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up all over town! | think Wanda Henphill (her husband, Don, runs
Henphill's Market) put nost of emup all by herself. Pull it off the
post and hand it to ne. Don't be shy-no one's got any business stickin
up fliers on the Town Common bandstand in the first place.

Hot damm! just look at this thing, will you? DI CE AND THE DEVIL
printed right up at the top. In big red letters with snoke com n off
em |ike these things was nmil ed special delivery from Tophet! Ha

Soneone who didn't know what a sleepy little place this town is
would think we're really goin to the dogs, | guess. But you know how
t hi ngs sonetimes get blown out of proportionin a tow this size. And
the Reverend WIllie's got a bee under his blanket for sure this tine.
No question about it. Churches in snmall towns ... well, | guess
don't have to tell you howthat is. They get along with each
other-sort of-but they ain't never really happy with each other
Everything will go along peaceful for awhile, and then a squabble wll
break out.

Pretty big squabble this tinme, though, and a |Iot of hard feelings.

The Catholics, you see, are planning something they call Casino
Nite at the Knights of Colunmbus Hall on the other side of town.

Last Thursday of the nonth, | understand, with the profits to help
pay for repairs on the church roof. That's Qur Lady of Serene
Wat er s-you nust have passed it on your way into town, if you cane by
way of Castle View. Pretty little church, ain't it?

Casino Nite was Father Brigham s idea, but the Daughters of
| sabel la are the ones who really picked up the ball and ran with it.

Betsy Vigue in particular. | think she likes the idea of dollin
up in her slinkiest black dress and dealin blackjack or spinnin a
roul ette wheel and sayin, "Place your bets, |adies and gentl enen,
pl ease place your bets." Aw, but they all kind of like the idea, I
guess. It's only nickel-dinme stuff, harmess, but it seens a wee bit
wi cked to emjust the sane.

Except it don't seemharm ess to Reverend Wllie, and it seens a
ot more than a wee bit wicked to himand his congregation. He's
actually the Reverend WIliam Rose, and he ain't never |iked Father
Bri gham much, nor does the Father have nuch use for him (In fact, it
was Fat her Brigham who started calling Reverend Rose " Steanboat
Wllie," and the Reverend Wllie knows it.) Sparks has fl own between
those two particular witch-doctors before, but this Casino Nite
business is a little nore than sparks; | guess you could call it a
brushfire. Wen WIllie heard that the Catholics neant to spend a night
ganblin at the K of C Hall, he just about hit the roof with the top of
his pointy little head. He paid for those DI CE-AND- THE-DEVIL fliers
out of his own pocket, and Wanda Henphill and her sew ng circle buddies
put emup everywhere. Since then, the only place the Catholics and the
Baptists talk to each other is in the Letters colum of our little
weekly paper, where they rave and rant and tell each other they're goin
to hell.

Looka down there, you'll see what | nean. That's Nan Roberts who
just cane out of the bank. She owns Nan's Luncheonette, and | guess
she's just about the richest person in town now that old Pop Merrill's

gone to that big flea-market in the sky. Also, she's been a Bapti st
since Hector was a pup. And conmin the other way is big Al GendronHe's
so Catholic he makes the Pope | ook kosher and his best friend is Irish
Johnny Brigham Now, watch close! See their noses go up? Ha
Ain't that a sketch? 1'Il bet you dollars to doughnuts that the
tenperature dropped twenty degrees where they passed each ot her by.
It's like nmy nother used to say-people have nore fun than anybody,



-except for horses, and they can't.

Now | ookit over there. See that Sheriff's cruiser parked by the
curb near the video shop? That's John LaPointe inside. He's supposed
to be keepin an eye out for speeders-downtown's a go-slow zone, you
know, especially when school lets out-but if you shade your eyes and
| ook close, you'll see that what he's really doin is starin at a
picture he took out of his wallet. | can't see it fromhere, but I
know what it is just as well as | know ny nother's maiden nane. That's
t he snapshot Andy Cl utterbuck took of John and Sally Ratcliffe at the
Fryeburg State Fair, just about a year ago. John's got his arm around
her in that picture, and she's holdin the stuffed bear he won her in
the shootin gallery, and they both | ook so happy they could just about
split. But that was then and this is now, as they say; these days
Sally is engaged to Lester Pratt, the high school Phys Ed coach. He's
a true-blue Baptist, Just |like herself. John hasn't got over the shock
of losing her yet. See himfetch that sigh? He's worked hinself into
a pretty good case of the blues. Only a man who's still in love (or
thinks he is) can fetch a sigh that deep

Troubl e and aggravation's nostly made up of ordinary things, did
you ever notice that? Undramatic things. Let ne give you a
forinstance. Do you see the fellow just going up the courthouse steps?

No, not the man in the suit; that's Dan Keeton, our Head
Sel ect man.

| mean the other one the black guy in the work fatigues. That's
Eddi e Warburton, the night-shift janitor in the Minicipal Building.

Keep your eye on himfor a few seconds, and watch what he does.

There! See him pause on the top step and | ook upstreet? |'d bet
you nore dollars to nore doughnuts that he's | ooking at the Sunoco
station. The Sunoco's owned and operated by Sonny jackett, and there's
been bad bl ood between the two of em ever since Eddie took his car
there two years ago to get the drive-train | ooked at.

| renmenber that car quite well. It was a Honda Civic, nothing
speci al about it, except it was special to Eddie, because it was the
first and only brand-new car he'd ever owned in his life. And Sonny
not only did a bad job, he overcharged for it in the bargain. That's
Eddi e's side of the story. Warburton's just usin his color to see if

he can beat nme out of the repair-bill-that's Sonny's side of the story.
You know how it goes, don't you?
Wl l, so Sonny jackett took Eddie Warburton to small clainms court,

and there was sone shouting first in the courtroomand then in the hal
outside. Eddie said Sonny called hima stupid nigger and Sonny said
Well, | didn't call hima nigger but the rest is true enough

In the end, neither of themwas satisfied. judge nade Eddi e cough
up fifty bucks, which Eddie said was fifty bucks too rmuch and Sonny
sai d wasn't anywhere near enough. Then, the next thing you know, there
was an electrical fire in Eddie's new car and the way it ended was that
Eddie's Civic went off to the junkyard out on Town Road #5, and now
Eddi e's driving an '89 O dsnobil e which bl ows oil

Eddi e has never quite gotten over the idea that Sonny jackett
knows a | ot nore about that electrical fire than he's ever told.

Boy, people have nmore fun than anybody, except horses, and they
can't. Ain't it all just about nore than you can take on a hot day?

It's just small-town life, though@l!l it Peyton Place or Grover's
Corners or Castle Rock, it's just folks eatin pie and drinkin coffee
and tal kin about each other behind their hands. There's Sl opey Dodd,
all by his |onesone because the other kids make fun of his stutter
There's Myrtle Keeton, and if she looks a little |lonely and bew | dered,



as if she's not really sure where she is or what's goin on, it's
because her husband (fella you just saw com n up the courthouse steps
behi nd Eddi e) hasn't seemed hinmself for the last six nmonths or so. See
how puffy her eyes are? | think she's been cryin, or not sleepin well,
or both, don't you?

And there goes Lenore Potter, |ookin |ike she just stepped out of
a bandbox. Going to the Western Auto, no doubt, to see if her specia
organic fertilizer came in yet. That woman has got nore ki nds of
flowers growi n around her house than Carter has liver pills.

Awf ul proud of em she is. She ain't a great favorite with the
| adies of this town-they think she's snooty, with her flowers and her
nood- beads and her seventy-dollar Boston perns. They think she's
snooty, and I'Il tell you a secret, since we're just sittin here side
by side on this splintery bandstand step. | think they're right.

Al'l ordinary enough, |I guess you'd say, but not all our troubles
in Castle Rock are ordinary; | got to set you straight on that. No one
has forgotten Frank Dodd, the crossing guard who went crazy here twelve
years ago and killed those wonen, and they haven't forgotten the dog,
either, the one that canme down with rabies and killed Joe Canmber and
the old rumy down the road fromhim

The dog killed good old Sheriff George Bannerman, too. Al an
Pangborn is doing that job these days, and he's a good man, but he
won't never stack up to Big CGeorge in the eyes of the town.

Wasn't nothing ordi nary about what happened to Reginald "Pop"
Merrill, either-Pop was the old m ser who used to run the town junk
shop. The Emporium Galorium it was called. Stood right where that
vacant lot is across the street. The place burned down awhil e ago, but
there are people in town who saw it (or claimthey did, anyway) who'l
tell you after a few beers down at The Mellow Tiger that it was a | ot
nore than a sinple fire that destroyed the Enporium Gal ori um and took
Pop Merrill's life.

Hi s nephew Ace says sonethi ng spooky happened to his uncle before
that fire-something |like on The Twilight Zone. O course, Ace wasn't
even around when his uncle bit the dust; he was finishing a four-year
stretch in Shawshank Prison for breaking and entering in the nighttine.

(Peopl e al ways knew Ace Merrill would conme to a bad end; when he
was in school he was one of the worst bullies this town has ever seen
and there must have been a hundred kids who crossed to the far side of
the street when they saw Ace conmin toward emw th the buckl es and
zi ppers on his notorcycle jacket jingling and the cleats on his
engi neer boots clockin along the sidewal k.) Yet people believe him you
know, nmaybe there really was sonething strange about what happened to
Pop that day, or maybe it's just nmore talk in Nan's over those cups of
cof fee and sl abs of apple pie.

It's the sane here as where you grew up, nost likely. People
getting bet up over religion, people carryin torches, people carryin
secrets, people carryin grudges ... and even a spooky story every now
and then, |ike what night or mght not have happened on the day Pop
died in his junk shop, to liven up the occasional dull day.

Castle Rock is still a pretty nice place to live and grow, as the
sign you see when you cone into town says. The sun shines pretty on
the | ake and on the | eaves of the trees, and on a clear day you can see
all the way into Vernont fromthe top of Castle View The sumer
peopl e argue over the Sunday newspapers, and there is the occasiona
fight in the parkin |l ot of The Mellow Tiger on Friday or Saturday night
(sometines both), but the sumrer people always go hone and the fights
al ways end. The Rock has al ways been one of the good places, and when



peopl e get scratchy, you know what we say? W say He'll get over i't
or She'll get over it.

Henry Beaufort, for instance, is sick of Hugh Priest kickin the
Rock-Ad a when he's drunk ... but Henry will get over it. WIma jerzyck
and Nettle Cobb are nad at each other ... but Nettle will get over it
(probably) and being nmad's just a way of life for WI na.

Sheriff Pangborn's still nourning his wife and younger child, who
died untinely, and it was a sure-enough tragedy, but he'll get over it

intinm. Polly Chalmers's arthritis isn't getting any better-in fact,
it's getting worse, a little at a tine-and she may not get over it, but
she'll learnto live with it. MIlIlions have.

We bunp up agai nst each other every now and then, but nostly
things go along all right. O always have, until now. But | have to
tell you a real secret, ny friend; it's nostly why | called you over
once | saw you were back in town. | think trouble-real trouble is on
its way. | snell it, just over the horizon, |ike an out-of-season
stormfull of lightning. The argument between the Baptists and the
Cat holics over Casino Nite, the kids who tease poor Slopey about his
stutter, John LaPointe's torch, Sheriff Pangborn's grief

think those things are going to look like pretty small potatoes
next to what is com ng

See that building across Main Street? The one three doors up from
t he vacant | ot where the Emporium Gal oriumused to stand?

CGot a green canopy in front of it? Yup, that's the one. The
wi ndows are all soaped over because it's not quite open yet. NEEDFUL

THI NGS, the sign says-now just what the dog does that nean? | dunno,
either, but that's where the bad feeling seens to conme from
Ri ght there.

Look up the street one nore time. You see that boy, don't you?

The one who's wal king his bike and | ooks |ike he's havin the
sweet est daydream any boy ever had? Keep your eye on him friend.

I think he's the one who's gonna get it started.

No, | told you, I dunno what . . . not exactly. But watch that
kid. And stick around town for a little while, would you? Things just
feel wong, and if sonething happens, it might be just as well if there

was a W tness.

| know that kid-the one who's pushin his bike. Maybe you do, too.

Hi s name's Brian-something. His dad installs siding and doors
over in Oxford or South Paris, | think

Keep an eye on him | tell you. Keep an eye on everything.

You' ve been here before, but things are about to change.

| know it.

| feel it.

There's a stormon the way.

CHAPTER ONE

In a small town, the opening of a new store is big news.

it wasn't as big a deal to Brian Rusk as it was to sone; his
not her, for instance. He had heard her discussing it (he wasn't
supposed to call it gossiping, she had told him because gossipi ng was
a dirty habit and she didn't do it) at sonme |length on the tel ephone
with her best friend, Myra Evans, over the last nonth or so.

The first worknen had arrived at the old building which had | ast
housed Western Maine Realty and | nsurance right around the tinme schoo



et in again, and they had been busily at work ever since.

Not that anyone had nmuch idea what they were up to in there; their
first act had been to put in a large display wi ndow, and their second
had been to soap it opaque.

Two weeks ago a sign had appeared in the doorway, hung on a string
over a plastic see-through suction-cup

OPENI NG SOON!

the sign read.

NEEDFUL THI NGS A NEW KIND OF STORE "You won't believe your eyes!"

"I't'"ll be just another antique shop," Brian's nother said to Myra.

Cora Rusk had been reclining on the sofa at the time, holding the
t el ephone with one hand and eating chocol ate-covered cherries with the
ot her while she watched Santa Barbara on the TV. "Just another antique
shop with a | ot of phony early Anerican furniture and noldy old crank
tel ephones. You wait and see."

That had been shortly after the new di splay wi ndow had been first
installed and then soaped over, and his nother spoke with such
assurance that Brian should have felt sure the subject was cl osed.

Only with his nother, no subject ever seened to be conpletely
cl osed. Her specul ati ons and suppositions seened as endl ess as the
probl ems of the characters on Santa Barbara and General Hospital, Last
week the first line of the sign hanging in the door was changed to
read:

GRAND OPENI NG OCTOBER 9TH- BRI NG YOUR FRI ENDS!

Brian was not as interested in the new store as his nother (and
sone of the teachers; he had heard themtal king about it in the
teachers' room at Castle Rock M ddle School when it was his turn to be
O fice Mailman), but he was el even, and a healthy el even-year-old boy is
interested in anything new. Besides, the nane of the place fascinated
him Needful Things: what, exactly, did that mean?

He had read the changed first line |ast Tuesday, on his way hone

fromschool. Tuesday afternoons were his |ate days. Brian had been
born with a harelip, and although it had been surgically corrected when
he was seven, he still had to go to speech therapy.

He maintai ned stoutly to everyone who asked that he hated this,
but he did not. He was deeply and hopelessly in love with Mss
Ratcliffe, and he waited all week for his special ed class to cone
around. The Tuesday school day seened to | ast a thousand years, and he
al ways spent the last two hours of it with pleasant butterflies in his
st omach.

There were only four other kids in the class, and none of them
cane fromBrian's end of town. He was glad. After an hour in the sane
roomwith Mss Ratcliffe, he felt too exalted for conpany.

He liked to make his way home slowy in the [ate afternoon
usual |y pushing his bike instead of riding it, dream ng of her as
yel low and gold | eaves fell around himin the slanting bars of Cctober
sunl i ght.

Hi s way took himalong the three-block section of Main Street
across fromthe Town Conmon, and on the day he saw the sign announcing
t he grand openi ng, he had pushed his nose up to the glass of the door
hopi ng to see what had replaced the stodgy desks and industrial yellow
wal | s of the departed Western Maine Realtors and | nsurance Agents. His
curiosity was defeated. A shade had been installed and was pulled al



the way down. Brian saw nothing but his own reflected face and cupped
hands.

On Friday the 4th, there had been an ad for the new store in
Castl e Rock's weekly newspaper, the Call. It was surrounded by a
ruffled border, and below the printed matter was a drawi ng of angels
standi ng back to back and blowi ng long trunpets. The ad really said
not hing that could not be read on the sign dangling fromthe suction
cup: the name of the store was Needful Things, it would open for
busi ness at ten o'clock in the norning on COctober 9th, and, of course,
"You won't believe your eyes." There was not the slightest hint of
what goods the proprietor or proprietors of Needful Things intended to
di spense.

This seemed to irritate Cora Rusk a great deal - enough, anyway, for
her to put in a rare Saturday-norning call to Myra.

"I'"ll believe ny eyes, all right," she said. "Wen | see those
spool beds that are supposed to be two hundred years ol d but have
Rochester, New York, stanped on the franes for anybody who cares to
bend down their heads and | ook under the bedspread flounces to see,

"Il believe ny eyes just fine."

Myra said sonmething. Cora listened, fishing Planter's Peanuts out
of the can by ones and twos and munching themrapidly. Brian and his
little brother, Sean, sat on the living-roomfloor watching cartoons on
TV. Sean was conpletely imersed in the world of the Smurfs, and Brian
was not totally uninvolved with that community of small bl ue people,
but he kept one ear cocked toward the conversation

"Ri-night!"™ Cora Rusk had exclained with even nore assurance and
enphasi s than usual as Myra nade sone particularly trenchant point.

"Hi gh prices and noldy antique tel ephones!"”

Yest erday, Monday, Brian had ridden through downtown right after
school with two or three friends. They were across the street fromthe
new shop, and he saw that during the day soneone had put up a
dark-green awning. Witten across the front in white letters were the
words NEEDFUL THINGS. Polly Charners, the |ady who ran the sew ng
shop, was standi ng out on the sidewal k, hands on her admirably slim
hi ps, | ooking at the awming with an expression that seened to be
equal |y puzzled and admring.

Brian, who knew a bit about awnings, adnired it hinself. It was
the only real awning on Main Street, and it gave the new store its own
speci al look. The word "sophisticated" was not a part of his working
vocabul ary, but he knew at once there was no other shop in Castle Rock
whi ch | ooked like this. The awning made it |look |like a store you m ght
see in a television show. The Western Auto across the street |ooked
dowdy and countrified by conparison

VWen he got home, his mother was on the sofa, watching Santa
Barbara, eating a Little Debbie Creme Pie, and drinking Di et Coke.

Hi s mother al ways drank di et soda whil e she watched the afternoon
shows. Brian was not sure why, considering what she was using it to
wash down, but thought it would probably be dangerous to ask.

It might even get her shouting at him and when his nother started
shouting, it was wise to seek shelter

"Hey, Ma!" he said, throwing his books on the counter and getting
the mlk out of the refrigerator. "GQuess what? There's an awnin on
the new store."

"Who's yawni ng?" Her voice drifted out of the living room

He poured his milk and came into the doorway. "Awning," he said.

"On the new store downstreet."

She sat up, found the renpte control, and pushed the rmute button



On the screen, Al and Corinne went on tal king over their Santa
Barbara problens in their favorite Santa Barbara restaurant, but now
only a lip-reader could have told exactly what those problens were.
"What ?"

she said. "That Needful Things place?"

"Uh-huh," he said, and drank sone mlKk.

"Don't slurp,"” she said, tucking the rest of her snack into her

mouth. "It sounds gruesonme. How many tines have | told you that?"

About-. s many tines as you've told ne not to talk with nmy nouth
full, Brian thought, but said nothing. He had |earned verbal restraint
at an early age.

"Sorry, Mom"

"What ki nd of awning?"

"Green one."

"Pressed or al um nun?"

Brian, whose father was a siding salesman for the Dick Perry
Si di ng and Door Conpany in South Paris, knew exactly what she was
tal king about, but if it had been that kind of awning, he hardly would
have noticed it. Alum num and pressed-netal awnings were a dine a
dozen. Half the homes in The Rock had them sticking out over their
wi ndows.

“Nei ther one,"” he said. "It's cloth. Canvas, | think. It sticks
out, so there's shade right underneath. And it's round, like this."

He curved his hands (carefully, so as not to spill his mlk) in a
semcircle. "The name is printed on the end. It's nobst sincerely
awesone. "

“Well, 1'Il be butched!"

This was the phrase with which Cora npst conmonly expressed
excitement or exasperation. Brian took a cautious step backward, in
case it should be the latter

"What do you think it is, Ma? A restaurant, maybe?"

"I don't know," she said, and reached for the Princess phone on
the endtable. She had to nove Squeebles the cat, the TV Guide, and a
quart of Diet Coke to get it. "But it sounds sneaky."

"Mom what does Needful Things nmean? Is it like " "Don't bother
me now, Brian, Mumy's busy. There are Devil Dogs in the breadbox if
you want one. just one, though, or you'll spoil your supper." She was
already dialling Myra, and they were soon di scussing the green awni ng
with great enthusiasm

Brian, who didn't want a Devil Dog (he loved his Ma a great deal
but sonetines watching her eat took away his appetite), sat down at the
ki tchen tabl e, opened his nath book, and started to do the assigned
probl ems- he was a bright, conscientious boy, and his math was the only
honmewor k he hadn't finished at school. As he nethodically noved
deci mal points and then divided, he listened to his nother's end of the
conversation. She was again telling Myra that soon they woul d have
another store selling stinky old perfune bottles and pictures of
someone's dead relatives, and it was really a shame the way these
t hi ngs cane and went. There were just too nany people out there, Cora
sai d, whose notto in life was take the nmoney and run. Wen she spoke
of the awning, she sounded as if soneone had deliberately set out to
of fend her, and had succeeded splendidly at the task.

I think she thinks soneone was supposed to tell her, Brian had
t hought as his pencil noved sturdily along, carrying down and roundi ng
off. Yeah, that was it. She was curious, that was nunber one. And
she was pissed off, that was nunber two. The conbination was just
about killing her. WeIlIl, she would find out soon enough



When she did, maybe she would let himin on the big secret. And
if she was too busy, he could get it just by listening in on one of her
aft ernoon conversations with Mra.

But as it turned out, Brian found out quite a | ot about Needfu
Thi ngs before his nmother or Myra or anyone else in Castle Rock

2

He hardly rode his bike at all on his way hone from school on the
aft ernoon before Needful Things was schedul ed to open; he was lost in a
war m daydr eam (whi ch woul d not have passed his |ips had he been coaxed
with hot coals or bristly tarantula spiders) where he asked M ss
Ratcliffe to go with himto the Castle County Fair and she agreed.

"Thank you, Brian," Mss Ratcliffe says, and Brian sees little
tears of gratitude in the corners of her blue eyes-eyes so dark in

color that they |ook al nost stornmy. "I1've been ... well, very sad
lately. You see, I've lost ny |love."
“I'"ll help you forget him" Brian says, his voice tough and tender
at the sane time, "if you'll call me ... Bri. " "Thank you," she
whi spers, and then, |eaning close enough so he can snell her perfune-a
dreany scent of w | dfl owers-she says, "Thank you ... Bri. And since,
for tonight at least, we will he girl and boy instead of teacher and
student, you may call ne ... Sally. " He takes her hands. Looks into
her eyes. "I'mnot just a kid," he says. "I can help you forget him
Sally. " She seens al nost hypnotized by this unexpected

under st andi ng, this unexpected nanliness; he may only he el even, she
thi nks, but he is nore of a man than Lester ever was! Her hands

tighten on his. Their faces draw closer ... closer
"No," she murmurs, and now her eyes are so wi de and so cl ose that
he seens alnbst to drown in them "you nustn't, Bri ... it's wong.

"It's right, baby," he says, and presses his lips to hers.

She draws away after a few nonments and whi spers tenderly "Hey,
kid, watch out where the fuck you're goin!"

jerked out of his daydream Brian saw that he had just wal ked in
front of Hugh Priest's pick-up truck

"Sorry, M. Priest," he said, blushing madly. Hugh Priest was
nobody to get mad at you. He worked for the Public Wrks Depart nment
and was reputed to have the worst tenper in Castle Rock

Brian watched himnarrowly. |If he started to get out of his
truck, Brian planned to junmp on his bike and be gone down Main Street
at roughly the speed of light. He had no interest in spending the next
nmonth or so in the hospital just because he'd been daydrean ng about
going to the County Fair with Mss Ratcliffe.

But Hugh Priest had a bottle of beer in the fork of his |egs, Hank
Wllianms, jr was on the radi o singing "H gh and Pressurized," and it
was all just a little too confy for anything so radical as beating the
shit out of a little kid on Tuesday afternoon

"You want to keep your eyes open," he said, taking a pull fromthe
neck of his bottle and | ooking at Brian balefully, "because next time |
won't bother to stop. [I'Il just run you down in the road.

Make you squeak, little buddy."

He put the truck in gear and drove off. Brian felt an insane (and
mercifully brief) urge to screamWell ['Il be butched! after him He
waited until the orange road-crew truck had turned off onto Linden
Street and then went on his way. The daydream about Mss Ratcliffe,
al as, was spoiled for the day. Hugh Priest had let in reality again



Mss Ratcliffe hadn't had a fight with her fiance, Lester Pratt;
she was still wearing her snmall dianond engagenment ring and was stil
driving his blue Mistang while she waited for her own car to come back
fromthe shop.

Brian had seen Mss Ratcliffe and M. Pratt only | ast evening,
stapling those DICE AND THE DEVIL posters to the tel ephone poles on
Lower Main Street along with a bunch of other people.

They had been singing hymms. The only thing was, the Catholics
went around as soon as they were done and took them down agai n.

It was pretty funny in a way ... but if he had been bigger, Brian
woul d have tried his best to protect any posters Mss Ratcliffe put up
wi th her hall owed hands.

Brian thought of her dark blue eyes, her |long dancer's |egs, and
felt the sane gl um amazenent he always felt when he realized that, cone
January, she intended to change Sally Ratcliffe, which was |ovely, to
Sally Pratt, which sounded to Brian like a fat lady falling down a
short hard flight of stairs.

Vel |, he thought, fetching the other curb and starting slowy down
Main Street, maybe she'll change her mind. 1t's not inpossible. O
maybe Lester Pratt will get in a car accident or come down with a brain
tunor or sonething like that. It mght even turn out that he's a dope
addict. Mss Ratcliffe would never marry a dope addi ct.

Such thoughts offered Brian a bizarre sort of confort, but they
did not change the fact that Hugh Priest had aborted the daydream j ust
short of its apogee (kissing Mss Ratcliffe and actually touching her
right breast while they were in the Tunnel of Love at the fair).

It was a pretty wild idea anyway, an el even-year-old kid taking a
teacher to the County Fair. Mss Ratcliffe was pretty, but she was
also old. She had told the speech kids once that she woul d be
twenty-four in Novenber.

So Brian carefully re-folded his daydreamalong its creases, as a
man will carefully fold a well-read and nmuch-val ued docunent, and
tucked it on the shelf at the back of his mind where it bel onged.

He prepared to nount his bike and pedal the rest of the way home.

But he was passing the new shop at just that noment, and the sign
in the doorway caught his eye. Sonething about it had changed.

He stopped his bike and | ooked at it.

GRAND OPENI NG OCTOBER 9TH- BRI NG YOUR FRI ENDS

at the top was gone. It had been replaced by a snall square sign
red letters on a white background.

OPEN

it said, and

OPEN

was all it said. Brian stood with his bi ke between his |egs,
| ooking at this, and his heart began to beat a little faster

You're not going in there, are you? he asked hinself. | nean, if
it really is opening a day early, you're not going in there, even 1 1

right?

Wiy not? he answered hinsel f.

Well ... because the window s still soaped over. The shade on the

door's still drawn. You go in there, anything could happen to you.



Anyt hi ng.

Sure. Like the guy who runs it is Nornan Bates or somnething, he
dresses up in his mother's clothes and stabs his custoners.

Ri ght .

Well, forget it, the timd part of his mnd said, although that
part sounded as if it already knew it had | ost. There's sonething
funny about it.

But then Brian thought of telling his nother. just saying
nonchal antly, "By the way, M, you know that new store, Needful Things?
Well, it opened a day early. | went in and took a | ook around."

She' d push the nute button on the renote control in a hurry then
you better believe it! She'd want to hear all about it!

Thi s thought was too much for Brian. He put down his bike's
ki ckstand and passed slowy into the shade of the awning-it felt at
| east ten degrees cool er beneath its canopy-and approached the door of
Needf ul Thi ngs.

As he put his hand on the big ol d-fashi oned brass doorknob, it
occurred to himthat the sign nust be a mstake. |t had probably been
sitting there, just inside the door, for tonorrow, and someone had put
it up by accident. He couldn't hear a single sound from behind the
drawn shade; the place had a deserted feel

But since he had cone this far, he tried the knob . . . and it
turned easily under his hand. The latch clicked back and the door of
Needf ul Thi ngs swung open.
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It was diminside, but not dark. Brian could see that track
lighting (a specialty of the Dick Perry Siding and Door Company) had
been installed, and a few of the spots nobunted on the tracks were |it.

They were trained on a nunber of glass display cases which were
arranged around the large room The cases were, for the nobst part,
enpty. The spots highlighted the few objects which were in the cases.

The floor, which had been bare wood when this was Western Mi ne
Realty and | nsurance, had been covered in a rich wall-towall carpet the
color of burgundy wine. The walls had been painted eggshell white. A
thin light, as white as the walls, filtered in through the soaped
di spl ay w ndow.

Vell, it's a mstake, just the same, Brian thought. He hasn't
even got his stock in yet. Woever put the OPEN sign in the door by
nm stake left the door unl ocked by nistake, too. The polite thing to do
in these circunstances would be to close the door again, get on his
bi ke, and ride away.

