridor where severd different movies were showing a once. The world grew
eladtic, bulging in places where it had never bulged before, wavering in places where it had dways
been solid. People — mog of them seeming impossbly tdldarted in and out of my room on
scissoring, cartoonish legs. Their words dl came out booming, with ingant echoes. Someone shook
a par of baby-shoes in my face. | seem to remember my brother, Siddy, sticking his hand into his
shirt and making repested arm-fart noises. Continuity broke down. Everything came in segments,
weird wieners on a poison string.

In the years between then and the summer | returned to Sara Laughs, | had the usud sicknesses,
infections, and insults to the body, but never anything like that feverish interlude when | was eght.
| never expected to — bdieving, | suppose, that such experiences are unique to children, people
with maaria, or maybe those suffering catastrophic mentd breskdowns. But on the night of July
sventh and the morning of July eghth, | lived through a period of time remarkably like thet
childhood ddirium. Dreaming, waking, moving — they were dl one. I'll tdl you as best | can, but
nothing | say can convey the srangeness of that experience. It was as if | had found a secret
passage hidden just beyond the wall of the world and went crawling dong it.

Firg there was music. Not Dixieland, because there were no horns, but like Dixidand. A primitive,
reding kind of bebop. Three or four acoudtic guitars, a harmonica, a stand-up bass (or maybe a
par). Behind dl of this was a hard, happy drumming that didnt sound as if it was coming from a
red drum; it sounded as if someone with a lot of percussve tdent was whopping on a bunch of
boxes. Then a woman's voice joined in — a contrato voice, not quite mannish, roughing over the
high notes. It was laughing and urgent and ominous al a the same time, and | knew & once that |
was hearing Sara Tidwell, who had never cut a record in her life. | was hearing Sara Laughs, and
man, she was rocking.

"You know we're going back to MANderley,
We're gonna dance on the SANderley,

I'm gonna sing with the BANder ey,

We gonna ball all we CANderley —

Ball me, baby, yeah!'



The basses — yes, there were two — broke out in a barnyard shuffle like the bresk in Elviss
verson of 'Baby Let's Play House' and then there was a guitar solo: Son Tidwel playing that
chickenscratch thing.

Lights gleamed in the dark, and | thought of a song from the fifties — Claudine Clark snging
'Paty Lights' And here they were, Jgpanese lanterns hung from the trees above the path of
rallroad-tie steps leading from the house to the water. Party lights casting mystic circles of radiance
in the dark: red blue and green.

Behind me, Sara was singing the bridge to her Manderley song — mama likes it nasty, mama
likes it grong, mama likes to party dl night long — but it was fading. Sara and the Red-Top Boys
had set up their bandstand in the driveway by the sound, about where George Footman had parked
when he came to serve me with Max Devore's subpoena. | was descending toward the lake through
circles of radiance, past party lights surrounded by soft-winged moths. One had found its way
ingde a lamp and it cast a mongtrous, batlike shadow againg the ribbed paper. The flower-boxes Jo
had put besde the steps were full of night-blooming roses. In the light of the Jgpanese lanterns they
looked blue.

Now the band was only a fant murmur; | could hear Sara shouting out the lyric, laughing her
way through it as though it were the funniest thing shed ever heard, dl that Manderley-sanderley-
canderley stuff, but | could no longer make out the individud words. Much dearer was the lap of
the lake againg the rocks a the foot of the steps, the hollow clunk of the cannisters under the
swvimming float, and the cry of a loon drifting out of the darkness. Someone was standing on The
Street to my right, a the edge of the lake. | couldn't see his face, but | could see the brown
sportcoat and the tee-shirt he was wearing beneeth it. The lgpes cut off some of the letters of the
message, S0 it looked like this:

ORMA
ER
OUN

| knew what it said anyway — in dreams you amost aways know, don't you? NORMAL SPERM
COUNT, aVillage Cafe yuck-it-up specid if ever there was one.

| was in the north bedroom dreaming al this, and here | woke up enough to know | was dreaming
. . . except it was like waking into another dream, because Bunter's bel was ringing madly and
there was someone standing in the hal. Mr. Norma Sperm Count? No, not him. The shadow-shape
faling on the door wasn't quite human. It was dumped, the arms indistinct. | s& up into the Slver
shaking of the bel, clutching a loose puddle of sheet againg my naked wad, sure it was the
shroud-thing out there — the shroud-thing had come out of its grave to get me.