Yet he was loath to | eave. He was, after all, actually seeing the
i nside of the new store. H's nother would talk to himthe rest of the
aft ernoon when she heard that. The naddeni ng part was this: he wasn't
sure exactly what he was seeing. There were half a dozen (exhibits)
items in the display cases, and the spotlights were trained on thema
kind of trial run, probably-but he couldn't tell what they were. He
coul d, however, tell what they weren't: spool beds and nol dy crank
t el ephones.

"Hel | 0?" he asked uncertainly, still standing in the doorway.

"I's anybody here?"

He was about to grasp the doorknob and pull the door shut again
when a voice replied, "I'"mhere."A tall figure-what at first seemed to
be an inpossibly tall figure cane through a doorway behind one of the
di spl ay cases. The doorway was masked with a dark velvet curtain



Brian felt a nonentary and quite nmonstrous cranmp of fear. Then
the glow thrown by one of the spots slanted across the man's face, and
Brian's fear was allayed. The guy was quite old, and his face was very
kind. He l|ooked at Brian with interest and pl easure.

"Your door was unl ocked," Brian began, "so | thought-" "OF course
it's unlocked," the tall man said. "I decided to open for a little
while this afternoon as a kind of ... of preview And you are ny very

first custoner. Cone in, ny friend. Enter freely, and | eave sonme of
t he happi ness you bring!"

He smled and stuck out his hand. The snmile was infectious.

Brian felt an instant liking for the proprietor of Needful Things.

He had to step over the threshold and into the shop to clasp the
tall man's hand, and he did so without a single qualm The door swung
shut behind himand | atched of its own accord. Brian did not notice.

He was too busy noticing that the tall nan's eyes were dark
bl ue-exactly the sane shade as Mss Sally Ratcliffe's eyes.

They coul d have been father and daughter.

The tall man's grip was strong and sure, but not painful. Al the
same, there was sonething unpl easant about it. Sonething

smooth. Too hard, sonehow.

"I"mpleased to neet you," Brian said.

Those dark-bl ue eyes fastened on his face |ike hooded railroad
| ant er ns.

"I amequally pleased to nake your acquai ntance,"” the tall nan
sai d, and that was how Brian Rusk met the proprietor of Needful Things
bef ore anyone el se in Castle Rock
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"My name is Leland Gaunt," the tall nan said, "and you are-?"

“"Brian. Brian Rusk."

"Very good, M. Rusk. And since you are ny first custoner, |
think I can offer you a very special price on any itemthat catches
your fancy."

"Well, thank you," Brian said, "but | don't really think | could

buy anything in a place like this. | don't get nmy allowance unti
Friday, and-" He | ooked doubtfully at the glass display cases again
"Well, you don't look like you've got all your stock in yet."

Gaunt snmiled. His teeth were crooked, and they | ooked rather
yellow in the dimlight, but Brian found the snmile entirely charm ng
just the same. Once nore he found hinself alnbst forced to answer it.

"No," Leland Gaunt said, "no, | don't. The majority of ny stock

as you put it-will arrive later this evening. But | still have a few
interesting itens. Take a | ook around, young M. Rusk. 1'd love to
have your opinion, if nothing else ... and | imagi ne you have a nother,

don't you? O course you do. A fine young man |ike yourself is
certainly no orphan. Am|I right?"

Bri an nodded, still smiling. "Sure. M's home right now." An
i dea struck him "Wuld you Iike ne to bring her down?" But the
nonent the proposal was out of his mouth, he was sorry. He didn't want
to bring his mother down. Tonorrow, M. Leland Gaunt would belong to
the whole town. Tonorrow, his Ma and Myra Evans would start pawi ng him
over, along with all the other ladies in Castle Rock. Brian supposed
that M. Gaunt woul d have ceased to seem so strange and different by
the end of the nonth, heck, maybe even by the end of the week, but
right now he still was, right now he belonged to Brian Rusk and Brian
Rusk al one, and Brian wanted to keep it that way.



So he was pl eased when M. Gaunt raised one hand (the fingers
were extrenmely narrow and extrenely long, and Brian noticed that the
first and second were of exactly the same | ength) and shook his head.

"Not at all," he said. "That's exactly what | don't want. She
woul d undoubtedly want to bring a friend, wouldn't she?"

"Yeah," Brian said, thinking of Myra.

"Perhaps even two friends, or three. No, this is better, Brianmy
| call you Brian?"

"Sure," Brian said, amnused.

"Thank you. And you will call me M. Gaunt, since | am your
el der, if not necessarily your better-agreed?"

"Sure." Brian wasn't sure what M. Gaunt neant by el ders and
betters, but he loved to listen to this guy talk. And his eyes were
really something-Brian could hardly take his own eyes off them

"Yes, this is much better.”" M. Gaunt rubbed his | ong hands
toget her and they nmade a hissing sound. This was one thing Brian was
| ess than crazy about. M. Gaunt's hands rubbi ng together that way
sounded |i ke a snake which is upset and thinking of biting.

"You will tell your nother, perhaps even show her what you bought,
shoul d you buy sonething-" Brian considered telling M. Gaunt that he
had a grand total of ninety-one cents in his pocket and decided not to.
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-and she will tell her friends, and they will tell their friends
you see, Brian? You will be a better advertisenent than the | oca
paper could ever think of being! | could not do better if | hired you
to walk the streets of the town wearing a sandw ch board!"

"Well, if you say so," Brian agreed. He had no idea what a
sandwi ch board was, but he was quite sure he would never all ow hinsel f
to be caught dead wearing one. "It would be sort of fun to | ook
around." At what little there is to look at, he was too polite to add.

"Then start looking!"™ M. Gaunt said, gesturing toward the
cases. Brian noticed that he was wearing a | ong red-vel vet jacket.

He thought it might actually be a snoking jacket, like in the
Sherl ock Hol nes stories he had read. It was neat. "Be ny guest,
Brian!"

Brian wal ked slowy over to the case nearest the door. He gl anced
over his shoul der, sure that M. Gaunt would be trailing along right
behind him but M. Gaunt was still standing by the door, |ooking at
himwith wy anmusenent. It was as if he had read Brian's nmind and had
di scovered how nuch Brian disliked having the owner of a store trailing
around after himwhile he was | ooking at stuff. He supposed nost
storekeepers were afraid that you'd break sonething, or hawk sonething,
or both.

"Take your time," M. Gaunt said. "Shopping is a joy when one
takes one's tine, Brian, and a pain in the nether quarters when one
doesn't."

"Say, are you from overseas sonewhere?" Brian asked. M.

Gaunt's use of "one" instead of "you" interested him It remni nded
himof the old stud-muffin who hosted Masterpiece Theatre, which his
not her sonetines watched if the TV Guide said it was a | ovestory.

“I," Gaunt said, amfrom Akron."

"I's that in England?"

"That is in Chio," Leland Gaunt said gravely, and then reveal ed
his strong, irregular teeth in a sunny grin.

It struck Brian as funny, the way lines in TV shows |ike Cheers
often struck himafra strlht Yes, thin | one thiey nack hieelwas as n."



not really threatening. He burst out |aughing.

He had a nmonment to worry that M. Gaunt might think he was rude
(perhaps because his nother was al ways accusi ng hi m of rudeness, and as
a result Brian had come to believe he lived in a huge and nearly
invisible spider's web of social etiquette), and then the tall man
joined him The two of them | aughed together, and all in all, Brian
could not renenber when he had had such a pleasant afternoon as this
one was turning out to be.

"Go on, look," M. Gaunt said, waving his hand. "W wil]l
exchange histories another tine, Brian."

So Brian | ooked. There were only five itens in the biggest glass
case, which looked as if it mght confortably hold twenty or thirty
nore. One was a pipe. Another was a picture of Elvis Presley wearing
his red scarf and his white junmp-suit with the tiger on the back. The
King (this was how his nother always referred to him was holding a
m crophone to his pouty lips. The third itemwas a Pol aroi d canera.

The fourth was a piece of polished rock with a hollow full of
crystal chips inits center. They caught and fl ashed gorgeously in the
overhead spot, The fifth was a splinter of wood about as |ong and as
thick as one of Brian's forefingers.

He pointed to the crystal. "That's a geode, isn't it?"

"You're a well-educated young man, Brian. That's just what it is.

| have little plaques for nost of ny itenms, but they' re not

unpacked yet-like nost of the stock. [1'Il have to work like the very
devil if I"'mgoing to be ready to open tonorrow.” But he didn't sound
worried at all, and seenmed perfectly content to renmai n where he was.

"What's that one?" Brian asked, pointing at the splinter. He was
thinking to hinself that this was very odd stock indeed for a smalltown
store. He had taken a strong and instant liking to Lel and Gaunt, but
if the rest of his stuff was like this, Brian didn't think he'd be

doi ng business in Castle Rock for long. If you wanted to sell stuff
i ke pipes and pictures of The King and splinters of wood, New York was
t he place where you wanted to set up shop ... or so he had cone to

beli eve fromthe novies he'd seen, anyway.

"Ah!" M. Gaunt said. "That's an interesting item Let ne show
it to you!"

He crossed the room went around the end of the case, pulled a fat
ring of keys from his pocket, and selected one with hardly a gl ance.

He opened the case and took the splinter out carefully.

"Hol d out your hand, Brian."

"Cee, maybe | better not," Brian said. As a native of a state
where tourismis a nmajor industry, he had been in quite a few gift
shops in his time, and he had seen a great many signs with this little
poem printed on them "Lovely to look at / delightful to hold, / but if
you break it, / then it's sold." He could imagine his nother's
horrified reaction if he broke the splinter-or whatever it was-and M.

Gaunt, no longer so friendly, told himthat its price was five
hundred dol | ars.

"Why ever not?" M. Gaunt asked, raising his eyebrows-but there
was really only one brow, it was bushy and grew across the top of his
nose in an unbroken I|ine.

"Well, I"'mpretty clunsy."
"Nonsense," M. Gaunt replied. "l know clumsy boys when | see
them You're not one of that breed." He dropped the splinter into

Brian's palm Brian |ooked at it resting there in sone surprise; he
hadn't even been aware his pal mwas open until he saw the splinter
resting on it.



It certainly didn't feel like a splinter; it felt nore like"lt
feels |ike stone," he said dubiously, and raised his eyes to | ook at
M. Gaunt.

"Both wood and stone," M. Gaunt said. "It's petrified."

"Petrified," Brian marvelled. He |ooked at the splinter closely,
then ran one finger along its side. It was snooth and bunpy at the
sane tinme. It was sonmehow not an entirely pleasant feeling. "It nust
be ol d."

"Over two thousand years old," M. Gaunt agreed gravely.

"CriPes!" Brian said. He junped and al nost dropped the splinter

He closed his hand around it in a fist to keep it fromfalling to
the floor ... and at once a feeling of oddness and distortion swept
over him He suddenly felt-what? Dizzy? No; not dizzy but far

As if part of himhad been lifted out of his body and swept away.

He could see M. Gaunt |ooking at himw th interest and
amusenent, and M. Gaunt's eyes suddenly seenmed to grow to the size of
tea-saucers. Yet this feeling of disorientation was not frightening;
it was rather exciting, and certainly nore pleasant than the slick fee
of the wood had been to his exploring finger

"Close your eyes!" M. Gaunt invited. "C ose your eyes, Brian
and tell nme what you feel!™

Brian closed his eyes and stood there for a nonent without noving,
his right armheld out, the fist at the end of it enclosing the
splinter. He did not see M. Gaunt's upper lip lift, doglike, over
his large, crooked teeth for a nonment in what m ght have been a grimace
of pleasure or anticipation. He had a vague sensation of novenent-a
corkscrewi ng kind of novenent. A sound, quick and |ight: thudthud ..

t hudt hud. thudthud. He knew that sound.

It was"A boat!" he cried, delighted, w thout opening his eyes.

"I feel like I'"'mon a boat!"

"Do you indeed," M. Gaunt said, and to Brian's ears he sounded
i mpossi bly distant.

The sensations intensified; now he felt as if he were going up and
down across |ong, slow waves. He could hear the distant cry of birds,
and, closer, the sounds of many ani mal s-cows | ow ng, roosters crow ng,
the low, snarling cry of a very big cat-not a sound of rage but an
expression of boredom |In that one second he could al nbost feel wood
(the wood of which this splinter had once been a part, he was sure)
under his feet, and knew that the feet thensel ves were not wearing
Conver se sneakers but sone sort of sandals, andThen it was goi ng,
dwindling to a tiny bright point, like the light of a TV screen when
the power cuts out, and then it was gone. He opened his eyes, shaken
and exhil ar at ed.

Hi s hand had curled into such a tight fist around the splinter
that he actually had to will his fingers to open, and the joints
creaked like rusty door- hinges.

"Hey, boy," he said softly.

"Neat, isn't it?" M. Gaunt asked cheerily, and plucked the
splinter fromBrian's palmw th the absent skill of a doctor drawing a
splinter fromflesh. He returned it to its place and re-1|ocked the
cabinet with a flourish.

"Neat," Brian agreed in a |long outrush of breath which was al nost
a sigh. He bent to ook at the splinter. H's hand still tingled a
little where he had held it. Those feelings: the uptilt and downsl ant
of the deck, the thudding of the waves on the hull, the feel of the
wood under his feet ... those things lingered with him although he
guessed (with a feeling of real sorrow) that they would pass, as dreans



pass.

"Are you famliar with the story of Noah and the Ark?" M.

Gaunt inquired.

Brian frowned. He was pretty sure it was a Bible story, but he
had a tendency to zone out during Sunday sernons and Thursday ni ght
Bi ble classes. "Was that |like a boat that went around the world in
ei ghty days?" he asked.

M. Gaunt grinned again. "Something like that, Brian. Sonething
very like that. Well, that splinter is supposed to be from Noah's Ark.

O course | can't say it is from Noah's Ark, because people woul d
think I was the nobst outrageous sort of fake. There nust be four
t housand people in the world today trying to sell pieces of wood which
they claimto be from Noah's Ark-and probably four hundred thousand
trying to peddl e pieces of the One True Cross-but | can say it's over
two thousand years ol d, because it's been carbon-dated, and | can say
it cane fromthe Holy Land, although it was found not on Munt Ararat,
but on Mount Boram "

Most of this was lost on Brian, but the nost salient fact was not.

"Two thousand years," he breathed. "Ww You're really sure?"

"I amindeed," M. Gaunt said. "I have a certificate fromMI.T
where it was carbon-dated, and that goes with the item of course.

But, you know, | really believe it mght be fromthe Ark." He
| ooked at the splinter speculatively for a moment, and then raised his
dazzling blue eyes to Brian's hazel ones. Brian was again transfixed
by that gaze. "After all, Munt Boramis less than thirty kil oneters,
as the crow flies, fromMunt Ararat, and greater m stakes than the
final resting place of a boat, even a big one, have been nmade in the
many histories of the world, especially when stories are handed down
frommouth to ear for generations before they are finally comitted to
paper. Am| right?"

"Yeah," Brian said. "Sounds |ogical."

"And, besides-it produces an odd sensation when it's held.

Woul dn't you say so?"

"l guess!™
M. Gaunt smiled and ruffled the boy's hair, breaking the spell
"I like you, Brian. | wish all my custonmers could be as full of

wonder as you are. Life would be nuch easier for a hunble tradesman
such as nyself if that were the way of the world."

"How much ... how much woul d you sell sonmething |like that for?"

Brian asked. He pointed toward the splinter with a finger which
was not quite steady. He was only now beginning to realize how deeply
t he experience had affected him It had been Iike holding a conch
shell to your ear and hearing the sound of the ocean . . . only in 3-D
and Sensurround. He dearly wished M. Gaunt would let himhold it
again, perhaps even a little longer, but he didn't know how to ask and
M.

Gaunt did not offer.

"Ch now," M. Gaunt said, steepling his fingers below his chin

and | ooking at Brian roguishly. "Wth an itemlike that-and with nost
of the good things | sell, the really interesting things-that would
depend on the buyer. What the buyer would be willing to pay. What
woul d you be willing to pay, Brian?"

"I don't know," Brian said, thinking of the ninety-one cents in
hi s pocket, and then gulped: "Alot!"

M. Gaunt threw back his head and | aughed heartily. Brian
noti ced when he did that he'd made a m stake about the man. Wen he
first came in, he had thought M. Gaunt's hair was gray. Now he saw



that it was only silver at the tenples. He nust have been standing in
one of the spotlights, Brian thought.

"Well, this has been terribly interesting, Brian, but | really do
have a | ot of work ahead of ne before ten tonorrow, and so-" "Sure,"
Bran said, startled back into a consideration of good manners. "I have
to go, too. Sorry to have kept you so long-" "No, no, no! You
m sunderstand ne!" M. Gaunt laid one of his long hands on Brian's
arm Brian pulled his armaway. He hoped the gesture didn't seem
impolite, but he couldn't help it even if it did.

M. Gaunt's hand was hard and dry and sonmehow unpl easant.

It did not feel that different, in fact, fromthe chunk of
petrified wood that was supposed to be from Nora's Ark, or whatever it
was.

But M. Gaunt was too nuch in earnest to notice Brian's
i nstinctive shrinking away. He acted as if he, not Brian, had
conmtted a breach of etiquette. "I just thought we should get down to
busi ness. There's no sense, really, in your |ooking at the few ot her
things |I've managed to unpack; there aren't very many of them and
you' ve seen the nost interesting of those which are out. Yet | have a
pretty good know edge of ny own stock, even without an inventory sheet
in my hand, and | m ght have sonething that you'd fancy, Brian. What
woul d you fancy?"

"Jeepers," Brian said. There were a thousand things he would
fancy, and that was part of the problemwhen the question was put as
baldly as that, he couldn't say just which of the thousand he woul d
fancy the nost.

"It's best not to think too deeply about these things," M. Gaunt
said. He spoke idly, but there was nothing idle about his eyes, which
were studying Brian's face closely. "Wen | say, 'Brian Rusk, what do
you want nore than anything else in the world at this monment?' what is
your response? Quick!"

"Sandy Koufax," Brian responded pronptly. He had not been aware
that his pal mwas open to receive the splinter fromNora's Ark until he
had seen it resting there, and he hadn't been aware of what he was
going to say in response to M. Gaunt's question until he heard the
words tunbling fromhis nouth. But the nonent he heard them he knew
they were exactly and conpletely right.
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"Sandy Koufax," M. Gaunt said thoughtfully. "How interesting."
"Well, not Sandy Koufax hinself," Brian said, "but his basebal

" "Topps or Fleers?" M. Gaunt asked.
Brian hadn't believed the afternoon could get any better, but
suddenly it had. M. Gaunt knew about baseball cards as well as

card.

splinters and geodes. It was anmmzing, really anmazing.

"Topps."

"I suppose it's his rookie card you'd be interested in," M.

Gaunt said regretfully. "I don't think | could help you there,
but-" "No," Brian said. "Not 1954. '56. That's the one I'd like to
have.

I've got a collection of 1956 baseball cards. M dad got ne going
onit. It's fun, and there are only a few of themthat are really
expensi ve Al Kaline, Mel Parnell, Roy Campanella, guys like that.

I'"ve got over fifty already. |Including Al Kaline. He was
thirty-eight bucks. | nowed a lot of lawns to get Al ."

"I bet you did," M. Gaunt said with a smle.



"Well, like | say, nobst '56 cards aren't really expensive-they
cost five dollars, seven dollars, sonetimes ten. But a Sandy Koufax in
good condition costs ninety or even a hundred bucks. He wasn't a big
star that year, but of course he turned out to be great, and that was
when the Dodgers were still in Brooklyn. Everybody called them Da
Burns back then. That's what ny dad says, at |east."

"Your dad is two hundred per cent correct," said M. Gaunt.

"I believe | have sonething that's going to make you very happy,
Brian. Wit right here.”

He brushed back through the curtai ned doorway and | eft Brian
standing by the case with the splinter and the Polaroid and the picture
of The King in it. Brian was al nmost dancing fromone foot to the other
in hope and anticipation. He told hinmself to stop being such a wss;
even if M. Gaunt did have a Sandy Koufax card, and even if it was a
Topps card fromthe fifties, it would probably turn out to be a '55 or
a '57. And suppose it really was a '56? Wat good was that going to
do him wth |less than a buck in his pocket?

Well, | can look at it, can't 1? Brian thought. It doesn't cost
anything to | ook, does it? This was also another of his mother's
favorite sayings.

From the room behind the curtain there canme the sounds of boxes
being shifted and mld thuds as they were set on the floor

"Just a minute, Brian," M. Gaunt called. He sounded a little
out of breath. "I'msure there's a shoebox here sonepl ace . C

"Don't go to any trouble on ny account, M. Gaunt!" Brian called
back, hoping like nad that M. Gaunt would go to as nmuch trouble as
was necessary.

"Maybe that box is in one of the shipments still en route," M.

Gaunt sai d dubiously.

Brian's heart sank.

Then: "But | was sure ... wait! Here it is! Right here!"

Brian's heart rose-did nore than rise. it soared and did a
backover flip.

M. Gaunt cane back through the curtain. Hs hair was a trifle
di sarrayed, and there was a snudge of dust on one |apel of his snoking
jacket. In his hands he held a box which had once contained a pair of
Air Jordan sneakers. He set it on the counter and took off the top

Brian stood by his left arm |ooking in. The box was full of
basebal | cards, each inserted in its own plastic envel ope, just like
the ones Brian sonetinmes bought at The Baseball Card Shop in North
Conway, New Hanpshire.

"I thought there m ght be an inventory sheet in here, but no such
luck," M. Gaunt said. "Still, |I have a pretty good idea of what
have in stock, as | told you-it's the key to running a business where
you sell a little bit of everything-and I'mquite sure | saw . .

He trailed off and began flipping rapidly through the cards.

Brian wat ched the cards flash by, speechless wth astonishnment.

The guy who ran The Baseball Card Shop had what his dad called "a
pretty country-fair" selection of old cards, but the contents of the
whol e store couldn't hold a candle to the treasures tucked away in this
one sneaker box. There were chew ng-tobacco cards with pictures of Ty
Cobb and Pie Traynor on them There were cigarette cards with pictures
of Babe Ruth and Dom Di Maggi o and Big George Keller and even Hiram
Di ssen, the one-arned pitcher who had chucked for the White Sox during
the forties. LUCKY STRIKE GREEN HAS GONE TO WAR  many of the
cigarette cards proclainmed. And there, just glinpsed, a broad, solem
face above a Pittsburgh uniformshirt"My God, wasn't that Bonus



Wagner?" Brian gasped. H's heart felt Iike a very snall bird which
had bl undered into his throat and now fluttered there, trapped.
"That's the rarest baseball card in the universe!"
"Yes, yes," M. Gaunt said absently. H's long fingers shuttled
speedi |y through the cards, faces from another age trapped under

transparent plastic coverings, nmen who had whacked the pill and chucked
t he appl e and covered the anchors, heroes of a grand and bygone gol den
age, an age of which this boy still harbored cheerful and lively
dreans. "A little of everything, that's what a successful business is
all about, Brian. Diversity, pleasure, anazerment, fulfill ment

what a successful life is all about, for that matter . . . | don't

give advice, but if | did, you could do worse than to renenber that now
let me see . . . somewhere

somewhere ... ah!"

He pulled a card fromthe nddle of the box |ike a magician doing
atrick and placed it triunphantly in Brian's hand.

It was Sandy Kouf ax.

It was a '56 Topps card.

And it was signed.

"To ny good friend Brian, with best w shes, Sandy Koufax," Brian
read in a hoarse whisper.

And then found he could say nothing at all
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He | ooked up at M. Gaunt, his nmouth working. M. Gaunt sm | ed.
"I didn't plant it or planit, Brian. |It's just a coincidence ..
but a nice sort of coincidence, don't you think?"

Brian still couldn't talk, and so settled for a single nod of his

head. The plastic envelope with its precious cargo felt weirdly heavy
in his hand.

"Take it out," M. Gaunt invited.

VWen Brian's voice finally emerged fromhis nmouth again, it was
the croak of a very old invalid. "I don't dare."

"Well, 1 do," M. Gaunt said. He took the envelope fromBrian
reached inside with the carefully mani cured nail of one finger, and
slid the card out. He put it in Brian's hand

He could see tiny dents in the surface they had been made by the
poi nt of the pen Sandy Koufax had used to sign his name ...

their names. Koufax's signature was al nost the sane as the
printed one, except the printed signature said Sanford Koufax and the
aut ograph said Sandy Koufax. Also, it was a thousand tines better
because it was reat Sandy Koufax had held this card in his hand and had
i mposed his mark upon it, the mark of his living hand and magi ¢ namne.

But there was another nane on it, as well-Brian's own. Sone boy
with his nane had been standing by the Ebbets Field bullpen before the
gane and Sandy Koufax, the real Sandy Koufax, young and strong, his
glory years just ahead of him had taken the offered card, probably
still smelling of sweet pink bubbl egum and had set his mark upon it

and m ne, too, Brian thought.

Suddenly it canme again, the feeling which had swept over hi mwhen
he held the splinter of petrified wood. Only this tinme it was much,
much stronger

Smel |l of grass, sweet and fresh-cut.

Heavy smack of ash on horsehide.

Yells and |laughterfromthe batting cage.

"Hell o, M. Koufax, could you sign your cardfor ne?"



A narrow face. Brown eyes. Darkish hair. The cap cones off
briefly, he scratches his headjust above the hairline, then puts the
cap back on.

"Sure, kid." He takes the card. "What's your nane?"

"Brian, sir-Brian Seguin," Scratch, scratch, scratch on the card.

The magic: the inscribed fire.

"You want to be a ballplayer when you grow up, Brian?" The
guestion has the feel of rote recital, and he speaks without raising
his face fromthe card he holds in his large right hand so he can wite
on it with his soon-to-be-nmagic |eft hand.

"Yes, sir. " "Practice your fundanentals." And hands the card
back.

“Yes, sirl"

But he's al ready wal ki ng away, then he's breaking into a lazy run
on the fresh-cut grass as he jogs toward the bullpen with his shadow
j oggi ng al ong beside hinfBrian? Brian?"

Long fingers were snapping under his nose-M. Gaunt's fingers.

Brian canme out of his daze and saw M. Gaunt |ooking at him
anmused.

"Are you there, Brian?"

"Sorry," Brian said, and blushed. He knew he should hand the card
back, hand it back and get out of here, but he couldn't seemto let it
go. M. Gaunt was staring into his eyes-right into his head, it
seened- agai n, and once nore he found it inpossible to | ook away.

"So," M. GGaunt said softly. "Let us say, Brian, that you are
the buyer. Let us say that. How rmuch would you pay for that card?"

Brian felt despair like a rockslide weight his heart.

"Al'l 1've got is-" M. Gaunt's'left hand flew up. "Shhh!" he
said sternly. "Bite your tongue! The buyer nust never tell the seller
how much he has! You might as well hand the vendor your wallet, and
turn the contents of your pockets out on the floor in the bargain! |If
you can't tell a lie, then be still! [It's the first rule of fair

trade, Brian mnmy boy."

Hi s eyes-so large and dark. Brian felt that he was swinming in
t hem

"There are two prices for this card, Brian. Half ... and half.

One half is cash. The other is a deed. Do you understand?"

"Yes," Brian said. He feltfar again-far away from Castl e Rock
far away from Needful Things, even far away from hinself The only
things which were real in this far place were M. Gaunt's w de, dark
eyes.

"The cash price for that 1956 autographed Sandy Koufax card is

ei ghty-five cents," M. Gaunt said. "Does that seemfair?"

"Yes," Brian said. H s voice was far and wee. He felt hinself
dwi ndling, dwi ndling away ... and approaching the point where any clear
menory woul d cease

"Good," M. Gaunt's caressing voice said. "Qur trading has
progressed well thus far. As for the deed ... do you know a woman
naned Wl ma jerzyck, Brian?"

"Wlnma, sure," Brian said out of his growi ng darkness. "She lives
on the other side of the block fromus."

"Yes, | believe she does," M. Gaunt agreed. "Listen carefully,
Brian." So he nust have gone on speaking, but Brian did not remenber
what he sai d.
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The next thing he was aware of was M. Gaunt shooing himgently
out onto Main Street, telling himhow nuch he had enjoyed nmeeting him
and asking himto tell his mother and all his friends that he had been
well treated and fairly dealt with.

"Sure," Brian said. He felt bewildered ... but he also felt very
good, as if he had just awakened froma refreshing early afternoon nap

"And cone again," M. Gaunt said, just before he shut the door

Brian | ooked at it. The sign hanging there now read

CLOSED.
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It seened to Brian that he had been in Needful Things for hours,
but the clock outside the bank said it was only ten of four. It had

been I ess than twenty minutes. He prepared to nount his bike, then
| eaned the handl ebars against his belly while he reached in his pants
pockets.

From one he drew six bright copper pennies.

Fromthe other he drew the autographed Sandy Koufax card.

They apparently had nmade sone sort of deal, although Brian could
not for the life of himrenenber exactly what it had been-only that
Wl na jerzyck's nane had been nentioned.

To ny good friend Brian, with best w shes, Sandy Kouf ax.

VWhat ever deal they had made, this was worth it.

A card like this was worth practically anything.

Brian tucked it carefully into his knapsack so it woul dn't get
bent, nmounted his bi ke, and began to pedal home fast. He grinned al
t he way.

CHAPTER TWD

When a new shop opens in a small New England town, the
resi dents-hi cks though they may be in many other things@splay a
cosnopolitan attitude which their city cousins can rarely match. In
New York or Los Angeles, a new gallery nay attract a little knot of
nm ght -be patrons and sinple | ookers-on before the doors are opened for
the first time; a new club nay even garner a line, and police
barricades with paparazzi, arned with gadget bags and tel ephoto |enses,
standi ng expectantly beyond them There is an excited hum of
conversation, as anpbng theatergoers on Broadway before the opening of a
new play which, smash hit or drop-dead flop, is sure to cause coment.

When a new shop opens in a small New England town, there is rarely
a crowd before the doors open, and never a line. When the shades are
drawn up, the doors unlocked, and the new concern decl ared open for
busi ness, custoners conme and go in a trickle which would undoubtedly
strike an outsider as apathetic ... and probably as an ill omen for the
shopkeeper's future prosperity.

VWhat seens |ike lack of interest often masks keen antici pati on and
even keener observation (Cora Rusk and Myra Evans were not the only two
worren in Castle Rock who had kept the tel ephone Iines buzzing about
Needf ul Things in the weeks before it opened).

That interest and anticipation do not change the small-town
shopper's conservative code of conduct, however. Certain things are
sinmply Not Done, particularly not in the tight Yankee enclaves north of
Boston. These are societies which exist for nine nonths of every year
nostly sufficient unto thenselves, and it is considered bad formto
show too nuch interest too soon, or in any way to indicate that one has



felt nore than a passing interest, so to speak

I nvestigating a new shop in a small town and attending a socially
prestigious party in a large city are both activities which cause a
fair anpbunt of excitement anong those likely to participate, and there
are rules for both-rules which are unspoken, inmutable, and strangely
simlar. The chief anmbng these is that one nust not arrive first. O
course, soneone has to break this cardinal rule, or no one would arrive
at all, but a new shop is apt to stand enpty for at |east twenty
m nutes after the CLOSED sign in the wi ndow has been turned over to
read OPEN for the first tine, and a know edgeabl e observer would fee
safe in wagering that the first arrivals would come in a group-a pair
atrio, but nore likely a foursonme of |adies.

The second rule is that the investigating shoppers display a
politeness so conplete that it verges on iciness. The third is that no
one nust ask (on the first visit, at least) for the new shopkeeper's
history or bona fides. The fourth is that no one should bring a
wel cone-to-town present, especially one as tacky as a hone-rmade cake or
a pie. The last rule is as imMmutable as the first: one must not depart
| ast.

This stately gavotte-which night be called The Dance of Fenale
I nvestigation-lasts anywhere fromtwo weeks to two nonths, and does not
apply when soneone fromtown opens a business.

That sort of opening is apt to be like an O d Hone Week church
supper-informal, cheery, and quite dull. But when the new tradesman is
From Anay (it is always said that way, so one can hear the capita
letters), The Dance of Female Investigation is as sure as the fact of
death and the force of gravity. Wen the trial period is over (no one
takes out an ad in the paper to say that it is, but sonehow everyone
knows), one of two things happens: either the flow of trade becomnes
nore normal and satisfied custoners bring in belated welcome gifts and
invitations to Come and Visit, or the new business fails. In towns
like Castle Rock, snmall businesses are sonetines spoken of as "broke
down" weeks or even nonths before the hapl ess owners discover the fact
for themnsel ves.

There was at | east one woman in Castle Rock who did not play by
the accepted rules, imutable as they m ght seemto others.

This was Polly Chal ners, who ran You Sew and Sew. O dinary
behavi or was not expected of her by nost; Polly Chal ners was consi dered
by the | adies of Castle Rock (and many of the gentlenen) to be
Eccentri c.

Polly presented all sorts of problens for the self-appointed
social arbiters of Castle Rock. For one thing, no one could quite
deci de on the nost basic fact of all: was Polly From Town, or was she
From Away? She had been born and nostly raised in Castle Rock, true
enough, but she had left with Duke Sheehan's bun in her oven at the age
of eighteen. That had been in 1970, and she had only returned once
bef ore noving back for good in 1987.

That brief return call had begun in |late 1975, when her father had
been dying from cancer of the bowel. Follow ng his death, Lorraine
Chal ners had suffered a heart attack, and Polly had stayed on to nurse
her nother. Lorraine had suffered a second heart attack-this one
fatal-in the early spring of 1976, and after her nother had been buried
away i n Honel and, Polly (who had by then attained a genuine Air of
Mystery, as far as the | adies of the town were concerned) had | eft
agai n.

CGone for good this tinme had been the general consensus, and when
the I ast remaining Chal ners, old Aunt Evvie, died in 1981 and Polly did



not attend the funeral, the consensus seened a proven fact. Yet four
years ago she had returned, and had opened her sew ng shop. Although
no one knew for certain, it seened likely that she had used Aunt Evvie
Chal ners's nmoney to fund the new venture. Wo else would that crazy
old rip have left it to?

The town's nore avid followers of la comdie humai ne (this was
nost of them) felt sure that, if Polly nade a success of her little
busi ness and stuck around, nost of the things they were curious about
woul d be revealed to themin the fullness of tine. But in Polly's
case, many matters renmmi ned dark. It was really quite exasperating.

She had spent sone of the intervening years in San Francisco, that
much was known, but little nore-Lorraine Chal mers had been as cl ose as
t he devil about her wayward daughter. Had Polly gone to school there,
or somewhere? She ran her business as if she had taken business
courses, and learned a right smart fromthem too, but no one could say
for sure. She was single when she returned, but had she ever been
married, either in San Francisco or in one of those places where she
m ght (or mght not) have spent sone of her tinme between Then and Now?

No one knew that, either, only that she had never married the
Sheehan boy-he had joined the Marines, had done a few turns there, and
was now selling real estate sonmeplace in New Hanpshire. And why had
she cone back here to stay after all the years?

Most of all they wondered what had becone of the baby. Had pretty
Polly gotten an abortion? Had she given it up for adoption?

Had she kept it? If so, had it died? Ws it (maddeni ng pronoun
that) alive now, at school sonmewhere, and witing the occasional letter
hone to its mother? No one knew these things, either, and in nmany ways
t he unanswered questions about "it" were the nost galling. The gir
who had left on a Greyhound with a bun in her oven was now a wonan of
al nost forty and had been back, living and doi ng business in town, for
four years, and no one even knew the sex of the child that had caused
her to | eave.

just lately Polly Chal mers had given the town a fresh
denonstrati on of her eccentricity, if one was needed: she had been
keepi ng conpany with Al an Pangborn, Castle County's Sheriff, and
Sheri ff Pangborn had buried his wife and younger son only a year and a
hal f ago. This behavior was not quite a Scandal, but it was certainly
Eccentric, and so no one was really surprised to see Polly Chal ners go
mar chi ng down the sidewal k of Main Street from her door to that of
Needf ul Things at two minutes past ten on the norning of COctober 9th.

They were not even surprised at what she was carrying in her
gl oved hands: a Tupperware contai ner which could only contain a cake.

It was, the locals said when discussing it later, just |like her
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The di spl ay wi ndow of Needful Things had been cl eansed of soap

and a dozen or so itenms had been set out there-clocks, a silver
setting, a painting, a lovely triptych just waiting for soneone to fil

it with well-loved photographs. Polly glanced at these itens with
approval, then went to the door. The sign hanging there read OPEN. As
she did what the sign suggested, a small bell jingled over her
head-thi s had been installed since Brian Rusk's preview.

The shop snelled of now carpeting and fresh paint. It was filled

wi th sunshine, and as she stepped in, |ooking around with interest, a
cl ear thought canme to her: This is a success. Not a custoner has
st epped through the door yet-unless |'mone-and it's already a success.



Remar kabl e.  Such hasty judgnents were not |ike her, and neither
was her feeling of instant approval, but they were undeni abl e.

A tall man was bendi ng over one of the glass display cases. He
| ooked up when the bell jingled and snmiled at her. "Hello," he said.

Polly was a practical woman who knew her own m nd and generally
i ked what she found there, and so the instant of confusion which
struck her when she first met this stranger's eyes was confusing in and
of itself.

I know him was the first clear thought to cone through that

unexpected cloud. 1've nmet this man before. \Where?
She hadn't, though, and that know edge-that surety-came a nonment
later. It was diji vu, she supposed, that sense of false recollection

whi ch strikes al nbst everyone fromtine to tinme, a feeling which is
di sorienting because it is at once so dreany and so prosaic.

She was put off her stride for a nonent or two, and could only
smle at himlanely. Then she noved her |eft hand to get a better grip
on the cake container she held, and a harsh bolt of pain shot up the
back of it and out toward the wist in two bright spikes. The tines of
a large chrone fork seened to be planted deep in her flesh.

It was arthritis, and it hurt Iike a son of a bitch, but at |east
it focused her attention again, and she spoke without a noticeable |ag
only she thought that the man m ght have noticed, just the sane.

He had bright hazel eyes which |ooked as if they might notice a
great deal

"Hi," she said. "My name is Polly Chalners. | own the little
dress and sewi ng shop two doors down fromyou. | thought that, since
we' re neighbors, |1'd come over and wel cone you to Castle Rock before
t he rush.™"

He smiled, and his entire face lit up. She felt an answering
smle |lift her own |ips, even though her left hand was still hurting
like a bastard. |If | weren't already in love with Al an, she thought,
think 1'd fall at this man's feet without a whinper. "Show ne to the
bedroom Master, | will go quietly." Wth a quirk of amusenent, she

wonder ed how many of the |adies who would pop in here for a quick peek
before the end of the day would go honme with raveni ng crushes on him

She saw he was wearing no weddi ng band; nore fuel to the fire.

"I"'mdelighted to neet you, Ms. Charnmers," he said, comng
forward. "I'm Leland Gaunt." He put out his right hand as he
approached her, then frowned slightly as she took a small step
backward.

"I"'msorry," she said, "I don't shake hands. Don't think ne
inpolite, please. | have arthritis." She set the Tupperware contai ner
on the nearest glass case and rai sed her hands, which were encased in
ki d-1eather gloves. There was nothing freakish about them but they
were clearly msshapen, the left alittle nore than the right.

There were woren in town who thought that Polly was actually proud
of her disease; why else, they reasoned, woul d she be so quick to show
it off? The truth was the exact opposite. Though not a vain woman,
she was concerned enough about her |ooks that the ugliness of her hands
enbarrassed her. She showed them as quickly as she could, and the sane
t hought surfaced briefly-so briefly it al nbost al ways went
unrecogni zed-in her mnd each tine she did: There. That's over. Now
we can get on with whatever else there is.

Peopl e usual ly registered sone di sconposure or enbarrassment of
their own when she showed them her hands. Gaunt did not. He grasped
her upper armin hands that felt extraordinarily strong and shook t hat
instead. it might have struck her as an inappropriately intimte thing



to have done on first acquaintance, but it did not.

The gesture was friendly, brief, even rather anmusing. Al the
same, she was glad it was quick. H s hands had a dry, unpleasant fee
even through the light fall coat she was wearing.

"I't nmust be difficult to run a sewing shop with that particular
disability, Ms. Chalners. How ever do you nanage?"

It was a question very few people put to her, and, with the
exception of Alan, she couldn't remenber anyone's ever asking her in
such a straightforward way.

"I went right on sewing full-time as long as | could," she said.

"Grinned and bore it, | suppose you'd say. Now | have half a
dozen girls working for me part-tine, and | stick nostly to designing.

But | still have nmy good days." This was a lie, but she felt it
did no harm since she told it nmostly for her own benefit.

"Well, 1"mdelighted that you came over. |1'Il tell you the

truthl've got a bad case of stage fright."

"Real | y? Why?" She was even | ess hasty about judgi ng people than
she was of judging places and events, and she was startled-even a little
al arned-at how rapidly and naturally she felt at hone with this man she
had met | ess than a mnute ago.

"I keep wondering what 1'll do if no one cones in. No one at all
all day long."

"They'll come," she said. "They'll want a |look at your stockno
one seens to have any idea what a store called Needful Things sells-but
even nore inmportant, they'll want a look at you. |It's just that, in a
little place Iike Castle Rock-" ,-no one wants to seemtoo eager," he
finished for her. "I knowl've had experience of snall towns. M

rati onal mnd assures me that what you' ve just said is the absolute
truth, but there's another voice that just goes on saying, 'They won't
cone, Leland, oohhh, no, they won't cone, they'll stay away in droves,
you just wait and see.' " She |aughed, renenbering suddenly that she
had felt exactly the sane way when she opened You Sew and Sew.

"But what's this?" he asked, touching the Tupperware contai ner
with one hand. And she noticed what Brian Rusk had al ready seen: the
first and second fingers of that hand were exactly the sane |ength.

"It's a cake. And if | knowthis town half as well as | think
do, | can assure you it will be the only one you'll get today."

He smiled at her, clearly delighted. "Thank you! Thank you very
much, Ms. Chalners-1'mtouched."

And she, who never asked anyone to use her first nanme on first or
even short acquai ntance (and who was suspi ci ous of anyone realtors,

i nsurance agents, car sal esnmen-who appropriated that privil ege
unasked), was bemused to hear herself saying, "If we're going to be
nei ghbors, shouldn't you call me Polly?"
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The cake was devil's food, as Lel and Gaunt ascertained nerely by
lifting the lid and sniffing. He asked her to stay and have a slice
with him Polly demurred. Gaunt insisted

"You'll have soneone to run your shop," he said, "and no one will
dare set foot in mne for at least half an hour-that should satisfy the
protocols. And | have a thousand questions about the town. " So she
agreed. He di sappeared through the curtained doorway at the back of
t he shop and she heard himclinbing stairs-the upstairs area, she
supposed, nust be his living quarters, if only tenporarily-to get
plates and forks. Wile she waited for himto cone back, Polly



wander ed around | ooki ng at things.

A franed sign on the wall by the door through which she had
entered said that the shop would be open fromten in the norning unti
five in the afternoon on Mondays, Wdnesdays, Fridays, and Saturdays.
It woul d be closed "except by appointnent” on Tuesdays and Thursdays
until late spring-or, Polly thought with an interior grin, until those
wild and crazy tourists and vacationers arrived again, waving their
fistfuls of dollars.

Needf ul Things, she decided, was a curio shop. An upscale curio
shop, she would have said after a single glance, but a closer
exam nation of the itens for sal e suggested it was not that easily
cat egori zed.

The items which had been placed out when Brian stopped in the
aft ernoon before-geode, Polaroid canera, picture of Elvis Presley, the
few others-were still there, but perhaps four dozen nore had been
added. A small rug probably worth a snmall fortune hung on one of the
off-white walls-it was Turkish, and old. There was a collection of
| ead soldiers in one of the cases, possibly antiques, but Polly knew
that all lead soldiers, even those cast in Hong Kong a week ago | ast
Monday, have an anti quey | ook

The goods were wildly varied. Between the picture of Elvis, which
| ooked to her like the sort of thing that would retail on any carniva
mdway in America for $4.99, and a singularly uninteresting American
eagl e weat hervane, was a carnival glass |anpshade which was certainly
wort h eight hundred dollars and night be worth as nuch as five
t housand. A battered and charnl ess teapot stood flanked by a pair of
gor geous poupi es, and she coul d not even begin to guess what those
beautiful French dollies with their rouged cheeks and gartered gans
m ght be worth.

There was a sel ection of baseball and tobacco cards, a fan of pulp
magazi nes fromthe thirties (Wird Tal es, Astounding Tales, Thrilling
Wonder Stories), a table-radio fromthe fifties which was that
di sgusting shade of pale pink which the people of that tine had seened
to approve of when it canme to appliances, if not to politics.

Most - al t hough not all-of the itens had small plaques standing in
front of them TRI-CRYSTAL GEODE, ARIZONA, read one.

CUSTOM SOCKET-WRENCH KI T, read another. The one in front of the
splinterwhich had so anazed Brian announced itwas PETRI FI ED WOOD FROM
THE HOLY LAND. The plaques in front of the trading cards and the pulp
magazi nes read: OTHERS AVAI LABLE UPON REQUEST.

Al the itens, whether trash or treasure, had one thing in common,
she observed: there were no price-tags on any of them

4

Gaunt arrived back with two snmall plates-plain old Corning Ware,
not hi ng fancy-a cake-knife, and a couple of forks. "Everything's
helter-skelter up there," he confided, renoving the top of the
contai ner and setting it aside (he turned it upside down so it would
not inprint a ring of frosting on the top of the cabinet he was serving

from. "1'lIl be looking for a house as soon as | get things set to
rights here, but for the tinme being I'mgoing to |live over the store.
Everything's in cardboard cartons. God, | hate cardboard cartons.

VWho woul d you say-" "Not that big," Polly protested. "M goodness!"

"Ckay," Gaunt said cheerfully, putting the thick slab of chocol ate
cake on one of the plates. "This one will be nine. Eat, Rowf, eat,
say! Like this for you?"



“Even thinner."

"I can't cut it any thinner than this," he said, and sliced off a
narrow pi ece of cake. "It snells heavenly. Thank you again, Polly."

"You're nore than wel cone."

It did snell good, and she wasn't on a diet, but her initia
refusal had been nmore than first-neeting politeness. The |last three
weeks had been a stretch of gorgeous Indian summer weather in Castle
Rock, but on Monday the weather had turned cool, and her hands were
m serable with the change. The pain would probably abate a little once
her joints got used to the cooler tenperatures (or so she prayed, and
so it always had been, but she was not blind to the progressive nature
of the disease), but since early this norning it had been very bad.

VWen it was like this, she was never sure what she would or would
not be able to do with her traitor hands, and her initial refusal had
been out of worry and potential enbarrassnent.

Now she stripped off her gloves, flexed her right hand
experimentally. A spear of hungry pain bolted up her forearmto the
el bow. She flexed again, her |ips conpressed in anticipation. The
pain cane, but it wasn't as intense this time. She relaxed a little.

It was going to be all right. Not great, not as pleasant as
eating cake should be, but all right. She picked up her fork
careful ly, bending her fingers as little as possi ble when she grasped
it. As she conveyed the first bite to her mouth, she saw Gaunt | ooki ng
at her synpathetically. Now he'll conmm serate, she thought glumy, and
tell me how bad his grand father's arthritis was. O his ex-wife's.

O sonebody' s.
But Gaunt did not conm serate. He took a bite of cake and rolled

his eyes comically. "Never mnd sewing and patterns,"” he said, "you
shoul d have opened a restaurant.”
"Ch, | didn't make it," she said, "but I'Il convey the conplinent

to Nettle Cobb. She's ny housekeeper.™

"Nettl e Cobb," he said thoughtfully, cutting another bite fromhis
slice of cake.

"Yes-do you know her?"

"Ch, | doubt it." He spoke with the air of a nman who is suddenly
recalled to the present nmonent. "I don't know anyone in Castle Rock."
He | ooked at her slyly fromthe corners of his eyes. "Any chance

she coul d be hired away?"

"None," Polly said, |aughing.

"I was going to ask you about real -estate agents,
woul d you say is the nbst trustworthy around here?"

"Ch, they're all thieves, but Mark Hopewel|'s probably as safe as
any.

He choked back | aughter and put a hand to his nouth to stifle a
spray of crumbs. Then he began to cough, and if her hands hadn't been
so painful, she would have thunped hi m conpani onably on the back a few
times. First acquaintance or not, she did Iike him

"Sorry," he said, still chuckling alittle. "They are al
t hi eves, though, aren't they?"

"Ch, absolutely."

Had she been another sort of wonan@e who kept the facts of her
own past |ess conpletely to herself-Polly would then have begun aski ng
Lel and Gaunt | eadi ng questions. Wy had he come to Castle Rock? Were
had he been before conming here? Wuld he stay long? Did he have
fam ly? But she wasn't that other sort of woman, and so she was
content to answer his questions . . . was delighted to, in fact, since
none of them were about herself. He wanted to know about the town, and

" he said. "Wo



what the flow of traffic was |ike on Main Street during the winter, and
if there was a pl ace nearby where he could shop for a nice little jotu
stove, and insurance rates, and a hundred other things.

He produced a narrow bl ack | eat her notebook fromthe pocket of the
bl ue bl azer he wore and gravely noted down each name she nentioned.

She | ooked down at her plate and saw that she had finished all of
her cake. Her hands still hurt, but they felt better than they had
when she arrived. She recalled that she had al nost deci ded agai nst
conm ng by, because they were so mserable. Now she was glad she'd done

it, anyway.
"I have to go," she said, |ooking at her watch. "Rosalie wll
think | died."

They had eaten standing up. Now Gaunt stacked their plates
neatly, put the forks on top, and replaced the top on the cake

container. "I'Il return this as soon as the cake is gone," he said
"I's that all right?"
"Perfectly."
“You'll probably have it by nid-afternoon, then," he said gravely.
"You don't have to be that pronpt," she said as Gaunt wal ked her
to the door. "It's been very nice to neet you."

"Thanks for coming by," he said. For a nonment she thought he
neant to take her arm and she felt a sense of dismay at the thought of
his touch-silly, of course-but he didn't. "You' ve made what | expected
to be a scary day sonmething of a treat instead."

"You'll| be fine." Polly opened the door, then paused. She had
asked himnothing at all about hinself, but she was curious about one

thing, too curious to | eave w thout asking. "You' ve got all sorts of
interesting things-" "Thank you. "-but nothing is priced. Wy is
t hat ?"

He smiled. "That's a little eccentricity of mne, Polly. |[|'ve

al ways believed that a sale worth nmaking is worth dickering over a
little.

| think I must have been a Mddl e Eastern rug merchant in ny | ast
i ncarnation. Probably fromlraq, although | probably shouldn't say so
t hese days."

"So you charge whatever the market will bear?" she asked, teasing
just alittle.

"You could say so," he agreed seriously, and again she was struck

by how deep his hazel eyes were-how oddly beautiful. "I1'd rather think
of it as defining worth by need."

"I see.”

"Do you really?"

"Well ... | think so. It explains the nane of the shop."

He smiled. "It might," he said. "l suppose it might, at that."

"Well, 1'"ll wish you a very good day, M. Gaunt-" "Lel and,
pl ease. O just Lee."

"Leland, then. And you're not to worry about custoners. | think
by Friday, you'll have to hire a security guard to shoo themout at the

end of the day."

"Do you? That would be lovely."

" Goodbye. "

"Ciao," he said, and closed the door after her

He stood there a nmoment, watching as Polly Chal ners wal ked down
the street, snmoothing her gloves over her hands, so m sshapen and in
such startling contrast to the rest of her, which was trimand pretty,
if not terribly remarkable. Gaunt's smile grew. As his |ips drew
back, exposing his uneven teeth, it becane unpl easantly predatory.



"You'll do," he said softly in the enpty shop. "You'll do just

fine.
5

Polly's prediction proved quite correct. By closing tine that
day, alnobst all of the wonen in Castle Rock-those who nattered,
anyway- and several men had stopped by Needful Things for a quick
browse. Al nmpst all of themwere at some pains to assure Gaunt that
they had only a nmonent, because they were on their way to sonepl ace
el se.

St ephani e Bonsai nt, Cynthia Rose Martin, Barbara MIler, and
Francine Pelletier were the first; Steffie, Cyndi Rose, Babs, and
Francie arrived in a protective bunch not ten mnutes after Polly was
observed | eaving the new shop (the news of her departure spread quickly
and thoroughly by tel ephone and the efficient bush tel egraph which runs
t hrough New Engl and back yards).

Steffie and her friends | ooked. They ooohed and ahhhed. They
assured Gaunt they could not stay |ong because this was their bridge
day (neglecting to tell himthat the weekly rubber usually did not
start until about two in the afternoon). Francae asked hi m where he
cane from Gaunt told her Akron, Chio. Steffie asked himif he had
been in the antiques business for long. Gaunt told her he did not
consider it to be the antiques business ... exactly. Cyndi wanted to
know if M. Gaunt had been in New Engl and. | ong

Awnhi | e, Gaunt replied; awhile.

Al four agreed later that the shop was many odd things!-but it
had been a very unsuccessful interview The man was as cl ose-nout hed
as Polly Chal mers, perhaps nmore. Babs then pointed out what they al
knew (or thought they knew): that Polly had been the first person in
town to actually enter the new shop, and that she had brought a cake.

Per haps, Babs specul ated, she knew M. Gaunt ... fromthat Tine
Before, that tine she had spent Away.

Cyndi Rose expressed interest in a Lalique vase, and asked M.

Gaunt (who was nearby but did not hover, all noted wi th approval)
how much it was.

"How much do you think?" he asked, smling.

She smiled back at him rather coquettishly. "Oh," she said. "Is
that the way you do things, M. Gaunt?"

"That's the way | do them" he agreed.

"Well, you're apt to |lose nore than you gain, dickering with
Yankees," Cyndi Rose said, while her friends | ooked on with the bright
i nterest of spectators at a W nbl edon Chanpi onshi p mat ch.

"That," he said, "remains to be seen." Hi s voice was stil
friendly, but nowit was mldly challenging, as well

Cyndi Rose | ooked nore closely at the vase this tinme. Steffie
Bonsai nt whi spered sonething in her ear. Cyndi Rose nodded.

"Seventeen dollars," she said. The vase actually looked as if it
m ght be worth fifty, and she guessed that in a Boston antiques shop
it would be priced at one hundred and ei ghty.

Gaunt steepled his fingers under his chin in a gesture Brian Rusk
woul d have recognized. "I think |I'd have to have at |east forty-five,"
he said with sone regret.

Cyndi Rose's eyes brightened; there were possibilities here. She
had originally seen the Lalique vase as sonething only mldly
interesting, really not nmuch nore than another conversational crowbar
to use on the nysterious M. Gaunt. Now she |ooked at it nore closely



and saw that it really was a nice piece of work, one which would | ook
right at honme in her living room The border of flowers around the
| ong neck of the vase was the exact color of her wallpaper. Unti
Gaunt had responded to her suggestion with a price which was only a
finger's length out of her reach, she hadn't realized that she wanted
the vase as badly as she now felt she did.

She consulted with her friends.

Gaunt watched them smiling gently.

The bell over the door rang and two nore | adies cane in.

At Needful Things, the first full day of business had begun

6

VWen the Ash Street Bridge Club I eft Needful Things ten mnutes
later, Cyndi Rose Martin carried a shoppi ng bag by the handl es.

Inside was the Lalique vase, wapped in tissue paper. She had
purchased it for thirty-one dollars plus tax, alnost all of her pin
noney, but she was so delighted with it that she was al nbost purring.

Usual ly she felt doubtful and a little ashamed of herself after
such an inpul se buy, certain that she had been cozened a little if not
cheated outright, but not today. This was one deal where she had cone
out on top. M. Gaunt had even asked her to conme back, saying he had
the twin of this vase, and it would be arriving in a shipment later in
t he week- perhaps even tonorrow This one would | ook |ovely on the
little table in her living room but if she had two, she could put one
on each end of the mantel, and that woul d be snashi ng.

Her three friends also felt that she had done well, and al though
they were a little frustrated at having gotten so little of M.

Gaunt's background, their opinion of himwas, on the whole, quite
hi gh.

"He's got the nobst beautiful green eyes," Francie Pelletier said,
alittle dreamly.

"Were they green?" Cyndi Rose asked, a little startled. She
hersel f had thought they were gray. "I didn't notice."

7

Late that afternoon, Rosalie Drake from You Sew and Sew stopped in
Needf ul Things on her coffee break, acconpanied by Polly's housekeeper
Nettl e Cobb. There were several wonen browsing in the store, and in
the rear corner two boys from Castle County H gh were | eafing through a
cardboard carton of comic books and nuttering excitedly to each
other-it was amazing, they both agreed, how many of the itens they
needed to fill their respective collections were here. They only hoped
the prices would not prove too high. It was inpossible to tell without
aski ng, because there were no price-stickers on the plastic bags which
hel d the comics.

Rosalie and Nettle said hello to M. Gaunt, and Gaunt asked
Rosalie to thank Polly again for the cake. H's eyes followed Nettle,
who had wandered away after the introductions and was | ooking rather
wistfully at a snmall collection of carnival dachrhichhe introducathe haD(Rosal i eam oti o7at

"HeDo y Selikearnival dachrhi, M chhbh. Cyhasked, o Ift.



at him nervously.

"I't's Mssus Cobb, M. Gaunt, although nmy husband's been passed
on for sone tine now "

“"I"'msorry to hear it."

"No need to be. 1It's been fourteen years. A long tinme. Yes,
have a little collection of carnival glass.”" She seened alnost to
qui ver, as a nouse mght quiver at the approach of a cat. "Not that |

could afford anything so nice as these pieces. Lovely, they are.

Li ke things nmust | ook in heaven."

"Well, 1'lIl tell you sonething,"” he said. "I bought quite a |ot
of carnival glass when | got these, and they're not as expensive as you
m ght think. And the others are nuch nicer. Wuld you like to cone by
tomorrow and have a | ook at then®"

She junmped again and sidled anay a step, as If he had suggested
she mght like to come by the next day so he could pinch her bottoma

fewtines ... perhaps until she cried.

"Ch, | don't think ... Thursday's ny busy day, you know ...

at Polly's ... we have to really turn the place out on Thursdays,
you know. "

"Are you sure you can't drop by?" he coaxed. "Polly told ne that
you nade the cake she brought this norning-" "Was it all right?"

Nettl e asked nervously. Her eyes said she expected himto say,
No, it was not all right, Nettle, it gave me cranps, it gave nme the
backdoor trots, in fact, and so | amgoing to hurt you, Nettle, I'm
going to drag you into the back roomand tw st your nipples until you
hol | er uncl e.