'Please don',’ | said in adry and trembling voice. 'Please don', please’

The shadow on te door raised its ams. ‘It ain't nuthin but a barn-dance sugar!" Sara Tidwdl's
laughing, furious voice sang. 'It ain't nuthin but a round-and-round!’

| lay back down and pulled the sheet over my face in a childish act of denid . . . and there | stood
on our little lick of beach, wearing just my undershorts. My feet were ankle-deep in the water. It
was warm the way the lake gets by midsummer. My dim shadow was cast two ways, in one
direction by the scantling moon which rode low above the water, in another by the Japanese lantern



with the moth caught inside it. The man who'd been standing on the path was gone but he had left a
plastic owl to mark his place. It sared a me with frozen, gold-ringed eyes.
‘Hey Irish!’

| looked out a the swvimming float. Jo stood there. She must have just climbed out of the water,
because she was ill dripping and her hair was plastered against her cheeks. She was wearing the
two-piece svimsuit from the photo 1'd found, gray with red piping.

'It's been along time, Irish — what do you say?
'Say about what? | cdled back, dthough | knew.

'About this!" She put her hands over her breasts and squeezed. Water ran out between her fingers
and trickled across her knuckles.

'‘Come on, Irish," she said from beside and above me, ‘come on, you bastard, let's go.' | felt her
grip down the shet, pulling it easily out of my degp-numbed fingers. | shut my eyes, but she took
my hand and placed it between her legs. As | found that velvety seam and began to stroke it open,
she began to rub the back of my neck with her fingers.

You'renot Jo,' | said. 'Who are you?

But no one was there to answer. | was in the woods. It was dark, and on the lake the loons were
crying. | was waking the path to Jo's sudio. It wasn't a dream; | could fed the cool air againgt my
skin and the occasond hbite of a rock into my bare sole or hed. A mosquito buzzed around my ear
and | waved it away. | was wearing Jockey shorts, and at every step they pulled against a huge and
throbbing erection.

'What the hell is this? | asked as Jo's little barnboard studio loomed in the dark. | looked behind
me and saw Sara on her hill, not the woman but the house, a long lodge jutting toward the
nightbound lake. "What's happening to me?

‘Everything's dl right, Mike,' Jo said. She was standing on the float, watching as | swam toward
her. She put her hands behind her neck like a cdendar modd, lifting her breasts more fully into the
damp hdter. As in the photo, | could see her nipples poking out the cloth. | was swimming in my
underpants, and with the same huge erection.

'Everything's dl right, Mike,' Mattie said in the north bedroom, and | opened my eyes. She was
gtting besde me on the bed, smooth and naked in the wesk glow of the nightlight. Her har was
down, hanging to her shoulders. Her breasts were tiny, the size of teacups, but the nipples were
large and digended. Between her legs, where my hand dill lingered, was a powderpuff of blonde
hair, smooth as down. Her body was wrapped in shadows like moth-wings, like rose-petds. There
was something desperately attractive about her as she sat there — she was like the prize you know
youll never win a the carny shooting gdlery or the county fair ringtoss. The one they keep on the
top shelf. She reached under the sheet and folded her fingers over the stretched materid of my
undershorts.