"I't was wonderful," he said soothingly. "It made me think of
cakes ny nother used to make . . . and that was a very long time ago

This was the right note to strike with Nettle, who had | oved her
own nother dearly in spite of the beatings that |ady had adm nistered
after her frequent nights out in the juke-joints and ginmlls. She
relaxed a little.

"Well, that's fine, then," she said. "lI'mawfully glad it was
good.

O course, it was Polly's idea. She's just about the sweetest
woman in the world."

"Yes," he said. "After nmeeting her, | can believe that." He
gl anced at Rosalie Drake, but Rosalie was still browsing. He |Iooked
back at Nettle and said, "I just felt | owed you a little sonething-"
"Ch no!" Nettle said, alarnmed all over again. "You don't owe ne a
thing. Not a single solitary thing, M. Gaunt."

"Pl ease cone by. | can see you have an eye for carnival glass ...

and | could give you back Polly's cake-box."

"Well ... | suppose | could drop by on my break . . ." Nettle's

eyes said she could not believe what she was hearing from her own
nout h.

"Wonderful ," he said, and |l eft her quickly, before she could
change her mind again. He wal ked over to the boys and asked them how
they were doing. They hesitantly showed hi mseveral old issues of The
Incredible Hul k and The X-Men. Five minutes |later they went out with
nost of the comic books in their hands and expressions of stunned joy
on their faces.

The door had barely shut behind themwhen it opened again.

Cora Rusk and Myra Evans strode in. They |ooked around, eyes as
bright and avid as those of squirrels in nut-gathering season, and went
i mediately to the glass case containing the picture of Elvis.

Cora and Myra bent over, cooing with interest, displaying bottons



which were easily two axe-handl es wi de.

Gaunt watched them smling.

The bell over the door jingled again. The new arrival was as
| arge as Cora Rusk, but Cora was fat and this woman | ooked strong-the
way a lunberjack with a beer belly | ooks strong. A large white button
had been pinned to her blouse. The red letters proclai ned:

CASI NO NI TE- JUST FOR FUN

The lady's face had all the charm of a snowshovel. Her hair, an
unremar kabl e and |ifel ess shade of brown, was nostly covered by a
kerchi ef which was knotted severely under her wi de chin. She surveyed
the interior of the store for a noment or two, her small, deepset eyes
flicking here and there |like the eyes of a gunslinger who surveys the
interior of a sal oon before pushing all the way through the batw ng
doors and starting to raise hell. Then she cane in.

Few of the wonen circul ating anmong the di splays gave her nore than
a glance, but Nettle Cobb | ooked at the newcomer with an extraordinary
expression of mngled disnmay and hate. Then she scuttled away fromthe
carnival glass. Her novenent caught the newconer's eye. She gl anced
at Nettle with a kind of nassive contenpt, then dism ssed her

The bell over the door jingled as Nettle left the shop

M. Gaunt observed all of this with great interest.

He wal ked over to Rosalie and said, "Ms. Cobb has left w thout
you, I'mafraid."

Rosal i e | ooked startled. "Wy-" she began, and then her eyes
settled on the newconmer with the Casino Nite button pinned adamantly
bet ween her breasts. She was studying the Turkish rug hung on the wall
with the fixed interest of an art student in a gallery.

Her hands were planted on her vast hips. "Oh, " Rosalie said.
"Excuse ne, | really ought to go al ong."
"No | ove | ost between those two, 1'd say," M. Gaunt renarked

Rosalie smiled distractedly.

Gaunt gl anced at the woman in the kerchief again. "Wo
is she?"
Rosalie wrinkled her nose. "WIma Jersyck," she said. "Excuse ne

| really ought to catch up with Nettle. She's high-strung, you
know. "
"Of course,"” he said, and watched Rosalie out the door. To
hi meel f he added, Aren't we all."

Then Cora Rusk was tapping himon the shoulder. "How much is that
pi cture of The King?" she demanded.

Lel and Gaunt turned his dazzling snile upon her. "Well, let's
talk about it," he said. "How nmuch do you think it's worth?"

CHAPTER THREE

Castl e Rock's newest port of comrerce had been closed for nearly
two hours when Al an Pangborn rolled slowy down Main Street toward the
Muni ci pal Buil di ng, which housed the Sheriff's Ofice and Castle Rock
Police Departnent. He was behind the wheel of the ultimte unmarked
car: a 1986 Ford station wagon. The family car. He felt |ow and
hal f-drunk. He'd only had three beers, but they had hit himhard.

He gl anced at Needful Things as he drove past, approving of the
dar k- green canopy which jutted out over the street, just as Brian Rusk



had done. He knew | ess about such things (having no relations who
wor ked for the Dick Perry Siding and Door Conpany in South Paris), but
he thought it did lend a certain touch of class to Main Street, where
nost shopowners had added fal se fronts and called it good. He didn't
know yet what the new place sold-Polly would, if she had gone over this
norni ng as she had planned-but it | ooked to Alan |ike one of those cozy
French restaurants where you took the girl of your dreans before trying
to sweet-tal k her into bed.

The place slipped fromhis mnd as soon as he passed it. He
signalled right two bl ocks farther down, and turned up the narrow
passage between the squat brick block of the Minicipal Building

and the white clapboard Water District building. This |Iane was

mar ked OFFI Cl AL VEH CLES ONLY.

The Muni ci pal Building was shaped |ike an upside-down L, and there
was a small parking lot in the angle fornmed by the two wi ngs.

Three of the slots were marked SHERIFF'S OFFICE.  Norri s
Ri dgewi ck' s bunbling old VWBeetle was parked in one of them

Al an parked in another, cut the headlights and the notor, reached
for the doorhandl e.

The depression which had been circling himever since he left The
Bl ue Door in Portland, circling the way wol ves often circled campfires
in the adventure stories he had read as a boy, suddenly fell upon him

He |l et go of the doorhandl e and just sat behind the wheel of the
station wagon, hoping it woul d pass.

He had spent the day in Portland's District Court, testifying for
the prosecution in four straight trials. The district enconpassed four
counti es-York, Cunberland, Oxford, Castle-and of all the |awren who
served in those counties, Al an Pangborn had the farthest to travel.

The three District judges therefore tried as best they could to
schedul e his court cases in bunches, so he woul d have to make the trip
only once or twice a nmonth. This nmade it possible for himto actually
spend some time in the county which he had sworn to protect, instead of
on the roads between Castle Rock and Portland, but it also neant that,
after one of his court days, he felt like a high school kid stunbling
out of the auditoriumwhere he has just taken the Scholastic Aptitude
Tests. He should have known better than to drink on top of that, but
Harry Cross and George Cronpton had just been on their way down to The
Bl ue Door, and they had insisted that Alan join them There had been a
good enough reason to do so: a string of clearly related burglaries
whi ch had occurred in all of their areas. But the real reason he'd
gone was the one nobst bad decisions have in conmon: it had seened like
a good idea at the tine.

Now he sat behind the wheel of what had been the famly car
reapi ng what he had sown of his own free will. H's head ached gently.

He felt nore than a touch of nausea. But the depression was the
worst-it was back with a vengeance.

Hello! it cried merrily fromits stronghold inside his head.
Here | am Alan! Good to see you! Guess what? Here it is, end
of a long hard day, and Annie and Todd are still dead! Renenber the

Sat urday afternoon when Todd spilled his m|kshake on the front seat?
Ri ght under where Your briefcase is now, wasn't it? And you
shout ed at hi n®?
Www Didn't forget that, did you? You did? Wll, that's okay,
Al an, because I'mhere to remind you! And rem nd you! And rem nd youl!
He lifted his briefcase and | ooked fixedly at the seat. Yes, the



stain was there, and yes, he had shouted at Todd. Todd, why do you

al ways have to be so clunmsy? Sonething like that, no big deal, but not
the sort of thing you would ever say if you knew your kid had | ess than
a nonth left to live.

It occurred to himthat the beers weren't the real problem it was
this car, which had never been properly cleaned out. He had spent the
day riding with the ghosts of his wife and his younger son

He | eaned over and popped the glove conpartment to get his
citation book-carrying that, even when he was headed down to Portl and
to spend the day testifying in court, was an unbreakabl e habit-and
reached inside. His hand struck sone tubular object, and it fell out
onto the floor of the station wagon with a little thunp.

He put his citation book on top of his briefcase and then bent
over to get whatever it was he had knocked out of the gl ove
conpartnent. He held it up so it caught the glow of the arc-sodium
light and stared at it a long tinme, feeling the old dreadful ache of
| oss and sorrow steal into him Polly's arthritis was in her hands;
his, it seemed, was in his heart, and who coul d say which of them had
gotten the worst of it?

The can had bel onged to Todd, of course-Todd, who woul d have
undoubtedly lived in the Auburn Novelty Shop if he had been all owed.

The boy had been entranced with the cheapjack arcana sold there:
joy buzzers, sneezing powder, dribble glasses, soap that turned the
user's hands the col or of volcanic ash, plastic dog turds.

This thing is still here. N neteen nonths they've been dead, and
it's still here. Howin the hell did | nmiss i't? Christ.

Al an turned the round can over in his hands, renenbering how the
boy had pleaded to be allowed to buy this particular itemwth his
al | owance nmoney, how Al an hinself had dermurred, quoting his own
father's proverb: the fool and his nbney soon parted. And how Annie
had overruled himin her gentle way.

Listen to you, M. Amateur Magician, sounding |like a Puritan. |
love it! \Were do you think he got this?" nsane |ove of gags and
tricks in the first place? No one in ny fanmily ever kept a framed
pi cture of Houdiny' on the wall, believe ne. Do you want to tell ne
you didn't buy a dribble glass or two in the hot, wild days of your
yout h? That you wouldn't have just about died to own the old
shake-in-the-can-of-nuts trick if you' d come across one in a display
case sonewhere?

He, henmi ng and hawi ng, sounding nore and nore |ike a ponpous
stuffed-shirt windbag. Finally he'd had to raise a hand to his nouth
to hide a grin of enbarrassnent. Annie had seen it, however. Annie
al ways did. That had been her gift ... and nore than once it had been
his salvation. Her sense of hunor-and her sense of perspective as
wel | - had al ways been better than his.

Shar per .

Let himhave it, Alan-he'll only be young once. And it is sort O
funny.

So he had. And@d three weeks after that he spilled his nil kshake
on the seat and four weeks after that he was dead! They were both

dead! Ww.' Imagine that! Tine surely does fly by, doesn't it, Alan

But don't worry.' Don't worry, because |'ll keep rem nding youl!
Yes, sir! I'll keep rem nding you, because that's my J' Ch and | mean
to do it!

The can was | abel ed TASTEE- MUNCH M XED NUTS. Al an twi sted off the
top and five feet of conpressed green snake | eaped out, struck the
wi ndshi el d, and rebounded into his lap. Alan |looked at it, heard his



dead son's laughter inside his head, and began to cry. H s weeping was
undramatic, silent and exhausted. It seemed that his tears had a | ot
in conmon with the possessions of his dead | oved ones; you never got to
the end of them There were too many, and just when you started to
relax and think that it was finally over, the joint was clean, you
found one nore. And one nore. And one nore.

Wiy had he | et Todd buy the goddamthing? Wy was it still in the
goddam gl ove conpartnent? And why had he taken the goddam wagon in the
first place?

He pulled his handkerchief out of his back pocket and nopped the
tears fromhis face. Then, slowy, he jamred the snake-just cheap
green crepe-paper with a netal spring wound up inside itback into the
bogus mi xed-nuts can. He screwed on the top and bounced the can
t houghtfully on his hand.

Throw t he goddam t hi ng away.

But he didn't think he could do that. Not tonight, at least. He
tossed the joke-the | ast one Todd had ever bought in what he considered
the world's finest store back into the glove conpartment and sl amred
the hatch shut. Then he took hold of the doorhandl e again, grabbed his
bri ef case, and got out.

He breathed deeply of the early-evening air, hoping it would help

It didn'"t. He could smell deconposed wood and chemi cals, a
charm ess odor which drifted down regularly fromthe paper nills in
Runford, some thirty mles north. He would call Polly and ask her if
he coul d conme over, he decided-that would help a little.

A truer thought was never thunk! the voice of depression agreed
energetically. And by the way, Al an, do you renenber how happy that
snake nade hin? He tried it on everyone! just about scared Norris
Ri dgewi ck into a heart attack, and you | aughed until you al most wet
your pants! Renmenber? Wasn't he lively? Wsn't he great?

And Anni e renenber how she | aughed when you told her? She was
lively and great, too, wasn't she? O course, she wasn't quite as
lively at the very end, not quite as great, either, but you didn,t
really notice, did you? Because you had your own fish to fry. The
busi ness with Thad Beaunont, for instance-you really couldn't get that
of f your m nd, Wat happened at their house by the | ake, and how, after
it was all over, he used to get drunk and call you. And then his wfe
took the twins and left him...

all of that added to the usual around-town stuff kept you pretty
busy, didn't it? Too busy to see what was happening right at hone.

Too bad you didn't see it. |If you had, why, they mght still be
alive!

That's sonething you shouldn't forget, either, and so I'll just
keep reminding You ... and rem nding you ... and rem nding you. GCkay?
Ckay!

There was a foot-long scratch along the side of the wagon, just
above the gasoline port. Had that happened since Anne and Todd di ed?
He couldn't really renmenber, and it didn't matter much, anyway.
He traced his fingers along it and rem nded hinmself again to take the
car to Sonny's Sunoco and get it fixed. On the other hand, why bother?
Wiy not just take the dammed thing down to Harrie Ford in Oxford
and trade it in on sonething snaller? The mleage on it was stil
relatively I ow, he could probably get a decent trade-inBut Todd spilled
his mlkshake on the front seat! the voice in his head piped up
I ndignantly. He did that when he was ALIVE, Al an old buddy! And
Anni ' e"Ch, shut up," he said.
He reached the building, then paused. Parked close by, so close



that the office door would have dented in its side if pulled all the
way open, was a large red Cadillac Seville. He didn't need to | ook at
the Iicense plates to know what they were: KEETON 1. He ran a hand

t houghtfully over the car's smooth hide, then went in.
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Sheila Brigham was sitting in the glass-wall ed dispatcher's
cubicl e, readi ng Peopl e magazi ne and drinking a Yoo-Hoo. The conbi ned
Sheriff's Oficel/Castl e Rock Police Departnent was otherw se deserted
except for Norris Ri dgew ck.

Norris sat behind an old IBMelectric typewiter, working on a
report with the agoni zed, breathl ess concentration only Norris could
bring to paperwork. He would stare fixedly at the machine, then
abruptly lean forward |i ke a man who has been punched in the belly, and
hit the keys in a rattling burst. He remmined in his hunched position
| ong enough to read what he had witten, then groaned softly. There
was the click-rap! click-rap! «click-rap! sound of Norris using the
IBMs CorrecTape to back over sone error (he used one CorrecTape per
week, on the average), and then Norris would straighten up. There
woul d be a pregnant pause, and then the cycle would repeat itself After
an hour or so of this, Norris would drop the finished report into
Sheila's IN basket. Once or twice a week these reports were even

intelligible.
Norris | ooked up and smiled as Alan crossed the snmall bull pen
area. "H, boss, hows it going?"
"Well, Portland' s out of the way for another two or three weeks.
Anyt hi ng happen here?"
"Nah, just the usual. You know, Alan, your eyes are red as hell
Have you been snoking that wacky tobaccy agai n?"
"Ha ha," Alan said sourly. "I stopped for a couple of drinks with

a couple of cops, then stared at people's high beans for thirty mles.

Have you got your aspirin handy?"

"Always," Norris said. "You know that." Norris's bottom desk
drawer contained his own private pharmacy. He opened it, rummaged,
produced a giant-sized bottle of strawberry-flavored Kaopectate, stared
at the label for a monent, shook his head, dropped it back into the
drawer, and rummged sone nmore. At |ast he produced a bottle of
generic aspirin.

"I"'ve got a little job for you," Alan said, taking the bottle and
shaking two aspirins into his hand. A lot of white dust fell out with
the pills, and he found hinmsel f wondering why generic aspirin always
produced nore dust than brand-name aspirin. He wondered further if he
nm ght be losing his m nd.

"Aw, Alan, |'ve got two nore of these E-9 boogers to do, and-"
"Cool your Jets." Alan went to the water-cooler and pulled a paper cup
fromthe cylinder screwed to the wall. Bl ub-blub-blub went the
wat er-cooler as he filled the cup. "All you ve got to do is cross the
room and open the door | just came through. So sinmple even a child
could do it, right?"

"What-" "Only don't forget to take your citation book," Al an said,
and gul ped the aspirin down.

Norris Ridgew ck inmediately | ooked wary. "Yours is right there

on the desk, next to your briefcase."

"I know. And that's where it's going to stay, at |east for
toni ght."

Norris |l ooked at himfor a long tine. Finally he asked.



" Bust er ?"

Al an nodded. "Buster. He's parked in the crip space again. |
told himlast time | was through warning himabout it."

Castl e Rock's Head Sel ectman, Danforth Keeton I1l, was referred to
as Buster by all who knew him... but nunicipal enployees who wanted to

hold onto their jobs nmade sure to call himDan or M. Keeton when he
was around. Only Alan, who was an elected official, dared call him
Buster to his face, and he had done it only twi ce, both tinmes when he
was very angry. He supposed he would do it again, however. Dan
"Buster" Keeton was a man Al an Pangborn found it very easy to get angry
at .

"Come on!" Norris said. "You do it, Alan, okay?"
"Can't. |'ve got that appropriations neeting with the sel ectnen
next week."

"He hates nme already,"” Norris said norbidly. "I know he does."

"Buster hates everyone except his wife and his nother," Al an said,
"and |'mnot so sure about his wife. But the fact remains that | have
warned himat |east half a dozen times in the last nonth about parking
in our one and only handi capped space, and now |'m going to put ny
noney where nmy nouth is.”

"No, I'mgoing to put ny J'Ch where your nouth is. This is really

nean, Alan. |'msincere.” Norris Ridgew ck |ooked Iike an ad for Wen
Bad Thi ngs Happen to Good Peopl e.
"Rel ax," Alan said. "You put a five-dollar parking ticket on his

wi ndshield. He conmes to ne, and first he tells ne to fire you."

Norri s npaned.

"I refuse. Then he tells ne to tear up the ticket. | refuse
that, too. Then, tomorrow noon, after he's had a chance to froth at
the nmouth about it for awhile, | relent. And when | go into the next
appropriations neeting, he owes nme a favor."

"Yeah, but what does he owe nme?"

"Norris, do you want a new pul se radar gun or not?"

"Well-" "And what about a fax nmachine? W' ve been tal king about a
fax machine for at |east two years."

Yes! the falsely cheerful voice in his mnd cried. You started
tal king about it when Annie and Todd were still alive, Al an! Renenber
that? Renenber when they were alive?

"I guess,"” Norris said. He reached for his citation book with
sadness and resignation wit |arge upon his face.

"Good man," Alan said with a heartiness he didn't feel. "I'll be
inm office for awhile."
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He cl osed the door and dialled Polly's nunber.

"Hel | 0?" she asked, and he knew i nmedi ately that he woul d not
tell her about the depression which had come over himw th such snooth
conpl eteness. Polly had her own problens tonight.

It had taken only that single word to tell himhow it was with
her.

The 1-sounds in hello were lightly slurred. That only happened
when she had taken a Percodan@ perhaps nore than one-and she took a
Percodan only when the pain was very bad. Although she had never cone
right out and said so, Alan had an idea she lived in terror of the day
when the Percs woul d stop worKking.

"How are you, pretty lady?" he asked, |eaning back in his chair
and putting a hand over his eyes. The aspirin didn't seemto be doing



much for his head. Mybe | should ask her for a Perc, he thought.

"I"'mall right." He heard the careful way she was speaki ng, going
fromone word to the next like a wonman using stepping-stones to cross a
small stream "How about you? You sound tired."

"Lawyers do that to ne every tinme." He shelved the idea of going

over to see her. She would say, O course, Alan, and she would be gl ad
to see himal nost as glad as he would be to see her-but it would put
nore strain on her than she needed this evening. "I think I'Il go home
and turn in early. Do you mind if | don't come by?"

"No, honey. It might be alittle better if you didn't, actually."

"I's it bad tonight?"

"I't's been worse," she said carefully.

"That's not what | asked."

“"Not too bad, no."

Your own voice says you're a liar, ny dear, he thought.

"Good. Wiat's the deal on that ultrasonic therapy you told ne
about? Find anything out?"

"Well, it would be great if | could afford a nonth and a half in
the Mayo Clinic-on spec-but | can't. And don't tell ne you can, Al an
because I'mfeeling a little too tired to call you a liar."

"I thought you said Boston Hospital-" "Next year," Polly said.
"They're going to run a clinic using ultrasound therapy next year
Maybe. "

There was a nonent of silence and he was about to say goodbye when
she spoke again. This time her tone was a little brighter. "I dropped
by the new shop this norning. | had Nettle nake a cake and took that.

Pure orneriness, of course-ladies don't take baked goods to
openi ngs.

It's practically graven in stone."

"What's it |ike? What does he sell?"

"Alittle bit of everything. |If you put a gun to ny head, 1'd say
it's a curios-and-col |l ectibles shop, but it really defies description

You'll have to see for yourself."

"Did you neet the owner "M . Leland Gaunt, from Akron, Chio,"
Polly said, and now Al an could actually hear the hint of a snile in her
voice. "He's going to be quite the heartthrob in Castle Rock's snart
set this year-that's ny prediction, anyway."

"What did you make of hin®"

VWhen she spoke again, the smile in her voice cane through even
nore clearly. "Well, Alan, let ne be honest-you're ny darling, and
hope |I'myours, but-" "You are," he said. His headache was lifting a
little. He doubted if it was Norris R dgew ck's aspirin working this
smal |l mracle.

"-but he made ny heart go pitty-pat, too. And you should have
seen Rosalie and Nettle when they canme back . .

"Nettle?" He took his feet off the desk and sat up. "Nettle's
scared of her own shadow "

"Yes. But since Rosalie persuaded her to go down with her-you
know t he poor old dear won't go anywhere al one-1 asked Nettle what she
t hought of M. Gaunt after | got hone this afternoon. Al an, her poor

ol d nuddy eyes just it up. 'He's got carnival glass!' she said.
"Beautiful carnival glass! He even invited nme to cone back
tonorrow and | ook at some nore!' | think it's the npbst she's said to ne

all at once in about four years. So | said, 'Wasn't that kind of him
Nettle?' And she said, 'Yes, and do you know what?' | asked her what,
of course, and Nettle said, '"And | just mght go!" " Al an |aughed | oud
and heartily. "If Nettle's willing to go see hi mw thout a duenna, |



ought to check himout. The guy nust really be a charner."

"Well, it's funny-he's not handsone, at |east not in a noviestar
way, but he's got the nmpbst gorgeous hazel eyes. They light up his
whol e face."

"Watch it, lady," Alan growed. "M/ jealous nuscle is starting to
twitch."

She | aughed a little. "I don't think you have to worry. There's
one other thing, though."

"What' s that?"

"Rosalie said WIlnma Jersyck cane in while Nettle was there."

"Did anything happen? Were words passed?”

"No. Nettle glared at the jerzyck wonman, and she kind of curled
her lip at Nettle-that's how Rosalie put it-and then Nettle scurried
out. Has WIlm jerzyck called you about Nettle's dog lately "No," Al an

said. "No reason to. |'ve cruised past Nettle's house after ten half
a dozen nights over the last six weeks or so. The dog doesn't bark
anynore. It was just the kind of thing puppies do, Polly. It's grown

up a little, and it has a good mstress. Nettle may be short a little
furniture on the top floor, but she's done her duty by that dog-what
does she call it?"

" Rai der . "

"Well, Wlm jerzyck will just have to find sonething else to
bitch about, because Raider is squared away. She will, though. Ladies
like WIlm always do. It was never the dog, anyway, not really; WIm
was the only person in the whol e nei ghborhood who conplained. It was
Nettle. People Iike WIlm have noses for weakness.

And there's a lot to smell on Nettle Cobb."

"Yes." Polly sounded sad and thoughtful. "You know that WI ma
jerzyck called her up one night and told her that if Nettle didn't shut
t he dog up, she'd come over and cut his throat?"

"Well," Alan said evenly, "I know that Nettle told you so. But |
al so know that Wlma frightened Nettle very badly, and that Nettle has
had ... problenms. |'mnot saying Wl m jerzyck isn't capable of nmaking
a call like that, because she is. But it might have only been in

Nettle's mnd."

That Nettle had had probl ems was understating by quite a little
bit, but there was no need to say nore; they both knew what they were
tal king about. After years of hell, married to a brute who abused her
in every way a nan can abuse a woman, Nettle Cobb had put a neat-fork
in her husband's throat as he slept. She had spent five years in
juniper Hll, a mental institution near Augusta.

She had come to work for Polly as part of a work-rel ease program

As far as Al an was concerned, she could not possibly have fallen
in with better conmpany, and Nettle's steadily inproving state of m nd
confirmed his opinion. Two years ago, Nettle had noved into her own
little place on Ford Street, six blocks from downt own.

"Nettle's got problens, all right," Polly said, "but her reaction
to M. Gaunt was nothing short of amazing. It really was awfully
sweet . "

"I have to see this guy for nyself," Al an said.

"Tell me what you think. And check out those hazel eyes."

"I doubt if they'll cause the same reaction in ne they seemto
have caused in you," Alan said dryly.

She | aughed again, but this tine he thought it sounded slightly
forced.

"Try to get sone sleep," he said.

"I will. Thanks for calling, Al an."



"Wel come." He paused. "I |love you, pretty |ady."

"Thank you, Alan-I |ove you, too. Goodnight."

" Goodni ght . "

He racked the tel ephone, tw sted the gooseneck of the desk |amp so
it threw a spot of light on the wall, put his feet up on his desk, and
brought his hands together in front of his chest, as if praying. He
extended his index fingers. On the wall, a shadowrabbit poked up its
ears. Alan slipped his thunbs between his extended fingers, and the
shadowrabbit wiggled its nose. Alan nade the rabbit hop across the
makeshi ft spotlight. What |unbered back was an el ephant, wagging its
trunk. Alan's hands nmoved with a dextrous, eerie ease. He barely
noticed the aninals he was creating; this was an old habit with him
his way of |ooking at the tip of his nose and saying "Om"

He was thinking about Polly; Polly and her poor hands. What to do
about Polly?

If it had been just a matter of noney, he would have had her
checked into a roomat the Mayo Cinic by tonorrow afternoonsigned,
seal ed, and delivered. He would have done it even if it meant w apping
her in a straitjacket and shooting her full of sedative But it wasn't
just a matter of money. U trasound as a treatnent for degenerative
arthritis was inits infancy. It might eventually turn out to be as
effective as the Sal k vacci ne, or as bogus as the science of
phrenol ogy. Either way, it didn't make sense right now. The chances
were a thousand to one that it was a dry hole. It was not the | oss of
noney he dreaded, but Polly's dashed hopes.

A crowas linber and lifelike as a crow in a Disney ani nated
cartoon-fl apped slowy across his framed Al bany Police Acadeny
graduation certificate. Its wings |engthened and it becane a
prehistoric pterodactyl, triangular head cocked as it cruised toward
the filing cabinets in the corner and out of the spotlight.

The door opened. The dol eful basset-hound face of Norris
Ri dgewi ck poked through. "I didit, Alan," he said, sounding like a
man confessing to the rmurder of several small children

"Good, Norris," Alan said. "You're not going to get hit with the

shit on this, either. | promse."

Norris | ooked at himfor a noment |onger with his npist eyes, then
nodded doubtfully. He glanced at the wall. "Do Buster, Al an."

Al an grinned, shook his head, and reached for the |anp.

"Come on," Norris coaxed. "I ticketed his dam car-1 deserve it

Do Buster, Alan. Please. That w pes ne out."

Al an gl anced over Norris's shoul der, saw no one, and curled one
hand agai nst the other. On the wall, a stout shadow nman stal ked across
the spotlight, belly swinging. He paused once to hitch up his

to get her out there.

shadow pants in the back and then stal ked on, head turning
truculently fromside to side.

Norris's laughter was high and happy-the | aughter of a child.

For one nonent Al an was reninded forcibly of Todd, and then he
shoved that away. There had been enough of that for one night, please
God.

"jeer, that slays me," Norris said, still laughing. "You were
born too late, Al an-you coulda had a career on The Ed Sullivan Show. "

"Go on," Alan said. "Get out of here."

Still laughing, Norris pulled the door closed.

Al an made Norris-skinny and a little self-inportant-walk across



the wall, then snapped off the lanp and took a battered notebook from
hi s back pocket. He thunbed through it until he found a bl ank page,
and wote Needful Things. Belowthat he jotted: Leland Gaunt,

Clevel and, Chio. Was that right? No. He scratched out C evel and and
wote Akron. Maybe | really amlosing ny mnd, he thought. On a third
line he printed: Check it out.

He put his notebook back in his pocket, thought about goi ng hone,
and turned on the | anp again instead. Soon the shadowparade was
mar chi ng across the wall once nore: lions and tigers and bears, oh ny.

Li ke Sandburg's fog, the depression crept back on small feline
feet.

The voi ce began speaki ng about Annie and Todd again. After
awhi |l e, Al an Pangborn began to listen to it. He, did it against his
will

but with grow ng absorption.
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Polly was |ying on her bed, and when she finished talking with
Al an, she turned over on her left side to hang up the tel ephone. It
fell out of her hand and crashed to the floor instead. The Princess
phone's base slid slowy across the nighttable, obviously neaning to
join its other half She reached for it and her hand struck the edge of
the table instead. A nobnstrous bolt of pain broke through the thin web
the painkiller had stretched over her nerves and raced all the way up
to her shoulder. She had to bite down on her lips to stifle a cry.