Everything's all right, it ain't nuthin but a round-and-round, said the UFO voice as | climbed the
steps to my wife's studio. | stooped, fished for the key from beneath the mat, and took it out.

| climbed the ladder to the float, wet and dripping, preceded by my engorged sex — is there
anything, | wonder, so unintentionadly comic as a sexudly aroused man? Jo sood on the boards in
her wet bathing suit. | pulled Mattie into bed with me. | opened the door to Jo's sudio. All of these
things happened a the same time, weaving in and out of each other like strands of some exatic rope
or bdt. The thing with Jo felt the mos like a dream, the thing in the sudio, me crossng the floor
and looking down a my old green IBM, the least. Mattie in the north bedroom was somewhere in
between.



On the float Jo said, 'Do what you want." In the north bedroom Mattie said, ‘Do what you want.'
In the studio, no one had to tell me anything. In there | knew exactly what | wanted.

On the float | bent my head and put my mouth on one of Jo's breasts and sucked the cloth
covered nipple into my mouth. | tasted damp fabric and dank lake. She reached for me where |
stuck out and | dapped her hand away. If she touched me | would come a once. | sucked, drinking
back trickles of cotton-water, groping with my own hands, fird caressng her ass and then yanking
down the bottom haf of her suit. 1 got it off her and she dropped to her knees. | did too, findly
getting rid of my wet, clinging underpants and tossng them on top of her bikini panty. We faced
each other that way, me naked, her dmost.

'Who was the guy at the game? | panted. 'Who was he, Jo?

'‘No onein particular, Irish. Just another bag of bones.'

She laughed, then leaned back on her haunches and stared a me. Her navel was a tiny black cup.
There was something quearly, dtractively snakdike in her podure. 'Everything down there is
death,’ she said, and pressed her cold pams and white, pruney fingers to my cheeks. She turned my
head and then bent it so | was looking into the lake. Under the water | saw decomposing bodies
dipping by, pulled by some deep current. Their wet eyes stared. Their fidrnibbled noses gaped.
Their tongues lolled between white lips like tendrils of waterweed. Some of the deed trailed pdlid
bdloons of jdlyfish guts some were little more than bone. Yet not even the sght of this floating
charne parade could divert me from what | wanted. | shrugged my head free of her hands, pushed
her down on the boards, and finaly cooled what was so hard and contentious, sinking it deep. Her
moon-silvered eyes stared up a me, through me, and | saw that one pupil was larger than the other.
That was how her eyes had looked on the TV monitor when | had identified her in the Derry
County Morgue. She was dead. My wife was dead and | was fucking her corpse. Nor could even
that redization sop me. 'Who was he? | cried at her, covering her cold flesh as it lay on the wet
boards. 'Who was he, Jo, for Christ's sake tell me who he was!'

In the north bedroom | pulled Mattie on top of me, relishing the fed of those smdl bresds
agang my chest and the length of her entwining legs. Then | rolled her over on the far 9de of the
bed. | fdt her hand reaching for me, and dapped it away — if she touched me where she meant to
touch me, | would come in an ingant. 'Spread your legs, hurry,’ | said, and she did. | closed my
eyes, shutting out al other sensory input in favor of this. | pressed forward, then stopped. | made
one little adjusment, pushing a my engorged penis with the sde of my hand, then rolled my hips
and dipped into her like a finger in a dlk-lined glove. She looked up a me, wide-eyed, then put a
hand on my cheek and turned my head. 'Everything out there is death, she sad, as if only
explaning the obvious. In the window | saw Fifth Avenue between Fiftieth and Sixtieth — dl
those trendy shops, Bijan and Bdly, Tiffany and Bergdorf's and Steuben Glass. And here came
Harold Oblowski, northbound and swinging his pigskin briefcase (the one Jo and | had given him
for Chrisgmas the year before she died). Besde him, carrying a Barnes and Noble bag by the
handles, was the bountiful, beauteous Nola, his secretary. Except her bounty was gone. This was a
grinning, ydlow-jawed skeleton in a Donna Karan suit and dligator pumps, scrawny, beringed
bones ingtead of fingers gripped the bag-handles. Harold's teeth jutted in his usud agent's grin, now
extended to the point of obscenity. His favorite suit, the doublebreasted charcoa-gray from Paul
Stuart, flapped on him like a sal in a fresh breeze. All around them, on both Sdes of the dredt,
waked the living deed — mommy mummies leading baby corpses by the hands or whedling them
in expensive prams, zombie doormen, reanimated skateboarders. Here a tal black man with a last
few drips of flesh hanging from his face like cured deer-hide waked his skeletd Alsatian. The cab-
drivers were rotting to raga music. The faces looking down from the passng buses were skulls,



each wearing its own verson of Harold's grin — Hey, how are ya, how's the wife, how's the kids,
writing any good books lately? The peanut vendors were putrefying. Yet nore of it could quench
me. | was on fire. | dipped my hands under her buttocks, lifting her, biting a the sheet (the pattern,
| saw with no surprise, was blue roses) until | pulled it free of the mattress to keep from biting her
on the neck, the shoulder, the breasts, anywhere my teeth could reach. Tdl me who he wad!' |
shouted & her. "You know, | know you do!' My voice was so muffled by my mouthful of bed-linen
that |1 doubted if anyone but me could have understood it. ‘Tell me, you bitch!’

On the path between Jo's studio and the house | stood in the dark with the typewriter in my arms
and that dream-spanning erection quivering beow its metd bulk — dl that reedy and nothing
willing. Except maybe for the night breeze. Then | became aware | was no longer done. The
shroud-thing was behind me, caled like the moths to the party lights. It laughed-a brazen, smoke-
broken laugh that could belong to only one woman. | didn't see the hand tha reached around my
hip to grip me — the typewriter was in the way — but | didn't need to see it to know its color was
brown. It squeezed, dowly tightening, the fingers wriggling.

'What do you want to know, sugar? she asked from behind me. Still laughing. Still teesing. 'Do
you redly want to know & al? Do you wart to know or do you want to feel?

'Oh, you're killing me!' | cried. The typewriter — thirty or so pounds of IBM Sdectric — was
shaking back and forth in my arms. | could fed my muscles twanging like guitar strings.

'Do you want to know who he was, sugar? That nasty man?

‘Just do me, you bitch!" | screamed. She laughed again — that harsh laughter that was dmogt like
acough — and sgueezed me where the squeezing was best.

You hold ill, now," she said. 'You hold ill, pretty boy, ‘less you want me to take fright and
yank this thing of yours right out by the . . . ' | logt the rest as the whole world exploded in an
orgasm so deep and strong that | thought it would smply tear me apart. | sngpped my head back
like a man being hung and gaculated looking up at the stars. | screamed — | had to — and on the
lake, two loons screamed back.

At the same time | was on the float. Jo was gone, but | could faintly hear the sound of the band
— -Sara and Sonny and the Red-Top Boys tearing through Black Mountain Rag.' | sat up, dazed
and spent, fucked hollow. | couldn't see the path leading up to the house, but | could discern its
switchback course by the Japanese lanterns. My underpants lay besde me in a little wet hegp. |
picked them up and started to put them on, only because | didnt want to swim back to shore with
them in my hand. | stopped with them dretched between my knees, looking a my fingers. They
were dimed with decaying flesh. Puffing out from benesth severd of the nals were clumps of torn-
out hair. Corpsehair.

'Oh Jesus' | moaned. The gtrength went out of me. | flopped into wetness. | was in the north
wing bedroom. What | had landed in was hot, and at first | thought it was come. The dim glow of
the nightlight showed darker duff, however. Mattie was gone and the bed was full of blood. Lying
in the middle of that soaking pool was something | at first glance took to be a dlump of flesh or a
piece of organ. | looked more closely and saw it was a stuffed animal, a black-furred object matted
red with blood. | lay on my sde looking &t it, wanting to bolt out of the bed and flee from the room
but unable to do it. My muscles were in a dead swoon. Who had | redly been having sex with in
this bed? And what had | done to her? In God's name, what?