The tel ephone base fell off the edge of the table and crashed with
a single cling! of the bell inside. She could hear the steady idiot
buzz of the open line drifting up. It sounded like a hive of insects
bei ng broadcast via shortwave.

She thought of picking the tel ephone up with the claws which were
now cradl ed on her chest, having to do it not by graspingtonight her
fingers would not bend at all-but by pressing, like a woman playing the
accordi on, and suddenly it was too nmuch, even sonmething as sinple as
pi cking up a tel ephone which had fallen on the floor was too nmuch, and
she began to cry.

The pain was fully awake agai n, awake and raving, turning her
hands-especially the one she had bunped-into fever-pits. She lay on
her bed, |ooking up at the ceiling through her blurry eyes, and wept.

Ch | would give anything to be free of this, she thought. | would
gi ve anything, anything, anything at all

5

By ten o' clock on an autumm weekni ght, Castle Rock's Main Street
was as tightly locked up as a Chubb safe. The streetlanps threw
circles of white light on the sidewal k and the fronts of the business
bui | di ngs in di m nishing perspective, making downtown | ook |ike a
deserted stage-set. Soon, you might think, a lone figure dressed in
tails and a top-hat-Fred Astaire, or maybe Gene Kelly-woul d appear and
dance his way fromone of those spots to the next, singing about how
lonely a fellow could be when his best girl had given himthe air and
all the bars were closed. Then, fromthe other end of Main Street,
anot her figure woul d appear-G nger Rogers or maybe Cyd Chari sse-dressed
in an evening gown. She would dance toward Fred (or Gene), singing
about how | onely a gal could be when her best guy had stood her up.

They woul d see each other, pause artistically, and then dance



together in front of the bank or maybe You Sew and Sew.

I nst ead, Hugh Priest hove into view.

He did not | ook like either Fred Astaire or Gene Kelly, there was
no girl at the far end of Main Street advancing toward a romantic
chance neeting with him and he nost definitely did not dance. He did
drink, however, and he had been drinking steadily in The Mell ow Ti ger
since four that afternoon. At this point in the festivities just
wal ki ng was a trick, and never m nd any fancy dance-steps.

He wal ked sl owly, passing through one pool of l|ight after another
his shadow running tall across the fronts of the barber shop, the
Western Auto, the video-rental shop. He was weaving slightly, his
reddi sh eyes fixed stolidly in front of him his large belly pushing
out his sweaty blue tee-shirt (on the front was a drawi ng of a huge
nosquito above the words MAINE STATE BIRD) in a long, sloping curve.

The Castle Rock Public Wrks pick-up truck he had been driving was
still sitting at the rear of the Tiger's dirt parking lot. Hugh Priest
was the not-so-proud possessor of several D.U | driving violations, and
followi ng the | ast one-which had resulted in a sixnonth suspension of
his privilege to driv@hat bastard Keeton, his co-bastards Fullerton
and Samuel s, and their co-bitch Wllians had made it clear that they
had reached the end of their patience with him The next D. U | would
probably result in the pernanent |oss of his |license, and woul d
certainly result in the loss of his job

This did not cause Hugh to stop drinking-no power on earth could
do that-but it did cause himto forma firmresolution: no nore
drinking and driving. He was fifty-one years old, and that was a
little late in life to be changing jobs, especially with a |ong
drunkdriving rap-sheet following himaround Iike a tin can tied to a
dog's tail.

That was why he was wal ki ng hone toni ght, and one fuck of a |ong
wal k it was, and there was a certain Public Wrks enpl oyee naned Bobby
Dugas who was going to have sonme tall explaining to do tonorrow, unless
he wanted to go hone with a few less teeth than he had cone to work
with.

As Hugh passed Nan's Luncheonette, a light drizzle began to m st
down. This did not inprove his tenper.

He had asked Bobby, who had to drive right past Hugh's place on
his way hone every night, if he was going to drop down to the Tiger
that evening for a few brewskis. Bobby Dugas had said, Wy shore,
Hubert - Bobby al ways cal | ed hi m Hubert, which was not his fucki ng nane,
and you could bet that shit was going to change, too, and soon. Wy
shore, Hubert, 1'Il prob'ly be down around seven, sane as al ways.

So Hugh, confident of a ride if he got a little too pixillated to
drive, had pulled into the Tiger at just about five mnutes of four
(he'd knocked off a little early, al @ost an hour and a half early,
actual ly, but what the hell, Deke Bradford hadn't been around), and had
waded right in. And come seven o' clock, guess what? No Bobby Dugas!

ol I y-gosh-wow!  Come ei ght and nine and ninethirty, guess further
what ? More of the sane, by CGod!

At twenty to ten, Henry Beaufort, bartender and owner of The
Mel | ow Tiger, had invited Hugh to put an egg in his shoe and beat it,
to make like a tree and | eave, to initate an anpeba and split-in other
words, to get the fuck out. Hugh had been outraged.

It was true he had kicked the jukebox, but the goddam Rodney
Crowel | record had been ski ppi ng again

"What was | supposed to do, just sit here and listen to it?" he
demanded of Henry. "You oughtta take that record off, that's all



GQuy sounds like he's havin a fuckin pepileptic fit."

"You haven't had enough, | can see that," Henry said, "but you ve
had all you're going to get here. You'll have to get the rest out of
your own refrigerator."

"What if | say no?" Hugh demanded.

"Then | call Sheriff Pangborn," Henry said evenly.

The other patrons of the Tiger-there weren't many this late on a
weekni ght -were watching this exchange with interest. Men were carefu
to be polite around Hugh Priest, especially when he was in his cups,
but he was never going to win Castle Rock's Mst Popul ar Fella contest.

"I wouldn't like to," Henry continued, "but I will do it, Hugh.

I"msick and tired of you kicking ny Rock-Oa."

Hugh consi dered saying, Then | guess I'll just have to kick You a
fewtines instead, you frog son of a bitch. Then he thought of that
fat bastard Keeton, handing hima pink slip for kicking up dickens in
the local tavern. O course, if he really got fired the pink would
cone in the mail, it always did, pigs |ike Keeton never dirtied their
hands (or risked a fat lip) by doing it in person, but it helped to
think of that-it turned the dials dowmn a little. And he did have a
coupl e of six-packs at hone, one in the fridge and the other in the
woodshed.

"Ckay," he said. "I don't need this action, anyway. G me ny
keys." For he had turned themover to Henry, as a precaution, when he
sat down at the bar six hours and ei ghteen beers ago.

"Nope." Henry wi ped his hands on a piece of towel and stared at

Hugh unflinchingly.

"Nope? What the hell do you mean, nope?"

"I mean you're too drunk to drive. | knowit, and when you wake
up tonorrow norning, you're going to knowit, too."

"Listen," Hugh said patiently. "Wen | gave you the goddam keys,
| thought | had a ride hone. Bobby Dugas said he was comi ng down for a
few beers. It's not ny fault the nunb fuck never showed."

Henry sighed. "I synpathize with that, but it's not my problem

| could get sued if you wi ped soneone out. | doubt if that neans
much to you, but it does to ne. | got to cover nmy ass, buddy. |In this
wor | d, nobody el se does it for you."

Hugh felt resentment, self-pity, and an odd, inchoate wetched
foul liquid seeping ness well to the surface of his mnd like some up
froma |ong-buried canister of toxic waste. He |ooked from his keys,
hangi ng behi nd the bar next to the plaque which read |F YOU DON' T LIKE
OUR TOMN LOOK FOR A Tl ME- TABLE, back to Henry. He was alarned to find
he was on the verge of tears.

Henry gl anced past himat the few other customers currently in
attendance. "Hey! Any of you yo-yos headed up Castle HII?"

Men | ooked down at their tables and said nothing. One or two
cracked their knuckles. Charlie Fortin sauntered toward the nmen's room
with el aborate sl owness. No one answered.

"See?" Hugh said. "Cone on, Henry, gimre ny keys."

Henry had shaken his head with slow finality. "If you want to
cone in here and do sone drinking another time, you want to take a
hi ke. "

"Okay, | will!" Hugh said. H's voice was that of a pouty child
on the verge of a tenper tantrum He crossed the floor with his head
down and his hands balled into tight fists. He waited for soneone to
| augh. He al nbst hoped soneone woul d. He would clean sone house then
and fuck the job. But the place was silent except for Reba MEntire,
who was whi ni ng sonet hi ng about Al abana.



"You can pick up your keys tomorrow " Henry called after him

Hugh said nothing. Wth a mighty effort he had restrained hinsel f
fromputting one scuffed yell ow workboot right through Henry Beaufort's
dammed ol d Rock-O a as he went by. Then, with his head down, he had
passed out into darkness.
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Now t he mi st had becone a proper drizzle, and Hugh guessed The
drizzl e would develop into a steady, drenching rain by the tinme he
reached hone. It was just his luck. He wal ked steadily onward, not
weavi ng quite so nmuch now (the air had had a sobering effect on hinj,
eyes moving restlessly fromside to side. H's mnd was troubl ed, and
he wi shed someone woul d cone along and give himsome lip. Even a
little lip would do tonight. He thought briefly of the rday afternoon
and ki d who had stepped in front of his truck yesterday wi shed sulkily
that he had knocked the brat all the way across the street. it
woul dn't have been his fault, no way. In his day, kids had

| ooked where they were going.

e the Enporium Gal ori um had He passed the vacant | ot wher Castle
Rock Hardstood before it burned down, You Sew and Sew, ware ... and
t hen he was passi ng Needful Things. He glanced into the display
wi ndow, | ooked back up Main Street (only a mle and a half to go, now,
and nmaybe he would beat the rain before it really started to pelt down,
after all), and then canme to a sudden halt.

His feet had carried himpast the new store, and he had to go
back. There was a single Iight on above the w ndow di splay, casting
its soft glow down over the three itens arranged there. The light also
spilled out onto his face, and it worked a wondrous transfornmation
there. Suddenly Hugh | ooked like a tired little boy up long past his
bedtine, a little boy who has just seen what he wants for
Chri st mas-what he must have for Christnas, because all at once not hing
el se on God's green earth would do. The central object in the w ndow
was flanked by two fluted vases (Nettle Cobb's bel oved carnival gl ass,
al t hough Hugh didn't know this and would not have cared if he did).

It was a fox-tail

Suddenly it was 1955 again, he had 'Just gotten his |license, and
t he Western Mi ne School boy Chanpi onship he was driving to gane-Castle
Rock vs. Greenspark-in his dad's '53 Ford convertible. It was an
unseasonabl y warm Novenber day, warm enough to pull that old ragtop
down and tack the tarp over it (if you were a bunch of hot-bl ooded kids
ready, willing, and able to raise sone eter Do on NEE | N G S Cabin
whi skey, Perry Conp was on the had brought a flask of Log . ting
behi nd the white wheel, and fluttering radi o, Hugh Prie,t was sit just
like fromthe radio antenna had been a long, - luxuriant fox-tail, ) as
now | ooki ng at in the w ndow of this store.

the one he wanta'l and thinkHe remenbered | ooki ng up at that
fluttering fox is own, he was going to ing that, when he owned a
convertible of his have one just |ike that- sing the flask when it cane
around to He renenbered refu 1 him

He was driving, and you didn't drink while you were driving, be
cause you were responsible for the lives of others. And he remem |
renmenbered one other thing, as well: the certainty that he was |iving
t he best hour of the best day of his life. |Its clarity and total e
menory surprised and hurt himin 1



sensory recal |l -snmoky aroma of burning | eaves, Novenber sun
twi nkling on guardrail reflectors, and now, |ooking at the fox-tail in
t he di spl ay wi ndow of Needful Things, it struck himthat it had been
the best day of his life, one of the |ast days before the booze him
into had caught himfirmy in its rubbery, pliant grip, turning 1

| a weird variation of King Mdas: everything he had touched since
then, it seemed, had turned to shit.

He suddenly thought: | could change.

This idea had its own arresting clarity.

| could start over.

Were such things possible?

Yes, | think sonetines they are. | could buy that fox-tail and
tie it on the antenna of ny Buick

They' d | augh, though. The guys'd |augh.

What guys? Henry Beaufort.;, That little Pissant Bobby Dugas.' So
what..' Fuck em Buy that fox-tail, tie it to the antenna, and drive
Drive where?

Vel |, how about that Thursday-night A A rmeeting over in Geens
Park for a start. @For a nmoment the possibility stunned and excited
him the way a long-term prisoner nmght be stunned and excited by the
sight of the key left in the lock of his jail cell by a careless
warder. For a monent he could actually see hinmself doing it, picking
up a wite chip, then a red chip, then a blue chip, getting sober day by
day and nmonth by nonth . No nore Mellow Tiger. Too bad. But also no
nore paydays spent in terror that he would find a pink slip in his
envel ope along with his check, and that was not so too bad.

In that noment, as he stood |ooking at the fox-tail in the display
wi ndow of Needful Things, Hugh could see a future. For the first tine
in years he could see a future, and that beautiful orange foxbrush with
its white tip floated through it like a battle-flag.

Then reality crashed back in, and reality snelled like rain and
danp, dirty clothes. There would be no fox-tail for him no A A

neetings, no chips, no future. He was fifty-one fucking years
old, and fifty-one was too old for dreanms of the future. At fifty-one
you had to keep running just to escape the aval anche of your own past.

If it had been business hours, though, he would have taken a shot
at it, anyway. Dammed if he wouldn't. He'd walk in there, just as big
as billy-be-damed, and ask how much was that fox-tail in the w ndow

But it was ten o' clock, Main Street was |ocked up as tight as an
i ce-queen's chastity belt, and when he woke up tonorrow norning,
feeling as if soneone had planted an icepick between his eyes, he would
have forgotten all about that lovely fox-tail, with its vibrant russet
col or.

Still, he lingered a nonment |onger, trailing dirty, callused
fingers over the glass like a kid looking into a toyshop wi ndow. A
little smle had touched the corners of his nobuth. It was a gentle
smle, and it | ooked out of place on Hugh Priest's face. Then
somewhere up on Castle View, a car backed off several tines, sounds as
sharp as shotgun blasts on the rainy air, and Hugh was startled back to
hi nmsel f.

Fuck it. Wat the hell are you thinking of?

He turned away fromthe wi ndow and pointed his face toward hone
again-if you wanted to call the two-room shack with the tacked-on
woodshed where he |lived hone. As he passed under the canopy, he | ooked
at the door ... and stopped again

The sign there, of course, read



OPEN.

Like a man in a dream Hugh put his hand out and tried the knob

It turned freely under his hand. Overhead, a snall silver bel
tinkled. The sound seened to cone from an inpossible distance away.

A man was standing in the mddle of the shop. He was running a
feat her-duster over the top of a display case and humm ng. He turned
toward Hugh when the bell rang. He didn't seema bit surprised to see
someone standing in his doorway at ten mnutes past ten on a Wdnesday
night. The only thing that struck Hugh about the man in that confused
nonent was his eyes-they were as black as an Indian's.

"You forgot to turn your sign over, buddy," Hugh heard hinself

say.

"No, indeed," the man replied politely. "I don't sleep very well,
I"'mafraid, and sone nights | take a fancy to open late. One never
knows when a fell ow such as yourself may stop by ... and take a fancy

to something. Wuld you like to cone in and | ook around?"
Hugh Priest came in and cl osed the door behind him
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"There's a fox-tail-" Hugh began, then had to stop, clear his
throat, and start again. The words had come out in a husky,
unintelligible nutter. "There's a fox-tail in the w ndow. "

"Yes," the proprietor said. "Beauty, isn't it?" He held the
duster in front of himnow, and his Indian-black eyes | ooked at Hugh
with interest fromabove the bouquet of feathers which hid his | ower
face. Hugh couldn't see the guy's nouth, but he had an idea he was
smling. It usually made hi m uneasy when peopl e-especially people he
didn't knowsnmiled at him It nmade himfeel like he wanted to fight.

Toni ght, however, it didn't seemto bother himat all. Mybe
because he was still hal f-shot.

"It is," Hugh agreed. "It is a beauty. M dad had a convertible
with a fox-tail just like that tied to the antenna, back when | was a
kid. There's a lot of people in this crummy little burg woul dn't
believe | ever was a kid, but | was. Sane as everyone else."

"OfF course." The man's eyes renmmined fixed on Hugh's, and the
strangest thing was happeni ng-they seened to be growing. Hugh couldn't
seemto pull his own eyes away fromthem Too rmuch direct eye-contact
was anot her thing which usually made himfeel |ike he wanted to fight.

But this also seemed perfectly okay tonight.

"I used to think that fox-tail was just about the coolest thing in
the world."

"Of course."

"Cool -that was the word we u:ed back then. None of this rad shit.

And gnarly-1 don't have the slightest fuckin idea what that neans,
do you?"

But the proprietor of Needful Things was silent, sinply standing
t here, watching Hugh Priest with his black Indian eyes over the foliage
of his feather-duster

"Anyway, | want to buy it. WII you sell it to me?"

"Of course," Leland Gaunt said for the third tine.

Hugh felt relief and a sudden, spraw ing happi ness. He was
suddenly sure everything was going to be all right-everything. This
was utterly crazy; he owed noney to just about everyone in Castle Rock
and the surrounding three towns, he had been on the ragged edge of
losing his job for the last six nonths, his Buick was running on a w ng



and a prayer-but it was al so undeni abl e.

"How much?" he asked. He suddenly wondered if he would be able
to afford such a fine brush, and felt a touch of panic. Wat if it was
out of his reach? W rse, what if he scrounged up the nbney sonehow
tonmorrow, or the day after that, only to find the guy had sold it?

"Well, that depends."

"Depends? Depends on what ?"

“On how rmuch you're willing to pay."

Like a man in a dream Hugh pulled his battered Lord Burton out of
hi s back pocket.

"Put that away, Hugh."

Did I tell himny nane?

Hugh coul dn't renmenber, but he put the wallet away.

“"Turn out your pockets. Right here, on top of this case."

Hugh turned out his pockets. He put his pocket-knife, a roll of
Certs, his Zippo lighter, and about a dollar-fifty in tobaccosprinkl ed
change on top of the case. The coins clicked on the gl ass.

The man bent forward and studied the pile. "That |ooks about

right," he remarked, and brushed the feather-duster over the meager
collection. Wen he renpved it again, the knife, the lighter, and the
Certs were still there. The coins were gone.

Hugh observed this with no surprise at all. He stood as silently

as a toy with dead batteries while the tall man went to the display
wi ndow and cane back with the fox-brush. He laid it on top of the
cabi net beside Hugh's shrunken pile of pocket paraphernali a.

Sl ow y, Hugh stretched out one hand and stroked the fur. it felt
cold and rich; it crackled with silky static electricity.

Stroking it was like stroking a clear autumm night.

"Nice?" the tall man asked.

"Ni ce," Hugh agreed distantly, and made to pick up the foxtail

"Don't do that," the tall man said sharply, and Hugh's hand fel
away at once. He |ooked at Gaunt with a hurt so deep it was grief.

"W're not done dickering yet."

"No, " Hugh agreed. |'m hypnotized, he thought. Dammed if the guy
hasn't hypnotized ne. But it didn't matter. It was, in fact, sort of
ni ce.

He reached for his wallet again, nmoving as slowy as a nan under
wat er .

"Leave that alone, you ass,”" M. Gaunt said inpatiently, and laid
hi s feather-duster aside.

Hugh's hand dropped to his side again

"Way is it that so many people think all the answers are in their
wal | ets?" the man asked querul ously.

"I don't know," Hugh said. He had never considered the idea
before. "It does seema little silly."

"Wirse," Gaunt snapped. His voice had taken on the nagging,
slightly uneven cadences of a nan who is either very tired or very
angry. He was tired; it had been a | ong, demandi ng day. Mich had been
acconpl i shed, but the work was still just barely begun. "It's much
worse. It's crimnally stupid! Do you know sonethi ng, Hugh?

The world is full of needy people who don't understand that
everything, everything, is for sale ... if you're willing to pay the
price.

They give lip-service to the concept, that's all, and pride
t hensel ves on their healthy cynicism Well, lip-service is bushwah!

Absol ute ...

bushwah! "



"Bushwah, " Hugh agreed nmechanically.
"For the things people really need, Hugh, the wallet is no answer.
The fattest wallet in this town isn't worth the sweat froma

wor ki ng man's arnpit. Absolute bushwah! And souls! [If | had a
ni ckel , Hugh, for every tine | ever heard soneone say |'d sell ny sou
for thusand-such,’ | could buy the Enpire State Building!" He |eaned

cl oser and now his |ips stretched back fromhis uneven teeth in a huge
unhealthy grin. "Tell ne this, Hugh: what in the nane of all the
beasts crawling under the earth would | want with your soul ?"

"Probably nothing." H's voice seened far away. Hi s voice seened
to be coming fromthe bottom of a deep, dark cave. "I don't think it's
in very good shape these days."

M. Gaunt suddenly rel axed and straightened up. "Enough of these
lies and half-truths. Hugh, do you know a woman named Nettle Cobb?"

"Crazy Nettle? Everyone in town knows Crazy Nettle. She killed
her husband. "

"So they say. Now listen to nme, Hugh. Listen carefully. Then
you can take your fox-tail and go hone."

Hugh Priest listened carefully.

Qutside it was raining harder, and the wi nd had begun to bl ow.
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"Brian!" Mss Ratcliffe said sharply. "Wy, Brian Rusk!
woul dn't have believed it of you! Cone up here! Right now"

He was sitting in the back row of the basement room where the
speech therapy cl asses were held, and he had done sonet hing
wong-terribly wong, by the sound of Mss Ratcliffe's voice-but he
didn't know what it was until he stood up. Then he saw that he was
naked. A horrible wave of shame swept over him but he felt excited,
too. Wen he | ooked down at his penis and saw it starting to stiffen
he felt both alarmed and thrill ed.

"Come up here, | said!"

He advanced slowy to the front of the roomwhile the others@lly
Meyers, Donny Frankel, Nome Martin, and poor old hal f-bright Slopey
Dodd- goggl ed at him

M SS Ratcliffe stood i'n front of her desk, hands on hips, eyes
bl azi ng, a gorgeous cloud of dark-auburn hair floating around her head.

"You're a bad boy, Brian-a very bad boy."

He nodded his head dunmbly, but his penis was raising | TS head, and
so it seened there was at |east one part of himthat did not m nd being
bad at all. That in fact RELI SHED bei ng bad.

She put a piece of chalk in his hand. He felt a small holt of
electricity when their hands touched. "Now, " Mss Ratcliffe said
severely, "You nmust wite | WLL FIN SH PAYI NG FOR MY SANDY KOUFAX CARD
five hundred times on the blackboard. " "Yes, Mss Ratcliffe. " He
began to wite, standing on tiptoe to reach the top of the board, aware
of warmair on his naked buttocks.

He had finished WLL FI Nl SH PAYI NG when he felt Mss Ratcliffe's
snoot h, soft hand encircle his stiff penis and begin to tug on it
gently. For a nonent he thought he would faint dead away, it felt so
good.

"Keep writing,
on doing this."

"M M ss Rub-Rub-Ratcliffe, what about ny t-tongue exercises?"

asked Sl opey Dodd.

"Shut up or I'll run you over in the parking lot, Slopey, " Mss

she said grimy frombehind him "and 1'll keep



Ratcliffe said. "I1'll nake you squeak, little buddy."

She went on pulling Brian's pudding while she spoke. He was
moani ng now. |t was wong, he knew that, but it felt good. It felt
nost sincerely awesone. It felt |ike what he needed. just the thing.

Then he turned around and it wasn't Mss Ratcliffe standing at his
shoul der but Wl ma jerzyck with her large round pallid face and her
deep brown eyes, like two raisins pounded deep into a wad of dough

"He'll take it back if you don't pay," Wlm said. "And that's
not all, little buddy. Hell-"
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Bri an Rusk woke up with such a jerk that he alnost fell out of bed
and onto the floor. H's body was covered with sweat, his heart was
poundi ng like a jackhamer, and his penis was a snall, hard branch
i nside his pajana trousers.

He sat up, shivering all over. H's first impulse was to open his
mout h and yell for his nother, as he had done when he was snmall and a
ni ght mare had i nvaded his sleep. Then he realized that he wasn't snall
anynore, he was eleven ... and it wasn't exactly the sort of dream you
tol d your nother about, anyway, was it?

He | ay back, eyes wide and staring into the dark. He glanced at
the digital clock on the table next to the bed and saw it was four
m nutes past nidnight. He could hear the sound of rain, hard now,
pel ti ng agai nst his bedroom wi ndow, driven by huge, whooping gasps of
wind. |t sounded alnost |ike sleet.

My card. M Sandy Koufax card it's gone.

it wasn't. He knew it wasn't, but he also knew he woul d not be
able to go back to sleep until he'd checked to make sure it was stil
there, in the |oosel eaf binder where he kept his grow ng collection of
Topps cards from 1956. He had checked it before | eaving for schoo
yest erday, had done so again when he got honme, and | ast night, after
supper, he had broken off playing pass in the back yard with Stanley
Dawson to check on it once nore. He had told Stanley he had to go to
the bathroom He had peeked at it one final tinme before crawling into
bed and turning out the Ilight. He recognized that it had becone a kind
of obsession with him but recognition did not put a stop to it.

He slipped out of bed, barely noticing the way the cool air
br ought out goosebunps on his hot body and rmade his penis wilt.

He wal ked quietly across to his dresser. He left the shape of his
own body behind himon the sheet which covered his mattress, printed in
sweat. The big book lay on top of the dresser in a pool of white |ight
thrown by the streetlanp outside.

He took it down, opened it, and paged rapidly through the sheets
of clear plastic with the pockets you put the cards in. He passed M
Parnel |, Whitey Ford, and Warren Spahn-treasures over which he had once
crowed nmightily-with hardly a glance. He had a nmonent of terrible
pani ¢ when he reached the sheets at the back of the book, the ones
which were still enpty, w thout seeing Sandy Koufax. Then he realized
he had turned several pages at once in his hurry. He turned back, and
yes, there he was-that narrow face, those faintly smling, dedicated
eyes | ooking out from beneath the bill of the cap

To ny good friend Brian, with best w shes, Sandy Kouf ax.

His fingers traced over the sloping lines of the inscription. Hs
lips noved. He felt at peace again ... or alnbst at peace. The card
wasn't really his yet. This was just sort of a ... atrial run. There
was sonet hing he had to do before it would really be his. Brian wasn't



conpletely sure what it was, but he knew it had sonmething to do with
the dream from whi ch he had just wakened, and he was confident that he
woul d know when the time (tonmorrow? |ater today?) cane.

He cl osed the | oosel eaf binder-BRIAN S COLLECTI ON DO NOT TOUCH

carefully printed on the file card Scotch-taped to the front-and
returned it to the dresser. Then he went back to bed.

Only one thing about having the Sandy Koufax card was troubling.

He had wanted to show it to his father. Comi ng home from Needfu
Thi ngs, he had i magi ned just how it would be when he showed it to him

He, Brian, elaborately casual: Hey, Dad, | picked up a '56 today
at the new store. Want to check it out? H's dad would say okay, not
really interested, just going along with Brian to his roomto keep
Bri an happy-but how his eyes would |ight up when he saw what Brian had
lucked into! And when he saw the inscription-!

Yes, he woul d be amazed and delighted, all right. He'd probably
clap Brian on the back and give hima high-five.

But then what?

Then the questions would start, that was what . . . and that was
the problem H's father would want to know, first, where he had gotten
the card, and second, where he had gotten the noney to buy such a card,
which was (a.) rare, (b.) in excellent condition, and (c.) autographed.

The printed signature on the card read Sanford Koufax, which was
the fabled fastball pitcher's real name. The autographed signature
read Sandy Koufax, and in the weird and sonetimes high-priced world of
basebal | trading-card collectors, that neant fair market value m ght be
as much as a hundred and fifty dollars.

In his mind, Brian tried out one possible answer.

| got it at the new store, Dad-Needful Things. The guy gave it to

me at a really WCKED discount ... he said it would nake people nore
interested in comng to his store if they knew he kept his prices down,
This was good as far as it went, but even a kid still a year too young

to pay the full adult price of adm ssion at the novies knew it didn't
go far enough. Wen you said sonmebody had given you a really good dea
on somet hing, people were always interested. Too interested.

Ch yeah? How nuch did he knock off Th' per cent? Forty? Did
@f? 1rty he givei't to you for half price? Thatd still be sixty or
seventy bucks, Brian, and | KNONyou don't have that kind of nobney just
 ayi ng around in your piggy-bank.

Well ... actually it was a little less than that, Dad.
kay, tell me. How nuch did you pay?
Well ... eighty-five cents.

He sold you a 1956 autographed Sandy Koufax baseball card,
uncircul ated condition, for eighty-five cents?

Yeah, that's where the real trouble would start, all right.

What kind of trouble? He didn't know, exactly, but there would be
a stink, he was sure of that. Sonehow he would get blamed naybe by his
dad, but by his nmom for sure.

They might even try to make himgive it back, and there was no way

n

he was going to give it back. It wasn't just signed; it was signed to
Bri an.

No way.