'I don't believe these lies' | heard myself say, and as though it were an incantation, | was dapped
back together. That isn't exactly what happened, bur it's the only way of saying that seems to come
close to whatever did. There were three of me — one on the float, one in the north bedroom, one on
the path — and each one fdt that hard dap, as if the wind had grown a fist. There was rushing



blackness, and in it the steady slver shaking of Bunter's bell. Then it faded, and | faded with it. For
alitltewhile | was nowhere é al.

| came back to the casud chatter of birds on summer vacation and to that peculiar red darkness that
means the sun is shining through your cosed eydids. My neck was 4iff, my head was canted a a
weird angle, my legs were folded awkwardly beneath me, and | was hot.

| lifted my head with a wince, knowing even as | opened my eyes that | was no longer in bed, no
longer on the swimming float, no longer on the path between the house and the dudio. It was
floorboards under me, hard and uncompromising.

The light was dazzling. | squinched my eyes cosad agan and groaned like a man with a
hangover. | eased them back open behind my cupped hands, gave them time to adjudt, then
cautioudy uncovered them, sat dl the way up, and looked around. | was in the upstairs hdl, lying
under the broken air conditioner. Mrs. Mesarve's note dill hung from it. Sitting outsde my office
door was the green IBM with a piece of paper rolled into it. | looked down a my feet and saw tha
they were dirty. Pine needles were stuck to my soles, and one toe was scratched. | got up, staggered
a little (my right leg had gone to deep), then braced a hand againgt the wall and stood steady. |
looked down a mysdlf. | was wearing the Jockeys I'd gone to bed in, and | didn't look as if 1'd had
an accident in them. | pulled out the waistband and peeked insde. My cock looked as it usudly did;
gmdl and soft, curled up and adeep in its thatch of har. If Noonan's Folly had been adventuring in
the night, there was no Sgn of it now.

It sure fdt like an adventure,' | croaked. | armed sweat off my forehead. It was sifling up here.
‘Not the kind | ever read about in The Hardy Boys, though.'

Then | remembered the blood-soaked sheet in the north bedroom, and the stuffed anima lying on
its Sde in the middle of it. There was no sense of rdief atached to the memory, that thank-God-it-
was-only-a-dream feding you get after a paticulaly nasty nightmare. It fdt as red as any of the
things I'd experienced in my meades fever-ddirium . . . and dl those things had been red, just
distorted by my overheated brain.

| staggered to the dairs and limped down them, holding tight to the bannister in case my tingling
leg should buckle. At the foot | looked dazedly around the living room, as if seeing it for the first
time, and then limped down the north-wing corridor.

The bedroom door was gar and for a moment | couldn't bring mysdf to push it dl the way open
and go in. | was very badly scared, and my mind kept trying to replay an old episode of Alfred
Hitchcock Presents the one about the man who strangles his wife during an dcoholic blackout. He
gpoends the whole haf hour looking for her, and findly finds her in the pantry, bloated and open
eyed. Kyra Devore was the only kid of suffed-anima age I'd met recently, but she had been
deeping peacefully under her cabbage-rose coverlet when | left her mother and headed home. It
was supid to think | had driven dl the way back to Wasp Hill Road, probably wearing nothing but
my Jockeys, that | had —

What? Raped the woman? Brought the child here? In my sleep?

| got the typewriter, in my sleep, didn't 1? It's sitting right upstairs in the goddam hallway.

Big difference between going thirty yards through the woods and five miles down the road to —

| wasn't going to stand out here ligening to those quarrelling voices in my head. If | wasn't crazy
— and | didnt think 1 was — ligening to those contentious assholes would probably send me there,
and by the express. | reached out and pushed the bedroom door open.

For a moment | actudly saw a spreading octopus-pattern of blood soaking into the shedt, that's
how rea and focused my terror was. Then | closed my eyes tight, opened them, and looked again.