Hell, he hadn't even been able to show Stan Dawson when Stan cane

over to play pass, although he'd wanted to-Stan woul d have fudged his
jockeys. But Stan was going to sleep over on Friday night, and it was
all too easy for Brian to imagine himsaying to Brian's dad: So howd
you like Brian's Sandy Koufax card, M. Rusk.-' Pretty rad, huh? The
sanme went for his other friends. Brian had uncovered one of the great



truths of small towns: many secretsin fact, all the really inportant
secrets-cannot be shared. Because word has a way of getting around,
and getting around fast.

He found hinmself in a strange and unconfortable position. He had
cone by a great thing and could not show or share it. This should have
vitiated his pleasure in his new acquisition, and it did, to sone
extent, but it also afforded hima furtive, niggardly satisfaction. He
found himself not so much enjoying the card as gloating over it, and so
he had uncovered another great truth: gloating in private provides its
own peculiar pleasure. It was as if one corner of his nobstly open and
goodhearted nature had been walled off and then lit with a specia
bl ack |ight that both distorted and enhanced what was hi dden there.

And he was not going to give it up

No way, uh-uh, negatory.

Then you better finish paying for it, a voice deep in his mnd
whi sper ed.

He woul d. No problemthere. He didn't think the thing he was
supposed to do was exactly nice, but he was pretty sure it wasn't

anything totally gross, either. just a ... a ..

just a prank, a voice whispered in his nind, and he saw t he eyes
of M. Gaunt-dark blue, like the sea on a clear day, and strangely
soothing. That's all. just alittle prank

Yeah, just a prank, whatever it was.

No probl em

He settl ed deeper under his goosedown quilt, turned over on his
side, closed his eyes, and i nmedi ately began to doze.

Sonet hi ng occurred to himas he and his brother sleep drew cl oser
to each other. Something M. Gaunt had said. You will be a better
adverti senent than the | ocal paper could ever THI NK of bei ng!

Only he couldn't show the wonderful card he had bought. If a
little thought had nmde that obvious to him an el even-year-old kid who
wasn't even bright enough to keep out of Hugh Priest's way when he was
crossing the street, shouldn't a smart guy like M. Gaunt have seen
it, too?

Wel |, maybe. But maybe not. Grownups didn't think the sane as
normal peopl e, and besides, he had the card, didn't he? And it was in
his book, right where it should be, wasn't it?

The answer to both questions was yes, and so Brian let go of the
whol e thing an went back to sleep as the rain pelted agai nst his w ndow
and the restless fall wind screamed in the angles beneath the eaves.

CHAPTER FOUR

The rain had stopped by daylight on Thursday, and by ten-thirty,
when Pol |y | ooked out the front w ndow of You Sew and Sew and saw
Nettl e Cobb, the clouds were beginning to break up. Nettle was
carrying a rolled-up unbrella, and went scuttling along Main Street
wi th her purse clanped under her armas if she sensed the jaws of sone
new st orm openi ng just behind her.

"How are your hands this norning, Polly?" Rosalie Drake asked.

Polly sighed inwardly. She would have to field the sane question
but nmore insistently put, from Al an that afternoon, she supposed-she
had prom sed to neet himfor coffee at Nan's Luncheonette around three.

You coul dn't fool the people who had known you for a long tine.
They saw the pallor of your face and the dark crescents bel ow your
eyes.



More inportant, they saw the haunted | ook in the eyes.

"Much better today, thanks," she said. This was overstating the
truth by nore than a little; they were better, but nuch better?

Huh- uh.

"I thought with the rain and all-" "It's unpredictable, what nakes
themhurt. That's the pure devil of it. But never mind that, Rosalie
cone quick and | ook out the window | think we're about to witness a
m nor mracle."

Rosalie joined Polly at the windowin time to see the small,
scuttling figure with the unbrella clutched tightly in one handpossibly
for use as a bludgeon, judging fromthe way it was now bei ng
hel d- approach the awni ng of Needful Things.

"I's that Nettle? 1Is it really?" Rosalie alnpbst gasped.

"It really is.”

"my God, she's going in!"

But for a nonent it seened that Rosalie's prediction had queered
the deal. Nettle approached the door ... then pulled back

She shifted the unbrella fromhand to hand and | ooked at the
fagade of Needful Things as if it were a snake which m ght bite her

"Go on, Nettle," Polly said softly. "Go for it, sweetie!"

"The CLCSED sign nust be in the window, " Rosalie said.

"No, he's got another one that says TUESDAYS AND THURSDAYS BY
APPO NTMENT ONLY. | saw it when | cane in this norning."

Nettl e was approachi ng the door again. She reached for the knob
t hen drew back agai n.

"God, this is killing me," Rosalie said. "She told nme she m ght
cone back, and | know how nuch she |ikes carnival glass, but | never
really thought she'd go through with it."

"She asked me if it would be all right for her to | eave the house
on her break so she could cone down to what she called 'that new pl ace'
and pick up ny cake-box," Polly murnured.

Rosal i e nodded. "That's our Nettle. She used to ask me for
permi ssion to use the john."

"I got an idea part of her was hoping I'd say no, there was too
much to do. But | think part of her wanted ne to say yes, too."

Polly's eyes never left the fierce, small-scale struggle going on
| ess than forty yards away, a mni-war between Nettle Cobb and Nettle
Cobb. If she actually did go in, what a step forward that would be for
her!

Polly felt dull, hot pain in her hands, |ooked down, and saw she
had been twi sting themtogether. She forced them down to her sides.

"I't's not the cake-box and it's not the carnival glass," Rosalie
said. "It's him"

Pol Iy gl anced at her.

Rosal i e | aughed and blushed a little. "Ch, | don't nean Nettle's
got the hots for him or anything |like that, although she did | ook a
little starry-eyed when | caught up with her outside. He was nice to

her, Polly. That's all. Honest and nice."
"Lots of people are nice to her," Polly said. "Alan goes out of
his way to be kind to her, and she still shies away fromhim'

"Qur M. Gaunt has got a special kind of nice," Rosalie said
simply, and as if to prove this, they saw Nettle grasp the knob and
turn it. She opened the door and then only stood there on the sidewal k
clutching her unbrella, as if the shallow well of her resolve had been
utterly exhausted. Polly felt a sudden certainty that Nettle would now
pul | the door closed again and hurry away. Her hands, arthritis or no
arthritis, closed into | oose fists.



Go on, Nettle. Go on in. Take a chance. Rejoin the world.

Then Nettle smled, obviously in response to soneone neither Polly
nor Rosalie could see. She lowered the unbrella fromits position
across her chest ... and went inside.

The door closed behind her

Polly turned to Rosalie, and was touched to see that there were
tears in her eyes. The two wonen | ooked at each other for a noment,
and then enbraced, |aughing.

"Wy to go, Nettle!" Rosalie said.

"Two points for our side!"™ Polly agreed, and the sun broke free
of the clouds inside her head a good two hours before it would finally
do so in the sky above Castl e Rock
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Five minutes later, Nettle Cobb sat in one of the plush,
hi gh- backed chairs Gaunt had installed al ong one wall of his shop. Her
unbrella and purse lay on the floor beside her, forgotten. Gaunt sat
next to her, his hands holding hers, his sharp eyes | ocked on her vague
ones. A carnival glass |anpshade stood beside Polly Chal ners's cake
contai ner on one of the glass display cases. The |anpshade was a
noder ately gorgeous thing, and night have sold for three hundred
dollars or better in a Boston antiques shop; Nettle Cobb had,
nevert hel ess, just purchased it for ten dollars and forty cents, al
t he noney she had had in her purse when she entered the shop

Beautiful or not, it was, for the nonent, as forgotten as her
unbrel |l a.

"A deed," she was saying now. She sounded |ike a woman talking in
her sleep. She moved her hands slightly, so as to grip M.

Gaunt's nore tightly. He returned her grip, and a little smle of
pl easure touched her face.

"Yes, that's right. It's really just a small nmatter. You know
M.

Keet on, don't you?"

"Ch yes," Nettle said. "Ronald and his son, Danforth. | know
them both. Wich do you nean?"

"The younger," M. Gaunt said, stroking her palms with his |ong
thunbs. The nails were slightly yellow and quite long. "The Head
Sel ect man. "

"They call himBuster behind his back," Nettle said, and giggl ed.

It was a harsh sound, a little hysterical, but Leland Gaunt did
not seemalarned. On the contrary; the sound of Nettle's
not-quite-right |aughter seened to please him "They have ever since
he was a little boy."

"I want you to finish paying for your |anpshade by playing a trick
on Buster."

"Trick?" Nettle |ooked vaguely al ar nmed.

Gaunt sniled. "Just a harmess prank. And he'll never know it
was you. He'll think it was sonmeone el se."

"Ch." Nettle |ooked past Gaunt at the carnival glass |anpshade,
and for a nmonent something sharpened her gaze-greed, perhaps, or just

sinmpl e | onging and Pl easure. "Wl
“I't will be all right, Nettle. No one will ever know. . . and
you'll have the | anpshade."

Nettl e spoke slowy and thoughtfully. "M husband used to play



tricks on ne alot. It mght be fun to play one on soneone else." She
| ooked back at him and now the thing sharpeni ng her gaze was al arm

“I'f it doesn't hurt him | don't want to hurt him | hurt mny
husband, you know. "

"I't won't hurt him" Gaunt said softly, stroking Nettle's hands.

"I't won't hurt hima bit. | just want you to put some things in
hi s house."
"How could | get in Buster's-" "Here."

He put something into her hand. A key. She closed her hand over
it.

"When?" Nettle asked. Her dream ng eyes had returned to the
| anpshade agai n.

"Soon." He rel eased her hands am stood up. "And now, Nettle,

| really ought to put that beautiful |anpshade into a box for you.

Ms. Martin is conming to |ook at sone Lalique in-" He glanced at
his watch. "Goodness, in fifteen mnutes! But | can't begin to tel
you how glad I amthat you decided to cone in. Very few people
appreci ate the beauty of carnival glass these days-nost people are just
deal ers, with cash registers for hearts.”

Nettle al so stood, and | ooked at the | anpshade with the soft eyes
of a wonman who is in |love. The agonized nervousness with which she had

approached the shop had entirely di sappeared. "It is lovely, isn't
it?"
"Very lovely," M. Gaunt agreed warmly. "And | can't tell you
can't even begin to express ... how happy it nmakes ne to know it
wi Il have a good hone, a place where soneone will do nmore than dust it

on Wednesday afternoons and then, after years of that, break it in a
carel ess noment and sweep the pieces up and then drop theminto the
trash wi thout a second thought."

“I'd never do that!" Nettle cried.

"I know you wouldn't,"” M. Gaunt said. "It's one of your charns,
Netitia."

Nettle | ooked at him anazed. "How did you know ny nane?"

"I have a flair for them | never forget a nane or a face.

He went through the curtain at the back of his shop. Wen he
returned, he held a flat sheet of white cardboard in one hand and a
large fluff of tissue paper in the other. He set the tissue paper down
besi de the cake container (it began at once to expand, with secret
little ticks and snaps, into sonething which | ooked Iike a giant
corsage) and began to fold the cardboard into a box exactly the right

size for the lanmpshade. "I know you'll be a fine custodian of the item
you have purchased. That's why | sold it to you."

"Really? | thought ... M. Keeton ... and the trick . . ."

"No, no, no!" M. Gaunt said, half-laughing and
hal f -exasperated. "Anyone will play a trick! People |ove to play

tricks! But to place objects with people who | ove them and need them
that is a different kettle of fish altogether. Sometines, Netitia,

| think that what | really sell is happiness ... what do you think?"
"Well," Nettle said earnestly, "I know you've nade ne happy, M.
Gaunt. Very happy."
He exposed his crooked, Jostling teeth in a wide snmle. "Good!

That's good!"™ M. Gaunt pushed the tissue-paper corsage into the
box, cradled the |anpshade in its ticking whiteness, closed the box,
and taped it shut with a flourish. "And here we are! Another
sati sfied custonmer has found her needful thing!"



He held the box out to her. Nettle took it. And as her fingers
touched his she felt a shiver of revul sion, although she had gri pped
themw th great strength-even ardor-a few nmoments ago. But that
i nterlude had al ready begun to seem hazy and unreal. He put the
Tupperware cake container on top of the white box. She saw sonething
i nside the former.

"What's that?"

"A note for your enployer," Gaunt said.

Alarmrose to Nettle's face at once. "Not about me?"

"Good heavens, no!" Gaunt said, |aughing, and Nettle rel axed at
once. Wen he was |laughing, M. Gaunt was inpossible to resist or
di strust. "Take care of your |anpshade, Netitia, and do cone again."

"I will," Nettle said, and this could have been an answer to both
adnoni tions, but she felt in her heart (that secret repository where
needs and fears el bowed each other continuously |ike unconfortable
passengers in a crowded subway car) that, while she night cone here
again, the | anpshade was the only thing she-would ever buy in Needfu
Thi ngs.

Yet what of that? It was a beautiful thing, the sort of thing she
had al ways wanted, the only thing she needed to conpl ete her nodest
collection. She considered telling M. Gaunt that her husband m ght
still be alive if he had not smashed a carnival glass |anpshade much
like this one fourteen years ago, that it had been the last straw, the
one which finally drove her over the edge. He had broken many of her
bones during their years together, and she had et himlive. Finally
he had broken somet hing she really needed, and she had taken his life.

She deci ded she did not have to tell M. Gaunt this.

He | ooked like the sort of man who m ght already know.
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"Polly! Polly, she's coming out!"

Polly left the dressmaker's dummy where she had been slowy and
carefully pinning up a hem and hurried to the wi ndow. She and Rosalie
stood side by side, watching as Nettle left Needful Things in a state
whi ch coul d only be described as heavily | aden

Her purse was under one arm her unbrella was under the other, and
in her hands she held Polly's Tupperware cake contai ner bal anced atop a
square white box.

"Maybe | better go help her," Rosalie said.

"No." Polly put out a hand and restrained her gently. "Better
not. | think she'd only be enbarrassed and fluttery."

They watched Nettle wal k up the street. She no |onger scuttled,
as if before the jaws of a storm now she seemed al npst to drift.

No, Polly thought. No, that isn't right. It's nore like ..

floating.

Her m nd suddenly nade one of those odd connections which were
al nost |ike cross-references, and she burst out |aughing.

Rosal i e | ooked at her, eyebrows raised. "Share?"

"It's the I ook on her face," Polly said, watching Nettle cross
Linden Street in slow, dreany steps.

"What do you nean?"

"She | ooks like a wonman who just got laid ... and had about three
orgasns. "

Rosal i e turned pink, |ooked at Nettle once nore, and then screaned
with laughter. Polly joined in. The two of them held each other and
rocked back and forth, laughing wldly.



"Cee," Alan Pangborn said fromthe front of the store. "Ladies

| aughing well before noon! |It's too early for chanpagne, so what is
it?"

"Four!" Rosalie said, giggling madly. Tears were stream ng down
her cheeks. "It |ooked nore |like four to nme!"

Then they were of f again, rocking back and forth in each other's
arns, howing with laughter while Al an stood watching themw th his
hands in the pockets of his uniformpants, smling quizzically.
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Norris Ridgewi ck arrived at the Sheriff's Ofice in his street
cl ot hes about ten mnutes before the noon whistle blew at the nmill. He
had the md-shift, fromtwelve until nine p.mright through the
weekend, and that was just the way he liked it. Let sonebody el se
cl ean up the nesses on the hi ghways and byways of Castle County after
the bars closed at one o' clock; he could do it, had done it on nany
occasi ons, but he al nbst always puked his guts. He sonetinmes puked his
guts even if the victinms were up, wal king around, and yelling that they
didn't have to take any fucking breathal yzer test, and that kind of
they knew their Constipational rights- Norris just had a stomach.
Sheila Brighamliked to tease himby saying he was |ike Deputy Andy on
that TV show Twi n Peaks, but Norris knew he wasn't.

Deputy Andy cried when he saw dead people. Norris didn't cry, but
he was apt to puke on them the way he had al nost puked on Honer
Ganmache that tinme when he had found Honer sprawled in a ditch out by
Honel and Cenetery, beaten to death with his own artificial arm

Norris glanced at the roster, saw that both Andy C utterbuck and
John LaPointe were out on patrol, then at the daywatch board.

Not hing there for him which was also just the way he liked it.

To make his day conplete-this end of it, at |east-his second
uni form had cone back fromthe cleaners . . . on the day, prom sed
for once.

That woul d save hima trip hone to change.

A note pinned to the plastic dry-cleaning bag read, "Hey
Bar ney-you owe ne $5.25. Do not stiff me this time or you will be a
sadder & wi ser man when the sun goes down." It was signed Cut.

Norris's good nood was unbroken even by the note's sal utation.

Sheil a Bri gham was the only person in the Castle Rock Sheriff's
O fice who thought of Norris as a Twin Peaks kind of guy (Norris had an
i dea that she was the only person in the departnent--besides hinself,

t hat was-who even watched the show). The other deputies-john LaPointe,
Seat Thomas, Andy C utterbuck-called himBarney, after the Don Knotts
character on the old Andy Griffith Show This sonetimes irritated him
but not today. Four days of md-shift, then three days off. A whole
week of silk laid out before him Life could sonetines be grand.

He pulled a five and a one fromhis wallet and laid themon Cut's
desk. "Hey, Cut, live alittle,"” he jotted on the back of a report
form signed his nane with a flourish, and left it by the noney. Then
he stripped the dry-cleaning bag off the uniformand took it into the
nmen's room He whistled as he changed cl othes, then waggled his
eyebrows approvingly as he stared at his reflection in the mirror. He
was Squared Away, by God. One hundred per cent Squared Away. The
evi |l doers of Castle Rock had dammed wel |l better be on the | ookout
today, around himin the mrror, but before he He caught novenent beh'
could do nore than begin to turn his head he had been grabbed, spun
around, and slanmed into the tiles beside the urinals. H's head bonked



the wall, his cap fell off, and then he was | ooking into the round,
flushed face of Danforth Keeton

"What in the hell do you think you're doing, R dgew ck?" he
asked.

Norris had forgotten all about the ticket he had slipped under the
wi ndshi el d wi per of Keeton's Cadillac the night before. Nowit al
came back to him

"Let go of me!" he said. He tried for a tone of indignation, but
his voice came out in a worried squeak. He felt his cheeks grow ng
hot. Wenever he was angry or scared-and right now he was bot h-he
bl ushed like a girl.

Keet on, who overtopped Norris by five inches and outwei ghed hi m by
a hundred pounds, gave the deputy a harsh little shake and then did |et
go. He pulled the ticket out of his pocket and brandished it under
Norris's nose. "Is this your nane on this goddamthing or isn't it?"

he denanded, as though Norris had already denied it.

Norris Ridgewi ck knew perfectly well that it was his signature,
rubber - stanped but perfectly recognizable, and that the ticket had been
pulled fromhis citation book.

"You were parked in the crip space," he said, stepping away from
the wall and rubbing the back of his head. Dammed if he didn't think
there was going to be a knot there. (and Buster had junped the living
Jesus out of him he couldn't deny that) As his initial surprise
abat ed, his anger grew.

"The what ?"

"The handi cap space!" Norris shouted. And furthernore, it was
Al an hinmself who told me to wite that ticket! he was about to
continue, and then didn't. Wy give this fat pig the satisfaction of
passi ng the buck? "You've been told about it before, Buh ... Danforth,
and you know it."

"What did you call me?" Danforth Keeton asked om nously.

Red spl otches the size of cabbage roses had grown on his cheeks
and jow s.

"That's a valid ticket," Norris said, ignoring this last, "and as
far as |'mconcerned, you better pay it. Wy, you're lucky | don't
cite you for assaulting a police officer as well!"

Danforth | aughed. The sound banged flatly off the walls. "I
don't see any police officer," he said. "l see a narrow piece of shit
packaged to | ook |ike beef jerky."

Morris bent over and picked up his hat. Hs guts were a roil of
fear-Danforth Keeton was a bad eneny for a nan to have-and his anger
had deepened into fury. His hands trenbled. He took a nonent,
nonet hel ess, to set his hat squarely on his head.

"You can take this up with Alan, if you want-

"I"'mtaking it up

with you!"
"-but I'mdone talking about it. Make sure you pay that within
thirty days, Danforth, or we'll have to conme and get you." Norris drew

hinself up to his full five-foot-six and added: "W know where to find
you. "

He started out. Keeton, his face now looking a little |ike sunset
in a nuclear blast area, stepped forward to bl ock his escape route.

Norris stopped and |l evelled a finger at him

"if you touch me I'lIl throwyou in a cell, Buster. | nean it."

"Ckay, that's it," Keeton said in a queer, toneless voice. "That
isit. You're fired. Take off that uniformand start |ooking for
another j-" "No," a voice said frombehind them and they both | ooked
around. Al an Pangborn was standing in the nen's-room doorway.



Keeton rolled his hands into fat white fists. "You keep out of
this."

Al an wal ked in, letting the door swoosh slowy shut behind him

"No," he said. "I was the one who told Norris to wite that
ticket.

| also told himl was going to forgive it before the
appropriations neeting. |It's a five-dollar ticket, Dan. Wat the hel
got into you?"

Al an's voice was puzzled. He felt puzzled. Buster had never been
a sweet-natured man, not even at the best of tines, but an outburst
like this was overboard even for him Since the end of the sumer, the
man had seened ragged and al ways on edge- Al an had often heard the
di stant bellow of his voice when the selectnen were in conmittee
neeti ngs-and his eyes had taken on a | ook which was al nost haunted. He
wondered briefly If Keeton m ght be sick, and decided that was a
consi deration for some later tine.

Ri ght now he had a noderately ugly situation on his hands.

"Not hi ng got into me," Keeton said sulkily, and snmoothed back his
hair. Norris took sone satisfaction in noticing that Keeton's hands
were also trenbling. "I'mjust good and goddamtired of selfinportant
pricks like this man here . . . | try to do alot for this towm . . .
hell, | acconplish a lot for this tow ... and |I'msick of the constant
persecution . He paused a nonment, his fat throat working, and then
burst out: "He called me Buster! You know how | feel about that!"

"He'l | apologize," Alan said calmy. "wWn't you, Norris?"

"I don't knowthat I will,"” Norris said. H's voice was trenbly

and his gut was rolling, but he was still angry. "I know he doesn't
like it, but the truth is, he surprised it out of me. | was just
standing here, looking in the mrror to nake sure ny tie was straight,
when he grabbed ne and threw ne against the wall. | smacked nmy head a
pretty good one. Jeer, Alan, | don't know what | said."

Al an's eyes shifted back to Keeton. "Is that true?"

Keet on dropped his own eyes. "I was mad," he said, and Al an

supposed it was as close as a man like himcould get to a spontaneous
and undirected apol ogy. He glanced back at Norris to see if the deputy
understood this. It |ooked as if maybe Norris did. That was good; it
was a long step toward defusing this nasty little stinkbonb.

Alan relaxed a little.

"Can we consider this incident closed?" he asked both men.

"Just kind of chalk it up to experience and go on from here?"

"Al'l right by me," Norris said after a nonent. Al an was touched.

Norris was scrawny, he had a habit of l|eaving half-full cans of
jolt and Nehi in the cruisers he used, and his reports were horrors .

but he had yards of heart. He was backi ng down, but not because
he was afraid of Keeton. |If the burly Head Sel ect man t hought that was
it, he was maki ng a very bad ni stake.

"I"'msorry | called you Buster,"” Norris said. He wasn't, not a
bit, but it didn't hurt to say he was. He supposed.

Al an | ooked at the heavy-set nan in the | oud sport-coat and
open-necked gol fer's shirt. "Danforth?"

"Al'l right, it never happened," Keeton said. He spoke in a tone
of overblown magnaninmity, and Alan felt a fanmiliar wave of dislike wash
over him A voice buried sonmewhere deep in his mnd, the primtive
crocodi | e-voice of the subconscious, spoke up briefly but clearly: Wy
don't you have a heart attack, Buster? Wy don't you do us all a favor
and di e?



"Al'l right," he said. "Good dea-" "If," Keeton said, raising one
finger.

Al an raised his eyebrows. "If?"

"I'f we can do something about this ticket." He held it out toward
Al an, tweezed between two fingers, as if it were a rag which had been
used to clean up sonme dubious spill

Al an sighed. "Cone on in the office, Danforth. W' Il talk about
it." He looked at Norris. "You' ve got the duty, right?"

"Right," Norris said. His stomach was still in a ball. H s good
feelings were gone, probably for the rest of the day, it was that fat
pig's fault, and Alan was going to forgive the ticket. He understood
it-politics-but that didn't nean he had to like it.

"Do you want to hang around?" Al an asked. It was as close as he
could come to asking, Do you need to talk this out? wth Keeton
standing right there and glowering at both of them

"No," Norris said. "Places to go and things to do. Talk to you
later, Alan.” He left the nmen's room brushing past Keeton without a
gl ance. And although Norris did not know it, Keeton restrained, with a
great-al nost heroic-effort, an irrational but mghty urge to plant a
foot in his ass to help himon his way.

Al an made a busi ness of checking his ow reflection in the mrror,
giving Norris tinme to nake a cl ean getaway, while Keeton stood by the
door, watching himinpatiently. Then Al an pushed out into the bull pen
area again with Keeton at his heels.

A snall, dapper nan in a creamcolored suit was sitting in one of
the two chairs outside the door to his office, ostentatiously reading a
| arge | eat her-bound book which could only have been a Bible.

Al an's heart sank. He had been fairly sure nothing el se too
unpl easant coul d happen this nmorning-it would be noon in only two or
three mnutes, so the idea seened a reasonabl e one but he had been
wWr ong.

The Rev. WIliam Rose closed his Bible (the binding of which
al nrost matched his suit) and bounced to his feet. "Chief-uh Pangborn,™
he said. The Rev. Rose was one of those deep-thicket Baptists who
begin to twist the tails of their words when they are enotionally

cranked up. "My | please speak to you?"

"Gve nme five mnutes, please, Reverend Rose. | have a matter to
attend to."

"This is-uh extrenely inportant.”

| bet, Alan thought. "So is this. Five mnutes."

He opened the door and ushered Keeton into his office before the
Reverend Wllie, as Father Brighamliked to call him could say
anyt hi ng el se.
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“It'll be about Casino Nite," Keeton said after Al an had cl osed
the I office door. "You mark my words. Father John Brighamis a
bul | headed Irishman, but I'Il take himover that fell ow anytime. Rose

is an incredibly arrogant prick."
There goes the pot, calling the kettle black, Al an thought.
"Have a seat, Danforth."
Keeton did. Alan went around his desk, held the parking ticket
up, and tore it into small fragnents. These he tossed into the
wast ebasket. "There. Okay?"
"COkay," Keeton said, and noved to rise.
"No, sit down a nonment |onger."



Keeton's bushy eyebrows drew together bel ow his high, pink
forehead in a thundercloud.

"Pl ease,"” Al an added. He dropped into his own swivel chair

Hi s hands came together and tried to make a bl ackbird; Al an caught
themat it and folded themfirmy together on the blotter

"We're having an appropriations commttee nmeeting next week
dealing with budgetary matters for Town Meeting in February-" Al an

began.

"Dam right," Keeton runbl ed.

"-and that's a political thing," Alan went on. "I recognize it
and you recognize it. | just tore up a perfectly valid parking ticket
because of a political consideration.”

Keeton snmiled a little. "You' ve been in town |ong enough to know
how t hi ngs work, Alan. One hand washes the other."

Alan shifted in his chair. It made its little creakings and

squeaki ngs- sounds he sonetines heard in his dreans after |ong, hard
days. The kind of day this one was turning out to be.

"Yes," he said. "One hand washes the other. But only for so
 ong. "

The eyebrows drew toget her again. "Wat does that nean?"

"It neans that there's a place, even in snall towns, where
politics have to end. You need to remenber that |I'mnot an appointed

official. The selectnmen may control the purse strings, but the voters
elect me. And what they elect me to do is to protect them and to
preserve and uphold the law. | took the oath, and | try to hold to

it."

"Are you threatening nme? Because if you are-" Just then the
mll-whistle went off. It was nuted in here, but Danforth Keeton still
junped as if he had been stung by a wasp.

Hi s eyes wi dened nmonentarily, and his hands cl anped down to white
claws on the arns of his chair

Alan felt that puzzlenent again. He's as skittish as a nmare in
heat .

VWat the hell's wong with hinf

For the first time he found hinself wondering if maybe M.

Danforth Keeton, who had been Castle Rock's Head Sel ect man since
| ong before Alan hinself ever heard of the place, had been uP to
somet hing that was not strictly kosher

"I"'mnot threatening you," he said. Keeton was beginning to rel ax
again, but warily ... as if he were afraid the mll-whistle mght go
of f again, )just to goose him

"That's good. Because it isn't just a question of purse strings,
Sheri ff Pangborn. The Board of Selectnen, along with the three County
Conmi ssi oners, holds right of approval over the hiringand the firing-of
Sheriff's Deputies. Anong many other rights of approval |'m sure you
know about . "

"That's just a rubber stanp.”

| e d. Fromhis inside "So it has al ways been," Keeton agr e
pocket he produced a Roi-Tan cigar. He pulled it between his fingers,
nmaki ng the cel l ophane crackle. "That doesn't nean it has to stay Now
who i s threatening whon? Al an thought, but did not say.

I nstead he | eaned back in his chair and | ooked at Keeton. Keeton
met his eyes for a few seconds, then dropped his gaze to the cigar and
began picking at the wrapper.

"The next tine you park in the handicap space, |'mgoing to ticket
you nyself, and that citation will stand,” Alan said. "And if You ever
| ay your hands on one of ny deputies again, I'll book you on a charge



of third-degree assault. That will happen no nmatter how nany so-call ed
rights of approval the selectnmen hold. Because politics only stretches
so far with me. Do you understand?"

' Keeton | ooked down at the cigar for a long noment, as if
nedi tating. Wen he | ooked up at Alan again, his eyes had turned to

small, hard flints. "If you want to find out just how hard ny ass
is,

t hat way."

Sheri ff Pangborn, just go on pushing nme." There was anger written
on Keeton's face-yes, nobst assuredly-but Al an thought there was
sonmething el se witten there, as well. He thought it was fear. Did he
see that? Smell it? He didn't know, and it didn't matter. But what
Keeton was afraid of... that mght matter. That mght matter a | ot.

"Do you understand?" he repeated.

"Yes," Keeton said. He stripped the cellophane fromhis cigar
with a sudden hard gesture and dropped it on the floor. He stuck the
cigar in his mouth and spoke around it. "Do you understand me?"

The chair creaked and croaked as Al an rocked forward again

He | ooked at Keeton earnestly. "I understand what you're saying,
but | sure as hell don't understand how you're acting, Danforth.

W' ve never been best buddies, you and I-" "That's for sure,"”
Keeton said, and bit off the end of his cigar

For a nonment Al an thought that was going to end up on the floor
too, and he was prepared to let it go if it did-politics-but Keeton
spat it into the palmof his hand and then deposited it in the clean

ashtray on the desk. It sat there like a small dog-turd.

"-but we've always had a pretty good working relationship

Now this. |s there something wong? |If there is, and | can
hel p-" "Nothing is wong," Keeton said, rising abruptly. He was angry
agai n-nmore than just angry. Alan could al nbst see the steam coni ng out
of his ears. "It's just that I'"'mso tired of this ... persecution.”

It was the second tinme he had used the word. Alan found it an odd
word, an unsettling word. |In fact, he found this whole conversation

unsettling.
"Well, you know where | am" Al an said.

"God, yes!" Keeton said, and went to the door.
"And, please, Danforth-renenber about the handicap space."
"Fuck the handi cap space!" Keeton said, and slamed out.

Al an sat behind his desk and | ooked at the closed door for a |ong
tinme, a troubled expression on his face. Then he went around the desk,
pi cked up the crunpl ed cell ophane cylinder lying on the floor, dropped
it into the wastebasket, and went to the door to invite Steanboat
Willie in.
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"M. Keeton | ooked rather upset," Rose said. He seated hinself
carefully in the chair the Head Sel ectman had just vacated, |ooked with
di staste at the cigar-end sitting in the ashtray, and then placed his
white Bible carefully in the center of his ungenerous |ap

"Lots of appropriations neetings in the next month or so," Al an

said vaguely. "I'msure it's a strain for all the selectnen.”

"Yes," Rev. Rose agreed. "For Jesus-uh told us: 'Render unto
Caesar those things which are Caesar's, and render unto God those
things which are God's."' "Uh-huh," Al an said. He suddenly wi shed he

had a cigarette, sonething like a Lucky or a Pall Mall that was
absolutely stuffed with tar and nicotine. "Wat can | render unto you



this afternoon, R. . . Reverend Rose?" He was horrified to realize
he had just cone extrenely close to calling the man Reverend WIllie.

Rose took off his round rinless spectacles, polished them and
then settled them back in place, hiding the two small red spots high up
on his nose. His black hair, plastered in place with sone sort of hair
potion Alan could snell but not identify, gleamed in the |ight of the
fluorescent grid set into the ceiling.

"I't's about the abom nation Father John Bri gham chooses to cal
Casino Nite," the Rev. Rose announced at last. "If you recall, Chief
Pangborn, | canme to you not long after | first heard of this dreadfu
i dea to denmand that you refuse to sanction such an event in the nanme-uh
of decency."

"Reverend Rose, if you'll recall-" Rose held up one hand
i mperiously and di pped the other into his jacket pocket. He cane out
wi th a panphl et which was al nost the size of a paperback book. It was,

Alan saw with a sinking heart (but no real surprise), the abridged
version of the State of Mine's Code of Laws.

"I now cone again," Rev. Rose said in ringing tones, "to demand
that you forbid this event not only in the nane of decency but i'n the
name of the law"

"Reverend Rose "This is Section 24, subsection 9, paragraph 2 of
the Maine State Code of Laws," Rev. Rose overrode him His cheeks now
flared with color, and Al an realized that the only thing he'd managed
to do in the last few nm nutes was swap one crazy for another

" 'Except where noted-uh,' " Rev. Rose read, his voice now taking
on the pulpit chant with which his nostly adoring congregati on was so
famliar, " 'ganmes of chance, as previously defined in Section 23

of the Code-uh, where wagers of noney are induced as a condition

of play, shall be deened illegal."' He snapped the Code cl osed and

| ooked at Alan. His eyes were blazing. "Shall be deened-uh illegal!"
he cried.
Alan felt a brief urge to throw his arns in the air and yel

Prai seuhj eesus! When it had passed he said: "I'm aware of those

sections of the Code which pertain to ganbling, Reverend Rose.

| ooked themup after your earlier visit to me, and | showed themto
Al bert Martin, who does a lot of the town's legal work. His opinion
was that Section 24 does not apply to such functions as Casino Nite."

He paused, then added: "I have to tell you that was ny opinion, as
wel [."

"I npossi ble!" Rose spat. "They propose to turn a house of the
Lord into a ganbler's lair, and you tell nme that is |egal?"

"It's every bit as legal as the bingo ganmes that have been going
on at the Daughters of Isabella Hall since 1931."

"This-uh is not bingo! This is roulette-uh! This is playing
cards for noney! This is"-Rev. Rose's voice trenbled-"dice-uh!"

Al an caught his hands trying to nmake another bird, and this tine
he | ocked them together on the desk blotter. "I had Al bert wite a
letter of inquiry to JimTierney, the State's Attorney General

The answer was the same. |'msorry, Reverend Rose. | know it
of fends you. M, |'ve got a thing about kids on skateboards. 1[|'d
outlaw themif | could, but | can't. In a denbcracy we soneti nes have
to put up with things we don't |ike or approve of."

"But this is ganbling!" Rev. Rose said, and there was rea
anguish in his voice. "This is ganbling for noney! How can such a
thing be legal, when the Code specifically says-" "The way they do it,
it's really not ganbling for noney. Each participant . . . pays a
donation at the door. 1In return, the participant is given an equa



amount of play noney. At the end of the night, a nunber of prizes-not
noney but prizes-are auctioned off. A VCR a toaster-oven, a Dirt

Devil, a set of china, things like that." And sone dancing, interior
imp made himadd: "I believe the initial donation may even be tax
deductible."

"It is a sinful abom nation," Rev. Rose said. The color had
faded fromhis cheeks. His nostrils flared.

"That's a noral judgnent, not a legal one. It's done this way al
over the country."

"Yes," Rev. Rose said. He got to his feet, clutching his Bible
before himlike a shield. "By the Catholics. The Catholics |ove
ganbling. | intend to put a stop to this, Chief-uh Pangborn. Wth
your help or without it."

Al an al so got up. "A couple of things, Reverend Rose. It's

Sheri ff Pangborn, not Chief. And | can't tell you what to say from
your pulpit any nore than | can tell Father Bri gham what sort of events
he can run in his church, or the Daughters of Isabella Hall, or the K
of C Hall-as long as they're not expressly forbidden by the State's
laws, that is-but | can warn you to be careful, and | think | have to
warn you to be careful .’

Rose | ooked at himcoldly. "Wat do you nean?"

"I mean that you're upset. The posters your people have been
putting up around town are okay, and the letters to the paper are okay,
but there's a line of infringement you nust not cross. My advice is to
let this one go hy."

"When-uh Jesus saw the whores and the noneyl enders in-uh the
Tenple, He did not consult any witten Code of Laws, Sheriff.

VWhen- uh Jesus saw those evil nen and wonen defiling the house of
the Lord-uh, He | ooked for no Iine of infringement. CQur Lord did what
He-uh knew to be right!"

"Yes," Alan said calmy, "but you're not Hm"

Rose | ooked at himfor a long nonent, eyes blazing |like gas-jets,
and Al an thought: Unh-oh. This guy's just as mad as a hatter

"Good day, Chief Pangborn,"” Rose said coldly.

This time Alan did not bother to correct him He only nodded and
hel d out his hand, know ng perfectly well it would not be shaken. Rose
turned and stal ked toward the door, Bible still held against his chest.

"Let this one go by, Reverend Rose, okay?" Alan called after him

Rose neither turned nor spoke. He strode out the door and sl anmed
it shut behind himhard enough to rattle the glass in the frane. Alan
sat down behind his desk and pressed the heels of his palms to his
t enpl es.

A few nonents | ater, Sheila Brigham poked her head tinmidly in
t hrough the door. "Al an?"

"is he gone?" Alan asked w thout | ooking up

"The preacher? Yes. He slammed out of here like a March wi nd.

"Elvis has left the building," Al an said hollowy.

"What ?"

"Never mind." He |ooked up. "lI'd like some hard drugs, please.

Woul d you check the evidence | ocker, Sheila, and see what we
have?"

She smled. "Already have. The cupboard's bare, |'m afraid.

Woul d a cup of coffee do?"

He smiled back. The afternoon had begun, and it had to be better
than this norning-had to. "Sold."

"Good deal." She closed the door, and Alan at last |let his hands
out of jail. Soon a series of blackbirds was flying through a band of



sunshine on the wall across fromthe w ndow.
7

On Thursdays, the | ast period of the day at Castle Rock M ddle
School was set aside for activities. Because he was an honor student
and would not be enrolled in a school activity until casting for the
Wnter Play took place, Brian Rusk was allowed to | eave early on that
day-it bal anced out his |ate Tuesdays very nicely.

Thi s Thursday afternoon he was out the side door al nost before the
si xth-period bell had stopped ringing. H s packsack contained not only
hi s books but the rain-slicker his nother had made hi m wear that
nmorning, and it bulged comi cally on his back

He rode away fast, his heart beating hard in his chest. He had
sonething (a deed) to do. A little chore to get out of the way. Sort
of a fun chore, actually. He now knew what it was. It had cone to him
clearly as he had been daydream ng his way through nmath cl ass.

As Brian descended Castle Hi Il by way of School Street, the sun
cane out frombehind the tattering clouds for the first time that day.
He | ooked to his left and saw a shadow boy on a shadowbi ke keepi ng pace
with himon the wet pavenent.

You'll have to go fast to keep up with nme today, shadow kid, he
thought. | got places to go and things to do.

Bri an pedal ed through the business district wi thout |ooking across
Main Street at Needful Things, pausing briefly at intersections for a
perfunctory gl ance each way before hurrying on again

When he reached the intersection of Pond (which was his street)
and Ford streets, he turned right instead of continuing up Pond Street
to his house. At the intersection of Ford and WIllow, he turned left.

Wl low Street paralleled Pond Street; the back yards of the houses
on the two streets backed up agai nst each other, divided in npst cases
by board fences.

Pete and Wl m Jersyck lived on WIlow Street.

CGot to be a little careful here.

But he knew how to be careful; he had worked all that out in his
mnd on the ride fromschool, and it had cone easily, alnost as though
it had al so been there all along, |ike his know edge of the thing he
was supposed to do.

The jerzyck house was quiet and the driveway was enpty, but that
didn't necessarily make everything safe and okay. Brian knew that
Wl nma worked at |east part of the time at Henphill's Market out on
Route 117, because he had seen her there, running a cashregister with
the ever-present scarf tied over her head, but that didn't nean she was
there now. The beat-up little Yugo she drove night be parked in the
jerzyck garage, where he couldn't see.

Brian pedal ed his bike up the driveway, got off, and put down the
ki ckstand. He could feel his heartbeat in his ears and his throat now

It sounded like the ruffle of drums. He walked to the front door
rehearsing the lines he would speak if it turned out Ms.

jerzyck was there after all

H, Ms. jerzyck, I'mBrian Rusk, fromthe other side of the
bl ock?

| go to the M ddl eSchool andpretty soon we're going to beselling
magazi ne subscriptions, so the band can get new uniforns, and |'ve been
asking people if they want magazines. So | can cone back | ater when
I've got nmy sales kit. W get prizes if we sell a |ot.

It had sounded good when he was working it out in his head, and it



still sounded good, but he felt tense all the sane. He stood on the
doorstep for a mnute, listening for sounds inside the house-a radio, a
TV tuned to one of the stories (not Santa Barbara, though; it wouldn't
be Santa Barbara time for another couple of hours), naybe a vacuum He
heard not hing, but that didn't nean any nore than the enpty driveway.

Brian rang the doorbell. Faintly, somewhere in the depths of the
house, he heard it: Bing-Bong!

He stood on the stoop, waiting, |ooking around occasionally to see
i f anyone had noticed him but WIIlow Street seemed fast asleep.

And there was a hedge in front of the jerzyck house. That was
good. When you were up to (a deed) sonething that people-your Ma and
Pa, for instance-wouldn't exactly approve of, a hedge was about the
best thing in the world.

It had been half a nminute, and nobody was coming. So far so good

but it was also better to be safe than sorry. He rang the door bel
again, thunmbing it twice this time, so the sound fromthe belly of the
house was Bi ngBong! Bi nhgBong!

Still nothing.

kay, then. Everything was perfectly okay. Everything was, in
fact, nost sincerely awesone and utterly radical

Sincerely awesone and utterly radical or not, Brian could not
resi st another | ook around-a rather furtive one this tine-as he
trundl ed his bike, with the kickstand still down, between the house and
the garage. |In this area, which the friendly folks at the Dick Perry
Si di ng and Door Conpany in South Paris called a breezeway, Brian parked
his bi ke again. Then he wal ked on into the back yard.

Hi s heart was poundi ng harder than ever. Sonetinmes his voice
shook when his heart was pounding hard like this. He hoped that if
Ms. jerzyck was out back, planting bulbs or something, his voice
woul dn't shake when he told her about the nagazi ne subscriptions.

If it did, she mght suspect he wasn't telling the truth. And
that could lead to kinds of trouble he didn't even want to think about.

He halted near the back of the house. He could see part of the
jerzyck back yard, but not all of it. And suddenly this didn't seem
like so much fun any nore. Suddenly it seened |ike a nmean trickno nore
than that, but certainly no |l ess. An apprehensive voice suddenly spoke
up in his mnd. Wy not just clinmb back on your bike again, Brian? o
on back home. Have a glass of milk and think this over.

Yes. That seened like a very good-a very sane-idea. He actually
began to turn around ... and then a picture cane to him one which was
a great deal nore powerful than the voice. He saw a long black car-a
Cadill ac or nmaybe a Lincoln Mark IV-pulling up in front of his house.
The driver's door opened and M. Leland Gaunt stepped out. Only M.
Gaunt was no | onger wearing a smoking jacket |ike the one Sherl ock
Hol mes wore in some of the stories.

The M. Gaunt who now strode across the | andscape of Brian's
i magi nati on wore a formidable black suit-the suit of a funera
director-and his face was no longer friendly. H s dark-blue eyes were
even darker in anger, and his |lips had pulled back fromhis crooked
teeth . . . but not in asnle. Hs long, thin |legs went scissoring
up the walk to the Rusk front door, and the shadow man attached to his
heel s | ooked Ii ke a hangman in a horror novie.

VWhen he got to the door he would not pause to ring the bell, oh
no. He would sinply barge in. |If Brian's Ma tried to get in his way
he woul d push her aside. |If Brian's Pa tried to get in his way he

woul d knock himdown. And if Brian's little brother, Sean, tried to
get in his way he woul d heave himthe | ength of the house, like a



quarterback throwing a Hail Mary. He would stride upstairs, bellow ng
Brian's nane, and the roses on the wall paper would wilt when that
hangman' s shadow passed over them

He' dfind me, too, Brian thought. H's face as he stood by the side
of the jerzyck house was a study in dismay. It wouldn't matter if |
tried to hide. It wouldn't matter if | went all the way to Bonbay.

He'd find ne. And when he did. He tried to block the picture, to
turn it off, and couldn't. He saw M. Gaunt's eyes grow ng, turning
into blue chasms whi ch went down and down into sone horrid indigo
eternity. He saw M. Gaunt's |long hands, with their queerly even
fingers, turning into claws as they descended upon his shoul ders. He
felt his skin crawl at that |oathsome touch. He heard M. Gaunt
bel | owi ng: You have something of mne, Brian, and you haven't Pai dfor
it!

"Il give it back! he heard hinmself screaming at that tw sted,
burning face. Please oh please I'Il give it back I'll give it back
Just don't hurt nme!

Brian returned to hinself, as dazed as he had been when he cane
out of Needful Things on Tuesday afternoon. The feeling now wasn't as
pl easant as it had been then

He didn't want to give back the Sandy Koufax card, that was the
t hi ng.

He didn't want to, because it was his.
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Myra Evans stepped under the awni ng of Needful Things just as her
best friend's son was finally walking into Wl ma jerzyck's back yard.

Myra's glance, first behind her and then across Main Street, was
even nore furtive than Brian's glance across WIlow Street had been

If Cora-who really was her best friend-knew she was here, and,
nore inportant, why she was here, she woul d probably never speak to
Myra agai n. Because Cora wanted the picture, too.

Never mind that, Myra thought. Two sayings occurred to her and
both seened to fit this situation. First cone, first served was one.

What she doesn't know won't hurt her was the other

Al the same, Myra had donned a large pair of Foster G ant
sungl asses before com ng downtown. Better safe than sorry was anot her
wort hwhi | e pi ece of advice.

Now she advanced slowly on the door and studied the sign which
hung there:

TUESDAYS AND THURSDAYS BY APPO NTMENT ONLY

Myra di d not have an appointnent. She had conme down here on the
spur of the nmonent, galvanized into action by a call from Cora not
twenty m nutes ago.

"I"ve been thinking about it all day! 1've sinply got to have it,
Myra-1 shoul d have bought it on Wednesday, but | only had four dollars
inm purse and | wasn't sure if he'd take a personal check

You know how enbarrassing it is when people won't. |[|'ve been
ki cking nysel f ever since. Wiy, | hardly slept a wink [ast night. |
know you'll think it's silly, but it's true."

Myra didn't think it was silly at all, and she knew it was true,

because she had hardly slept a wink last night, either. And it was
wrong of Cora to assune that picture should be hers sinply because she
had seen it first-as if that gave her sone sort of divine right, or



sonet hi ng.

"I don't believe she sawit first, anyway," Myra said in a snall
sulky voice. "I think | sawit first."

The question of who had seen that absolutely delicious picture
first was really noot, anyway. Wat wasn't noot was how Myra felt when
she thought of conming into Cora's house and seeing that picture of
El vis hung above the mantel, right between Cora's ceramic Elvis figure
and Cora's porcelain Elvis beer-stein. Wen she thought of that,
Myra's stonmach rose to somewhere just under her heart and hung there,
knotted like a wet rag. It was the way she'd felt during the first
week of the war against Iraq.

It wasn't right. Cora had all sorts of nice Elvis things, had
even seen Elvis in concert once. That had been at the Portland G vic
Center, a year or so before The King was called to heaven to be with
hi s bel oved not her.

"That picture should be mne," she nmuttered, and, sunmmoni ng al
her courage, she knocked on the door

it was opened al nost before she could | ower her hand, and a
narr ow shoul dered nan al nrost bowl ed her over on his way out.

"Excuse ne," he muttered, not raising his head, and she barely had
time to register the fact that it was M. Constantine, the pharnaci st
at LaVerdiere's Super Drug. He hurried across the street and then onto
t he Town Common, holding a small w apped package in his hands, | ooking
neither to the right nor to the left.

When she | ooked back, M. Gaunt was in the doorway, smling at
her with his cheery brown eyes.

"I don't have an appoi ntment she said in a small voice.

Bri an Rusk, who had grown used to hearing Myra pronouncing on
things in a tone of total authority and assurance, woul d not have
recogni zed that voice in a mllion years.

"You do now, dear lady," M. Gaunt said, smling and standing
aside. "Welcone back! Enter freely, and | eave sone of the happi ness
you bring!"

After one final quick | ook around that showed her no one she knew,
Myra Evans scurried into Needful Things.

The door swung shut behi nd her.

A long-fingered hand, as white as the hand of a corpse, reached up
in the gloom found the ring-pull which hung down, and drew t he shade.
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Brian didn't realize he had been holding his breath until he |let
it out in a long, whistling sigh.

There was no one in the jerzyck back yard.

W na, undoubtedly encouraged by the inproving weat her, had hung
out her wash before leaving for work or wherever she had gone. It
flapped on three Iines in the sunshine and freshening breeze. Brian
went to the back door and peered in, shading the sides of his face with
his hands to cut the glare. He was |looking into a deserted kitchen

He thought of knocking and decided it was just another way to keep
from doi ng what he had come to do. No one was here. The best thing
was to conplete his business and then get the hell out.

He wal ked slowly down the steps and into the jerzyck back yard.

The clotheslines, with their freight of shirts, pants, underwear,
sheets, and pillow cases, were to the left. To the right was a snal
garden fromwhich all the vegetables, with the exception of a few puny
punpki ns, had been harvested. At the far end was a fence of pine



boards. On the other side, Brian knew, was the Haverhills' place, only
four houses down from his own.

The heavy rain of the night before had turned the garden into a
swanp; nost of the remai ni ng punpki ns sat hal f-submerged i n puddl es.

Brian bent, picked up a handful of dark-brown garden nmuck in each
hand, and then advanced on the clothesline with dribbles of brown water
runni ng between his fingers.

The cl othesline closest to the garden was hung with sheets al ong
its entire length. They were still danp, but drying quickly in the
breeze. They nmade | azy flappi ng sounds. They were pure, pristine
whi te.

Go on, M. Gaunt's voice whispered in his mnd. Go for it,
Brian-just |ike Sandy Koufax. Go for i't!

Brian drew his hands back over his shoulders, palns up to the sky.

He was not entirely surprised to find he had a hard-on again, as
in his dream He was glad he hadn't chickened out. This was going to
be fun.

He brought his hands forward, hard. The nud slung off his pal ns
in long brown swoops that spread into fans before striking the
billow ng sheets. It splattered across themin runny, ropy parabol as.

He went back to the garden, got two nore handfuls, threw them at
t he sheets, went back, got nore, and threw that, too. A kind of frenzy
descended on him He trundl ed busily back and forth, first getting the
mud, then throwing it.

He m ght have gone on all afternoon if soneone hadn't yelled.

At first he thought it was himthe soneone was yelling at. He
hunched his shoulders and a terrified little squeal escaped him Then
he realized it was just Ms. Haverhill, calling her dog fromthe other
side of the fence.

Just the sane, he had to get out of here. And quick

He paused for a nmonent, though, |ooking at what he had done, and
he felt a nonentary quiver of shane and unease.

The sheets had protected nost of the clothes, but the sheets
t hensel ves were plastered with muck. There were only a few isol ated
white patches left to show what color they had originally been

Brian | ooked at his hands, which were caked with mud. Then he
hurried over to the corner of the house, where there was a faucet bib

It hadn't been turned off yet; when he turned the handle, a cold
stream of water poured fromthe spigot. He thrust his hands into it
and rubbed them together hard. He washed until all the nud was gone,

i ncluding the goo under his fingernails, unm ndful of the spreading
nunbness. He even held his shirt-cuffs under the spigot.

He turned off the faucet, went back to his bike, put up the
ki ckstand, and wal ked it back down the driveway. He had a very bad
nonent when he saw a snal | yell ow conpact car conming, but it was a
Cvic, not a Yugo. It went past without slowing, its driver unm ndfu
of the little boy with the red, chapped hands frozen beside his bike in
the jerzyck driveway, the little boy whose face was nearly a billboard
with one word-GUJI LTY!-screani ng across it.

When the car was gone, Brian nounted his bike and began to |
pedal , hellbent for leather. He didn't stop until he was coasting up
his own driveway. The nunbness was | eaving his hands by then, but they

itched and smarted ... and they were still red.
VWhen he went in, his nother called, "That you, Brian?" fromthe
living room

"Yes, Ma." What he had done in the jerzyck back yard already
seened |i ke sonething he m ght have dreaned. Surely the boy standing



here in this sunny, sane kitchen, the boy who was now going to the
refrigerator and taking out the mlk, could not be the sane boy who had
pl unged his hands up to the wists in the mud of Wlnma jerzyck's garden
and then flung that nud at Wl m Jerzyck's clean sheets again and again
and agai n.

Surely not.

He poured hinmself a glass of mlk, studying his hands as he did.

They were clean. Red, but clean. He put the milk back. His
heart had returned to its normal rhythm

"Did you have a good day at school, Brian?" Cora's voice floated
out .

"I't was okay."

"Want to come in and watch TV with me? Santa Barbara will be on
pretty soon, and there's Hershey's |csses."

"Sure," he said, "but I'mgoing upstairs for a few mnutes first."

"Don't you leave a mlk-glass up there! It goes all sour and
stinks and it never cones off in the dishwasher!"

“I'"ll bring it down, Ma."

"You better!"

Brian went upstairs and spent half an hour sitting at his desk,
dream ng over his Sandy Koufax card. Wen Sean canme in to ask if he
wanted to go down to the corner store with him Brian shut his
basebal | -card book with a snap and told Sean to get out of his room and
not to come back until he | earned how to knock on a door when it was
shut. He heard Sean standing out in the hallway, crying, and felt no
synpathy at all.

There was, after all, such a thing as nmanners.
Warden threw a party in the county jail, Prison band was there and
they began to wail, The band was J' Urpin and the joint began to sw ng,

Y' oughtta heard those knocked-out jailhirds sing!

The King stands wi'th his legs apart, his blue eyes blazing, the
bell bottons of his white JUnpsuit shaking. Rhinestones glitter
andfl ash in the overhead spotlights. A sheaf of blue-black hair falls
across his forehead. The mike is near his mouth, but not so near Myra
cannot see the pouty curl of his upper |ip.

She can see everything. She is i'n the first row

And suddenly, as the rhythmsection blasts off, he is holding a
hand out, holding it out to HER, the way Bruce Springsteen (who wll
never be The King in a mllion years, no matter how hard he tries)
hol ds his hand out to that girl i'n his "Dancing in the Dark" video.

For a noment she's too stunned to do anything, too stunned to
nove, and then hands from behind push her forward, and H's hand has
cl osed over her wist, H's hand is pulling her up on stage. She can
SMELL him a mixture of sweat, English Leather, and hot, clean flesh.

A bare nmonment |later, Myra Evans is in Elvis Presley's arns.

The satin of his junpsuit is slick under her hands. The arns
around her are nuscular. That face, H'S face, the face of The King, is
inches fromhers. He is dancing with her-they are a couple, Mra
Josephi ne Evans from Castl e Rock, Malone, and Elvis Aron Presley, from
Menphi's, Tennessee! They dirty-dance their way across a wi de stage in
front of four thousand screaning fans as the jordanaires chant that
funky old fifties refrain: "Let's rock ... everybody let's rock

" H s hips nove in against hers; she can feel the coiled tension
at the center of himnudging agai nst her belly. Then he twirls her
her skirt flares out flat, showing her legs all the way to the | ace of
her Victoria's Secret panties, her hand spins inside his |ike an axle
i nside a huh, and then he is drawing her to himagain, and his hand



slides down the small of her hack to the swell of her buttocks, cupping
her tightly to him

For a monent she | ooks down and there, beyond and bel ow the gl are
of the footlights, she sees Cora Rusk staring up. Cora's face is
bal eful with hate and witchy with envy.

Then Elvis turns her head toward hi mand speaks in that syrupy

m d- South drawl .- "Ain't we supposed to be | ookin at each ot hah,
honeh?"

Bef ore she can reply, his full lips are on hers; the snell of him
and thefeel ofhinfill the world. Then, suddenly, his tongue is in her
nout ht he King of Rock and Roll is french-kissing her in front of Cora

and the whol e dammed world!  He draws her tight against himagain and
as the horns kick in with a syncopated shriek, she feels ecstatic heat
begin to uncoil in her loins. GCh, it has never been like this, not
even down at Castle Lake with Ace Merrill all those years ago. She
wants to scream but his tongue is hurled in her mouth and she can only
claw "into his snooth satin back, punping her hips as the horns thunder
into "My Way."

M. Gaunt sat in one of the plush chairs, watching Myra Evans
with clinical detachment as her orgasmripped through her. She was
shaking |li ke a woman experiencing a total neural breakdown, the picture
of Elvis clutched tightly in her hands, eyes closed, bosom heavi ng,
| egs tightening, |oosening, tightening, |oosening. Her hair had | ost
its beauty-shop curl and | ay agai nst her head in a not-toocharm ng
hel met. Her double chins ran with sweat much as Elvis's own had done
as he gyrated ponderously across the stage during his |ast few
concerts.

"Qoohh!" Myra cried, shaking like a bow of jelly on a plate.

"Qoooh! Oooooooh my God! (Ooooooooooooh ny Gahhhhhhhhd!

OOOCHHHHH-" M. Gaunt idly tweezed the crease of his dark slacks
bet ween his thunb and forefinger, shook it out to its forner razor
sharpness, then | eaned forward and snatched the picture fromMWra's
hands.

Her eyes, full of dismay, flew open at once. She grabbed for the
picture, but it was already out of her reach. She started to get up

"Sit down," M. Gaunt said.