The sheets were rumpled, the bottom one modtly pulled free. | could see the quilted satin hide of
the mattress. One pillow lay on the far edge of the bed. The other was scrunched down at the foot.
The throw rug — a piece of Jo's work — was askew, and my water-glass lay overturned on the
nighttable. The bedroom looked as if it might have been the dte of a brawl or an orgy, but not a
murder. There was no blood and no little stuffed animal with black fur.

| dropped to my knees and looked under the bed. Nothing there — not even dudt-kitties, thanks
to Brenda Meserve. | looked a the ground-sheet again, fird passng a hand over its rumpled
topography, then pulling it back down and resecuring the dadticized corners. Great invention, those
sheets, if women gave out the Meda of Freedom ingtead of a bunch of white politicians who never
made a bed or washed a load of clothes in ther lives, the guy who thought up fitted sheets would
undoubtedly have gotten a piece of that tin by now. In a Rose Garden ceremony.

With the sheet pulled taut, | looked again. No blood, not a single drop. There was no diffening
patch of semen, ether. The former | hadnt redly expected (or s0 | was dready telling mysdf), but
what about the latter? At the very least, I'd had the world's most creetive wet-dream — atriptych in
which | had screwed two women and gotten a handjob from a third, al a the same time. | thought |
had that morning-after feding, too, the one you get when the previous night's sex has been of the
headbusting variety. But if there had been fireworks, where was the burnt gunpowder?

'In Jo's studio, mogt likely,' | told the empty, sunny room. 'Or on the path between here and there.
Just be glad you didnt leave it in Mattie Devore, bucko. An affar with a post-adolescent widow
you don't need.’

A pat of me disagreed; a pat of me thought Mattie Devore was exactly what | did need. But |
hadn't had sex with her last night, any more than | had had sex with my dead wife out on the
svimming float or gotten a handjob from Sara Tidwell. Now that | saw | hadnt killed a nice little
kid either, my thoughts turned back to the typewriter. Why had | gotten it? Why bother?

Oh man. What a slly question. My wife might have been keeping secrets fom me, maybe even
having an dfar; there might be ghodts in the house, there might be a rich old man haf a mile south
who wanted to put a sharp stick into me and then breek it off; there might be a few toys in my own
humble attic, for that matter. But & | stood there in a bright shaft of sunlight, looking a my shadow
on the far wall, only one thought seemed to maiter: | had gone out to my wife's studio and gotten
my old typewriter, and there was only one reason to do something like that.

| wert into the bathroom, wanting to get rid of the sweat on my body and the dirt on my feet
before doing anything dse. | reached for the shower-handle, then stopped. The tub was full of
water. Either | had for some reason filled it during my deepwak . . . or something ese had. |
reached for the drain-lever, then stopped again, remembering that moment on the shoulder of Route
68 when my mouth had filled up with the taste of cold water. | redized | was waiting for it to
happen again. When it didn't, | opened the bathtub drain to let out the standing water and started the
shower.

| could have brought the Sdlectric downgtairs, perhaps even lugged it out onto the deck where there
was a little breeze coming over the surface of the lake, but | didnt. | had brought it dl the way to
the door of my office, and my office was where I'd work . . . if | could work. I'd work in there even
if the temperature beneath the roofpesk built to a hundred and twenty degrees . . . which, by three
in the afternoon, it just might.

The paper rolled into the machine was an old pink-carbon receipt from Click!, the photo shop in
Castle Rock where Jo had bought her supplies when we were down here. I'd put it in so that the



blank side faced the Courier type-bdl. On it | had typed the names of my little harem, as if | had
tried in some struggling way to report on my three-faceted dream even while it was going on:

Jo Sara Mattie Jo Sara Mattie Mattie Mattie Sara Sara Jo Johanna Sara Jo MattieSaraJo.
Bdow this, in lower case:
normal sperm count sperm norm all's rosy

| opened the office door, carried the typewriter in, and put it in its old place benegth the poster of
Richard Nixon. | pulled the pink dip out of the roller, baled it up, and tossed it into the
wastebasket. Then | picked up the Sdectric's plug and stuck it in the baseboard socket. My heart
was besting hard and fast, the way it had when | was thirteen and climbing the ladder to the high
board at the Y-pool. | had climbed that ladder three times when | was twelve and then dunk back
down it again; once | turned thirteen, there could be no chickening out — | redlly had to do it.

| thought I'd seen a fan hiding in the far corner of the closet, behind the box marked GADGETS |
darted in that direction, then turned around again with a ragged little laugh. I'd had moments of
confidence before, hadn't 1? Yes. And then the iron bands had clamped around my chest. It would
be stupid to get out the fan and then discover | had no businessin this room after dl.

Takeit easy,' | sad, 'take it easy.' But | couldnt, no more than that narrow-chested boy in the
ridiculous purple bathing suit had been able to take it easy when he waked to the end of the diving
board, the pool so green below him, the upraised faces of the boys and girlsin it so smdl, so smalll.

| bent to one of the drawers on the right sde of the desk and pulled so hard it came dl the way
out. | got my bare foot out of its landing zone just in time and barked a gust of loud, humorless
laughter. There was hdf a ream of paper in the drawer. The edges had that faintly crispy look paper
gets when it's been gtting for a long time. | no more than saw it before remembering | had brought
my own supply — stuff a good ded fresher then this. | left it where it was and put the drawer back
initshole. It took severd triesto get it on itstracks, my hands were shaking.

At last | sat down in my desk chair, hearing the same old cresks as it took my weight and the
same old rumble of the cagters as | rolled it brward, snugging my legs into the kneehole. Then | st
facing the keyboard, sweeting hard, ill remembering the high board a the Y, how springy it hed
been under my bare fest as | waked its length, remembering the echoing qudity of the voices
below me, remembering the smdl of chlorine and the deady low throb of the ar-exchangers
fwung-fwung-fwung-fwung, as if the water had its own secret heartbest. | had stood at the end of the
board wondering (and not for the firg time!) if you could be pardyzed if you hit the water wrong.
Probably not, but you could die of fear. There were documented cases of that in Ripley's Believe It
or Not, which served me as science between the ages of eight and fourteen.

Go on! Jo's voice cried. My verson of her voice was usudly cam and collected; this time it was
dhill. Stop dithering and go on!

| reached for the IBM's rocker-switch, now remembering the day | had dropped my Word Six
program into the Powerbook's trash. Goodbye, old pal, | had thought.

'Please let thiswork,' | said. 'Please!

| lowered my hand and flicked the switch. The machine came on. The Courier bal did a
preliminary twirl, like a balet dancer standing in the wings, waiting to go on. | picked up a piece of
paper, saw my sweety fingers were leaving marks, and didnt care. | rolled it into the machine,
centered it, then wrote



Chapter One

and waited for the storm to break.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The ringing of the phone — or, more accurately, the way | received the ringing of the phone — was
as familiar as the cregks of my chair or the hum of the old IBM Sdectric. It seemed to come from
far away at firdt, then to agpproach like awhistling train coming down on a crossing.

There was no extenson in my office or Jo's, the upgtairs phone, an old-fashioned rotary-dia, was
on a table in the hal between them — in what Jo usad to cdl 'no-man's-land.” The temperature out
there mugt have been a least ninety degrees, but the air dill felt cool on my skin after the office. |
was 0 oiled with sweat that | looked like a dightly pot-belied verson of the musde-boys |
sometimes saw when | was working out.

'Hello?

'Mike? Did | wake you? Were you degping? It was Mattie, but a different one from last night.
This one wasn't afraid or even tentative; this one sounded so happy she was dmost bubbling over.
It was amogt certainly the Mattie who had attracted Lance Devore.

‘Not deeping,’ | said. 'Writing alittle.

'Get out! | thought you were retired.’

'l thought so, too,' | said, 'but maybe | was a little hasty. What's going on? You sound over the
moon.’

'l just got off the phone with John Storrow —*

Redlly? How long had | been on the second floor, anyway? | looked a my wrist and saw nothing
but a pale circle. It was hdf-past freckles and skin o'clock, as we used to say when we were kids,
my watch was downdairs in the north bedroom, probably lying in a puddle of water from my
overturned night-glass.

' — hisage, and that he can subpoenathe other son!'

'Whoa,' | said. "You lost me. Go back and dow down.’

She did. Teling the hard news didn't take long (it rardly does): Storrow was coming up
tomorrow. He would land a County Airport and stay a the Lookout Rock Hotel in Castle View.
The two of them would spend most of Friday discussng the case. 'Oh, and he found a lawyer for
you,' she said. 'To go with you to your deposition. | think he's from Lewiston.’

It al sounded good, but what mettered a lot more than the bare facts was that Mattie had
recovered her will to fight. Until this morming (if it was gill moming; the light coming in the
window above the broken air conditioner suggested that if it was, it wouldn't be much longer) |
hadn't redized how gloomy the young woman in the red sundress and tidy white sneakers had been.
How far down the road to believing she would lose her child.

‘Thisisgreat. I'm so glad, Mattie!

'And you did it. If you were here, 1'd give you the biggest kiss you ever had.'

'He told you you could win, didn't he?

'Yes!'

'And you believe him.'

'Yes!" Then her voice dropped a little. 'He wasn't exactly thrilled when | told him I'd had you
over to dinner lagt night, though.'

'No," | said. 'l didn't think he would be.’



I told him we ate in the yard and he said we only had to be insde together for sixty seconds to
dart the gossip.'

'I'd say he's got an insultingly low opinion of Yankee lovin,' | sad, 'but of course he's from New
York.

She laughed harder than my little joke warranted, | thought. Out of semi-hysterica rdief that she
now had a couple of protectors? Because the whole subject of sex was a tender one for her just
now? Best not to speculate.

'He didn't paddie me too hard about it, but he made it clear that he would if we did it agan.
When this is over, though, I'm having you for a real med. Well have everything you like, just the
way you likeit.

Everything you like, just the way you like it. And she was, by God and Sonny Jesus, completely
unaware that what she was saying might have another meaning — | would have bet on it. | closed
my eyes for a moment, smiling. Why not smile? Everything she was saying sounded absolutely
great, especidly once you cleared the confines of Michad Noonan's dirty mind. It sounded like we
might have the expected fary-tde ending, if we could keep our courage and hold our course. And
if 1 could restrain mysdf from making a pass a a girl young enough to be my daughter . . . outside
of my dreams, that was. If | couldn't, | probably deserved whatever | got. But Kyra wouldn't. She
was the hood ornament in dl this, doomed to go wherever the car took her. If | got any of the
wrong idess, 1'd do well to remember thét.

'If the judge sends Devore home empty-handed, I'll take you out to Renoir Nights in Portland and
buy you nine courses of French chow,' | said. 'Storrow, too. I'll even spring for the lega beagle I'm
dating on Friday. So who's better than me, huh?

'No one | know," she said, sounding serious. 'I'll pay you back for this, Mike. I'm down now, but |
won't aways be down. If it takes me the rest of my life, I'll pay you back.'

‘Méttie, you don't haveto — '

'l do,’ she said with quiet vehemence. 'l do. And | have to do something e se today, too."

'What's that? | loved hearing her sound the way she did this morning — so happy and free, like a
prisoner who has just been pardoned and let out of jail — but dready | was looking longingly a the
door to my office. | couldn't do much more today, I'd end up baked like an gpple if | tried, but |
wanted another page or two, at leest. Do what you want, both women had said in my dreams. Do
what you want.

'l have to buy Kyra the big teddybear they have a the Castle Rock Wal-Mart,' she said. 'I'll tell
her it's for being a good girl because | can't tell her it's for waking in the middle of the road when
you were coming the other way.'

‘Just not a black one' | said. The words were out of my mouth before | knew they were even in

my head.
'Huh? Sounding startled and doubtful.
I sad bring me back one' | said, the words once again out and down the wire before | even
knew they were there.

'Maybe | wi