Myra remai ned where she was, as if she had been turned to stone
during the act of rising.

"I'f you ever want to see this picture again, Myra, sit ... down."

She sat, staring at himin dunb agony. Large patches of sweat
were creeping out fromunder her arns and al ong the sides of her
breasts.

"Pl ease," she said. The word came out in a croak so dusty that it
was like a puff of wind in the desert. She held her hands out.

"Nanme me a price," Gaunt invited.

She thought. Her eyes rolled in her sweaty face. Her Adams
appl e went up and down.

"Forty dollars!"™ she cried.

He | aughed and shook his head.

"Fifty! " "Ridiculous. You nmust not want this picture very
badly, Mra."

"I do!" Tears began to seep fromthe corners of her eyes. They
ran down her cheeks, nmixing with the sweat there. "I doooooo!"

"Al'l right," he said. "You want it. | accept the fact that you
want it. But do you need it, Myra? Do you really need it?"

"Sixty! That's all 1've got! That's every red cent!"

"Myra, do | look like a child to you?"



No-" "I think | must. I'man old man-ol der than you would
believe, |I've aged very well, if | do say so nyself-but | really think
I rmust look like a child to you, a child who will believe a woman who
lives in a brand-new duplex | ess than three bl ocks from Castle View has
only sixty dollars to her nane."

"You don't understand! M husband-" M. Gaunt rose, stil
hol ding the picture. The smiling nman who had stood aside to grant her
adnmi ttance was no longer in this room

"You didn't have an appointment, Myra, did you? No. | saw you
out of the goodness of ny heart. But now |'mafraid I'll have to ask
you to | eave."

"Seventy! Seventy dollars!"

"You insult ny intelligence. Please go."

Myra fell on her knees before him She was weeping in hoarse,
pani cky sobs. She clutched his calves as she grovelled before him

"Pl ease! Please, M. Gaunt! | have to have that picture! |
have to

It does ... you wouldn't believe what it does!"

M. Gaunt | ooked at the picture of Elvis and a nmomentary | ook of
di staste crossed his face. "I don't think I'd want to know, " he said.

"I't |ooked extrenely ... sweaty. " "But if it was nore than
seventy dollars, 1'd have to wite a check. Chuck would know. He'd
want to know what | spent it for

And if | told him he'd ... he'd . . . " "That," M. Gaunt said,
"is not my problem | am a shopkeeper, not a narriage counsellor." He
was | ooki ng down at her, speaking to the top of her sweaty head. "I'm
sure that soneone el se-Ms.

Rusk, for instance will be able to afford this rather unique

i keness of the late M. Presley."
At the nmention of Cora, Myra's head snapped up. Her eyes were
sunken, glittering points in deep brown sockets. Her teeth were

revealed in a snarl. She looked, in that instant, qui-,e insane.

"You'd sell it to her?" she hissed.

"I believe in free trade,”" M. Gaunt said. "It's what nade this
country great. | really wish you'd et go of ne, Myra. Your hands are
positively running with sweat. |'mgoing to have to have these pants
dry-cl eaned, and even then I'mnot sure-" "Eighty! Ei ghty dollars!"

"I"ll sell it to you for exactly twice that," M. Gaunt said.

"One hundred and sixty dollars." He grinned, revealing his |arge,
crooked teeth. "And Myra-your personal check is good with ne."

She uttered a how of despair. "I can't! Chuck will kill ne!"

“"Maybe," M. Gaunt said, "but you would be dying for a hunkahunka
burni ng | ove, would you not?"
"A hundred," Myra whined, grabbing his calves again as he tried to

step away fromher. "Please, a hundred dollars."
"A hundred and forty," Gaunt countered. "It's as low as | can go.
It is ny final offer."
"Al'l right," Myra panted. "All right, that's all right, 1'll pay
it-" "And you'll have to throw in a blow ob, of course,"” Gaunt said,

grinning down at her

She | ooked up at him her nmouth a perfect 0. "Wat did you say?"

she whi sper ed.

"Blow me!" he shouted down at her. "Fellate nel Open that
gorgeous netal -filled nouth of yours and gobble ny crank!"

"Ch ny God," Myra npaned.

"As you wish," M. Gaunt said, beginning to turn away.

She grabbed hi mbefore he could | eave her. A nonent |ater her



shaki ng hands were scrabbling at his fly.
He | et her scrabble for a few nmoments, his face anused, and then

he sl apped her hands away. "Forget it," he said. "Oral sex gives ne
amesi a. "
"What-" "Never nmind, Myra." He tossed her the picture. She

flailed her hands at it, caught it sonehow, and clutched it to her
bosom "There is one other thing, however."

"What ?" she hissed at him

"Do you know the man who tends the bar on the other side of the
Tin Bridge?"

She was begi nning to shake her head, her eyes filling with alarm
again, then realized who he nust nean. "Henry Beaufort?"

"Yes. | believe he al so owns the establishnment, which is called
The Mellow Tiger. A rather interesting name."

"Well, | don't know him but | know who he is, | guess."

She had never been in The Mellow Tiger in her life, but she knew
as well as anyone who owned and ran the place.

"Yes. Hm | want you to play a little trick on M. Beaufort."

"What ... what kind of a trick?"

Gaunt reached down, grasped one of Myra's sweat-sliny hands, and
hel ped her to her feet.

"That," he said, "is sonmething we can tal k about while you wite
your check, Myra." He sniled then, and all his charmflooded back into
his face. H's brown eyes sparkled and danced. "And by the way, would

you like your picture gift-w apped?"

CHAPTER FI VE

Alan slid into a booth in Nan's Luncheonette across from Polly and
saw at once that the pain was still bad-bad enough for her to have
taken a Percodan in the afternoon, which was rare. He knew it even
bef ore she opened her nouth-it was sonmething in the eyes.

A sort of shine. He had conme to knowit ... but not to like it.
He didn't think he would ever like it. He wondered, not for the
first time, if she was addicted to the stuff yet. 1In Polly's case, he

supposed that addiction was just another side-effect, sonmething to be
expected, noted, and then sublimated to the main probl em which was,
simply put, the fact that she was living with pain he probably coul dn't
even conprehend.

Hi s voi ce showed none of this as he asked, "How s it going, pretty
| ady?"

She smiled. "Well, it's been an interesting day. Verrrrry .

i nderesting, as that guy used to say on Laugh-In."

"You're not old enough to remenber that."

"I amso. Alan, who's that?"

He turned in the direction of her gaze just intine to spot a
worman with a rectangul ar package cradled in her arns drift past Nan's
wi de pl ate-glass window. Her eyes were fixed straight ahead, and a nan
conmng the other way had to jig rapidly out of her way to avol | |
nanes and faces he kept in his head and came up with what Norris, who
was deeply in love with police | anguage, woul d undoubtedly have called
"a partial."

"Evans. Mabel or Mavis or sonmething like that. Her husband's
Chuck Evans."

"She | ooks |ike she just snoked sone very good Pananani an Red, "
Polly said. "I envy her."



Nan Roberts herself came over to wait on them She was one of
Wl liam Rose's Baptist Christian Soldiers, and today she wore a snal
yel l ow button above her left breast. It was the third one Al an had
seen this afternoon, and he guessed he would see a great many nore in
the weeks ahead. It showed a slot machine inside a black circle with a
red diagonal line drawn through it. There were no words on the button
it made the wearer's feelings about Casino Nite perfectly clear without
t hem

Nan was a m ddl e-aged woman with a huge bosom and a sweetly pretty
face that nmade you think of Momand apple pie. The apple pie at Nan's
was, as Alan and all his deputies knew, very good, too-especially wth
a large scoop of vanilla ice creamnelting on top. It was easy to take
Nan at face value, but a good many busi ness people-realtors, for the
nost part-had discovered that doing so was a bad idea. Behind the
sweet face there was a clicking computer of a mnd, and beneath the
notherly swell of bosomthere was a pile of account books where the
heart should have been. Nan owned a very | arge chunk of Castle Rock
including at least five of the business buildings on Main Street, and
now that Pop Merrill was in the ground, Al an suspected she was probably
t he weal t hi est person in town.

She rem nded hi m of a whorehouse madam he had once arrested in
Utica. The worman had of fered hima bribe, and when he turned that
down, she had tried very earnestly to knock his brains out with a
bi rdcage. The tenant, a scrofulous parrot who sonetinmes said "I fucked
your mamma, Frank" in a norose and thoughtful voice, had still been in
the cage at the tinme. Sonetines, when Al an saw the vertical frown-Iline
bet ween Nan Roberts's eyes deepen down, he felt she would be perfectly
capabl e of doing the same thing. And he found it perfectly natura
that Nan, who did little these days but sit at the cash register, would
cone over to serve the County Sheriff herself. It was the persona
touch that means so nuch.

"d acollision. Alan flicked rapidly through the huge file of

"Hull o, Alan," she said, "I haven't seen you in a dog' s age!
VWhere you been?"
"Here and there," he said. "l get around, Nan."

"Well, don't forget your old friends while you're doing it," she
said, giving himher shining, notherly snmle. You had to spend quite
awhi | e around Nan, Alan reflected, before you started to notice how
rarely that snile nade it all the way to her eyes. "Cone see us once
in awhile."

"And, lo! Here |l be!" Alan said.

Nan peal ed | aughter so loud and lusty that the nen at the
counter-1loggers, for the nost part-craned briefly around. And |ater
Al an thought, they'Il tell their friends that they saw Nan Roberts and
the Sheriff yukking it up together. Best of friends.

"Cof fee, Al an?"

"Pl ease. "

"How about some pie to go with that? Home-made apples from
McSherry's Orchard over in Sweden. Picked yesterday." At |east she
didn't try to tell us she picked them herself, Al an thought.

"No, thanks."

"Sure? Wiat about you, Polly?"

Pol Iy shook her head.

Nan went to get the coffee. "You don't like her nuch, do you?"

Polly asked himin a | ow voi ce.

He considered this, a little surprised-likes and dislikes had not
really entered his thoughts. "Nan? She's all right. It's just that |



like to know who people really are, if I can.”
"And what they really want?"

"That's too dam hard," he said, laughing. "I'll settle for
knowi ng what they're up to."
She smled-he loved to nmake her smile and said, "We'll turn you

into a Yankee phil osopher yet, Al an Pangborn.™

He touched the back of her gloved hand and sm | ed back

Nan returned with a cup of black coffee in a thick white nug and
left at once. One thing you can say for her, A an thought, she knows
when the anenities have been perforned and the fl esh has been pressed
to a sufficiency. It wasn't sonething everyone with Nan's interests
and anbitions did know.

"Now, " Al an said, sipping his coffee. "Spill the tale of your
very interesting day."

She told himin greater detail about how she and Rosalie Drake had
seen Nettle Cobb that norning, how Nettle had agonized in front of
Needf ul Things, and how she had finally sumoned up enough courage to
go in.

"That's wonderful ," he said, and neant it.

"Yes-but that's not all. Wen she cane out, she'd bought
sonething! 1've never seen her so cheerful and so ... so buoyant as
she was today. That's it, buoyant. You know how sal | ow she usually
is?"

Al an nodded.

"Well, she had roses in her cheeks and her hair was sort of mnussed
and she actually | aughed a few tines."

"Are you sure business was all they were doing?" he asked, and
rolled his eyes.

"Don't be silly." She spoke as if she hadn't suggested the sane
thing to Rosalie herself. "Anyway, she waited outside until you'd
left-1 knew she woul d-and then she came in and showed us what she
bought. You know that little collection of carnival glass she has?"

"Nope. There are a fewthings in this town which have escaped ny
notice. Believe it or not."

"She has half a dozen pieces. Modst of themcane to her from her
nmother. She told nme once that there used to be nore, but sone of them
got broken. Anyway, she |oves the few things she has, and he sold her
t he nobst gorgeous carnival glass | anpshade |'ve seen in years. At
first glance | thought it was Tiffany. O course it isn'tcouldn't be,
Nettle could never afford a piece of real Tiffany glassbut it's awfully
good. "

"How nmuch did she pay?"

"I didn't ask her. But I'll bet whatever sock she keeps her
madnmoney in is flat this afternoon.”
He frowned a little. "Are you sure she didn't get hornswoggl ed?"

"Ch, Alan-do you have to be so suspicious all the time? Nettle
may be vague about sone things, but she knows her carnival gl ass.

She said it was a bargain, and that nmeans it probably was. It's
made her so happy."

"Well, that's great. Just The Ticket."

" Par don?"

"That was the nane of a shop in Uica," he said. "Along tine
ago. | was only a kid. Just The Ticket."

"And did it have your Ticket?" she teased.

"l don't know. | never went in."

"Well," she said, "apparently our M. Gaunt thinks he mi ght have

mne." ?"



"What do you nean "Nettle got ny cake-box, and there was a note

inside it. FromM. Gaunt." She pushed her handbag across the table
to him "Take a look-1 don't feel up to the clasp this afternoon.”
He i gnored the handbag for the nonment. "How bad is it, Polly?"
"Bad," she said sinmply. "It's been worse, but I'mnot going to

lie to you; it's never been nmuch worse. All this week, since the
weat her changed. "
"Are you going to see Dr. Van Allen?"

She sighed. "Not yet. |I'mdue for a respite. Every tine it gets
bad like this, it lets up just when | feel like I'"'mgoing to go crazy
any mnute. At least, it always has. | suppose that one of these
times the respite just won't cone. |If it's not better by Mnday, |l
go see him But all he can do is wite prescriptions. | don't want to
be a junkie if I can help it, Alan."

"But-" "Enough," she said softly. "Enough for now, okay?"

"Ckay," he said, alittle unwillingly.

"Look at the note. It's very sweet ... and sort of cute.”

He undid the clasp of her handbag and saw a slim envel ope |ying on
top of her billfold. He took it out. The paper had a rich, creany
feel. Witten across the front, in a hand so perfectly ol dfashioned it
| ooked |i ke sonmething froman antique diary, was Ms.

Pol | y Chal ners.

"That style is called copperplate,” she said, amused. "I think
t hey stopped teaching it not long after the Age of the Dinosaurs."

He took a single sheet of deckle-edged stationery fromthe
envel ope. Printed across the top was NEEDFUL THI NGS Castl e Rock, Maine
Lel and Gaunt, Proprietor The handwiting here was not as formally fancy

as that on the envel ope, but both it and the | anguage itself still had
a pleasingly ol d-fashioned quality.

Dear Polly, Thank you once again for the devil's-food cake. It is
ny favorite, and it was delicious! | also want to thank you for your

ki ndness and t hought ful ness-1 suppose you knew how nervous | must be on
nmy opening day, and in the off-season as well.
| have an item not yet in stock but coming with a nunber of other
things via air freight, which | believe mght interest you a great
deal. | don't want to say nore; |1'd rather you viewed it yourself.
It's actually not nmuch nmore than a knickknack, but | thought of it
al nost the nmoment you left, and over the years |'ve rarely been w ong

inm intuitions. | expect it to cone in either Friday or Saturday.
If you have a chance, why not stop in Sunday afternoon? |[|'Ill be

in all day, catal oguing stock, and would be delighted to showit to

You. | don't want to say nore just now, the itemeither will or wll

not explain itself. At least let ne repay your kindness with a cup of
tea!

| hope Nettle enjoys her new | anpshade. She is a very dear | ady,
and it seenmed to pl ease her very nuch.

Yours sincerely,

Lel and Gaunt
"Mysterious!" Alan said, folding the note back into the envel ope
and putting the envel ope back in her purse. "Are you going to check it

out, as we say in the police biz?"
"Wth a build-up like that-and after seeing Nettle's | anpshade-how
could | refuse? Yes, | think I'lIl drop by ... if my hands feel better
Want to conme, Alan? Mybe he'll have sonething for you, toQO"
"Maybe. But maybe I'Il just stick with the Patriots. They're



bound to win one eventually."

"You |l ook tired, Alan. Dark circles under the eyes."

"I't's been one of those days. It started with me just barely
keepi ng the Head Sel ectman and one of ny deputies from beating each
other to a bloody pulp in the little boys' room"

She | eaned forward, concerned. "Wat are you tal ki ng about?"

He told her about the dust-up between Keeton and Norris Ri dgew ck,
finishing with how odd Keeton had seened-his use of that word
persecution had kept recurring to himat odd nmonents all day. Wen he
finished, Polly was quiet for a long tine.

"So?" he asked her finally. "Wat do you think?"

"I was thinking that it's still going to be a |ot of years before
you know everything about Castle Rock that you need to know

That probably goes for nme, too-1 was away a long tine, and | don't
tal k about where I was or what becane of nmy 'little problem and
think there are a | ot of people in town who don't trust ne.

But you pick things up, Alan, and you renenber things. Wen I
cane back to The Rock, do you know what it felt Iike?"

He shook his head, interested. Polly was not a woman to dwell on
t he past, even with him

"It was like tuning into a soap opera you've fallen out of the
habit of watching. Even if you haven't watched in a couple of years,
you recogni ze the people and their problems at once, because they never
really change. Watching a show like that again is like slipping into a
confortable old pair of shoes.”

"What are you sayi ng?"

"That there's a | ot of soap-opera history here you haven't caught
up on yet. Did you know that Danforth Keeton's uncle was in juniper
Hill at the same time Nettle was?"

"No. "
She nodded. "Around the age of forty he started to have nenta
problens. M/ nother used to say Bill Keeton was a schi zophrenic.

| don't knowif that's the proper termor just the one Mom heard
nost often on TV, but there sure as hell was sonething wong with him

| renmenber seeing himgrab people on the street and start to
hector them on one thing or another-the national debt, how john Kennedy
was a Communist, | don't know whatall else. | was only a little girl.
It frightened nme, though, Alan-lI knew that."

"Well, of course it did."

"Or sonetimes he'd wal k along the street with his head down,
talking to hinmself in a voice that was |loud and nuttery at the sane
time. My nother told ne | was never to speak to hi mwhen he was
behaving like that, not even if we were on our way to church and he
was, too. Finally he tried to shoot his wife. O so | heard, but you
know how | ong-time gossip distorts things. Mybe all he did was wave
his service pistol at her. \Whatever he did, it was enough to get him

carted off to county jail. There was sone sort of conpetency hearing,
and when it was over they parked himat juniper Hill. " "lIs he stil
t here?"

"Dead now. His state of m nd degenerated pretty fast, once they
had himinstitutionalized. He was catatonic when he finally went. O
so |'ve heard."

"Jesus."

"But that's not all. Ronnie Keeton, Danforth's father and Bil
Keeton's brother, spent four years in the mental wing at the VA
hospital in Togus during the m d-seventies. Now he's in a nursing
hone. Al zheiner's. And there was a great-aunt or a cousin-I'm not



sure whi ch-who killed herself in the fifties after sone sort of
scandal. |'mnot sure what it was, but | heard once she l|iked the
ladies a little better than she liked the men."

“I't runs in the famly, is that what you're sayi ng?"

"No," she said. "There's no noral to this, no theme. | know a
little town history you don't, that's all-the kind they don't recount
during the Town Common speech-nmaking on the Fourth of July.

|"mjust passing it on. Draw ng conclusions is a job for the
police."

She said this last so primy that Alan |aughed a little but he
felt uneasy, just the sane. Did insanity run in famlies? He had been
taught in high school psychol ogy that the idea was an old wi ves' tale.

Years later, at Al bany Police Acadeny, a lecturer had said it was
true, or could be, at least, in certain cases: that some nental
di seases could be traced through famly trees as clearly as physica
traits |ike blue eyes and doubl e-' oi ntedness. One of the exanples he'd
used had been al coholism Had he said sonething about schizophrenia as
wel | ?

Al an couldn't renenber. Hi s acadeny days had been a good many

years ago
"I guess | better start asking around about Buster," Al an said
heavily. "I1'Il tell you, Polly, the idea that Castle Rock's Head
Sel ectman could be turning into a human hand grenade does not exactly
make ny day."
"OfF course not. And it's probably not the case. | just thought
you ought to know. People around here will answer questions ...
if you know what questions to ask. If you don't, they'l

cheerfully watch you stunble around in great big circles and never say
a word."

Alan grinned. It was the truth. "You haven't heard it all yet,
Pol ly-after Buster left, | had a visit fromthe Reverend Wllie.

He " "Shhh!" Polly said, so fiercely that Alan was startled to
si | ence.

She | ooked around, seened to deci de no one had been eavesdropping
on their conversation, and turned back to Al an again. "Sonetines |
despair of you, Alan. |If you don't learn sone discretion, you' re apt
to get swept out at the polls two years fromnow ...

and you'll stand there with a big, puzzled grin on your face and
say 'Wha hoppen?' You have to be careful. |If Danforth Keeton's a hand
grenade, that man's a rocket |auncher."

He | eaned closer to her and said, "He's not a rocket |auncher

A sel f-righteous, ponpous little prick is what he is."

"Casino Nite?"

He nodded.

She put her hands over his. "Poor baby. And it |ooks like such a
sleepy little town fromthe outside, doesn't it?"

"Usually it is."

"Did he go away mad?"

"Ch yeah," Alan said. "This was ny second conversation with the
good Reverend about the legality of Casino Nite. | expect to have
several nmore before the Catholics finally do the dammed thing and get
it over with."

"He is a self-righteous little prick, isn't he?" she asked in an
even | ower voice. Her face was serious, but her eyes were sparkling.

"Yes. Now there's the buttons. They're a new winkle."

"Buttons?"

"Slot machines with [ines drawn through theminstead of smley



faces. Nan's wearing one. | wonder whose idea that was."

"Probably Don Henphill. He's not only a good Baptist, he's on the
Republican State Committee. Don knows a thing or three about
canpai gning, but | bet he's finding out that it's a lot harder to sw ng
public opinion where religion is involved." She stroked his hands.

"Take it easy, Alan. Be patient. Wit. That's nbst of what life
in The Rock is about-taking it easy, being patient, and waiting for the
occasi onal stink to bl ow over. Yeah?"

He smiled at her, turned his hands over, and grasped hers ...

but gently. ©Ch so gently. "Yeah," he said. "Want sone conpany
toni ght, pretty |ady?"

"Ch, Alan, | don't know" "No slap and tickle," he assured her

“I'"ll make a fire, we'll sit in front of it, and you can pull a
few nore bodies out of the town closet for ny amusenent.™

Polly smled wanly. "I | think you' ve gotten a look at all the
bodi es | know about over the last six or seven nonths, Alan, including
mne owmn. |If you want to further your Castle Rock education, you ought
to make friends either with old Lenny Partridge ... or with her." She
nodded toward Nan, and then | owered her voice a trifle.

"The di fference between Lenny and Nan," she said, "is that Lenny
is content to know things. Nan Roberts likes to use what she knows."

"Meani ng?"

"Meaning the lady didn't pay fair market value for all the
property she owns," Polly said.

Al an | ooked at her thoughtfully. He had never seen Polly in a
nood quite |ike this one-introspective, tal kative, and depressed all at
the sane tine. He wondered for the first tinme since becom ng her

friend and then her lover if he was listening to Polly Chalnmers ... or
t he drugs.

"I think tonight would be a good night to stay away," she said
wi th sudden decision. "I'mnot good conpany when | feel like | do now

| can see that in your face."
"Polly, that's not true."

"I"mgoing to go home and take a long, hot bath. |'mnot going to
drink any nore coffee. |'mgoing to unplug the phone, go to bed early,
and the chances are that when | wake up tonmorrow, |'Il feel like a new
worman. Then nmaybe we can ... you know. No slap, a lot of tickle."

"I worry about you," he said.

Her hands noved gently, delicately, in his. "I know " she said.

"It does no good, but | appreciate it, Alan. Mre than you know. "
2

Hugh Priest slowed as he passed The Mellow Tiger on his way hone
fromthe Castle Rock nmotor pool ... then sped up again

He drove home, parked his Buick in the driveway, and went inside.

Hi s place had two roons: the one where he slept and the one where
he did everything else. A chipped Formica table, covered with al um num
frozen dinner trays (cigarette butts had been crushed in congealing
gravy in nost of then) stood in the center of this latter room He
went to the open closet, stood on tiptoe, and felt along the top shelf.

For a noment he thought the fox-tail was gone, that sonebody had
cone in and stolen it, and panic ignited a ball of heat in his belly.
Then his hand encountered that silky softness, and he let out his
breath in a |l ong sigh

He had spent nobst of the day thinking about the fox-tail, thinking
about how he was going to tie it to the Buick's antenna, thinking about



how it would ook, fluttering cheerfully up there. He had al nbst tied
it on that norning, but it had still been raining then, and he didn't
like the idea of the danpness turning it into a soggy fur rope that
just hung there like a carcass. Now he took it back outside, absently
ki cking an enpty juice can out of his way as he went, stroking the rich
fur through his fingers. God, it felt good!

He entered the garage (which had been too full of junk to adm't
his car since 1984 or so) and found a sturdy piece of wire after sone
hunting about. He had nade up his mind: first he would wire the
fox-tail to the antenna, then he woul d have sonme supper, and afterward
he would finally drive over to Greenspark. A. A net at the Anerican
Legion Hall there at seven o'clock. Maybe it was too late to start a
new life ... but it wasn't too late to find out for sure, one way or
anot her .

He made a sturdy little slip-loop in the wire and fastened it
around the thick end of the brush. He started to wap the other end of
the wire around the antenna, but his fingers, which had noved with
rapid surety at first, began to slow down. He felt his confidence
slipping away and, filling the hole it left behind, doubt began to seep
in.

He saw hinmsel f parking in the Anerican Legion parking |lot, and
that was okay. He saw hinself going in to the nmeeting, and that was
okay, too. But then he saw sone little kid, like the asshole who had
stepped in front of his truck the other day, wal king past the Legion
Hal | while he was inside saying his name was Hugh P

and he was powerl ess over alcohol. Sonething catches the kid's
eye a flash of bright orange in the blue-white glare thrown by the
arc-sodi uns which light the parking lot. The kid approaches his Buick
and exanmines the fox-tail . . . first touching, then stroking.

He | ooks around, sees no one, and yanks on the fox-tail, breaking
the wire. Hugh saw this kid going down to the |ocal video-gane arcade
and telling one of his buddies: Hey, |ook what | hawked out of the
Legi on parking lot. Not bad, huh?

Hugh felt a frustrated anger creep into his chest, as if this were
not sinply specul ati on but sonethi ng which had al ready happened.

He stroked the fox-tail, then | ooked around in the grow ng gl oom
of five o'clock, as if he expected to see a crowd of |' lit-fingered 19

ki ds gathering already on the far side of Castle H Il Road, just
waiting for himto go back inside and stuff a couple of Hungry Man
dinners into the oven so they could take his fox-tail

No. It was better not to go. Kids had no respect these days.

Ki ds woul d steal anything, just for the joy of stealing it. Keep
it for a day or two, then lose interest and toss it in a ditch or a
vacant lot. The picture-and it was a very clear picture, alnost a
vi sionof his lovely brush |ying abandoned in a trashy gully, grow ng
sodden in the rain, losing its color anid the Big Mac w appers and
di scarded beer cans, filled Hugh with a feeling of angry agony.

It would be crazy to take a risk like that.

He untwi sted the wire which held the tail to the antenna, took the
brush into the house again, and put it back on the high shelf in the
closet. This time he closed the closet door, but it wouldn't |atch
tightly.

Have to get a lock for that, he thought. Kids'Il break in
anypl ace.

There's no respect for authority these days. None at all

He went to the refrigerator, got a can of beer, |looked at it for a
nonent, then put it back. A beer-even four or five beerswouldn't do



much to put himback on an even keel. Not the way he felt tonight. He
opened one of the | ower cupboards, pawed past the assortnent of
rumrage- sal e pots and pans stacked there, and found the half-ful

bottl e of Black Velvet he kept for energencies.

He filled a jelly-glass to the hal fway nmark, considered for a
nonent, then filled it all the way to the top. He took a swallow or
two, felt the heat explode in his belly, and filled the glass again

He started to feel a little better, alittle nmore relaxed. He
| ooked toward the closet and smiled. It was safe up there, and would
be safer as soon as he got a good strong Kreig padlock at the Wstern
Auto and put it on. Safe. It was good when you had sonething you
really wanted and needed, but it was even better when that thing was
safe. That was the best of all

Then the snmile faded a little.

I's that what you bought it for? To keep i't on a high shelf
behind a | ocked door?

He drank again, slowy. Al right, he thought, maybe that's not
so good. But it's better than losing it to sone |light-fingered kid.

"After all," he said aloud, "it's not 1955 anynore. This is
noder n days."
He nodded for enphasis. Still, the thought |ingered. Wat good

was the fox-tail doing in there? Wat good for him or anyone el se?

But two or three drinks took care of that thought. Two or three
drinks nmade putting the fox-tail back seemlike the npst reasonabl e,
rati onal decision in the world. He decided to put off dinner; such a
sensi bl e deci sion deserved to be rewarded by another drink or two.

He filled the jelly-glass again, sat down in one of the kitchen
chairs with its tubular steel legs, and lit a cigarette. And as he sat
there, drinking and tapping curls of ash into one of the frozen di nner
trays, he forgot about the fox-tail and started thinking about Nettle
Cobb. Crazy Nettle. He was going to play a trick on Crazy Nettle.

Maybe next week, maybe the week after that ... but this week
seenmed nmost likely. M. Gaunt had told himhe was a man who di dn't
like to waste tinme, and Hugh was willing to take his word for it.

He | ooked forward to it.

It would break up the nonotony.

He drank, he snoked, and when he finally passed out on the filthy
sheets of the narrow bed in the other roomat quarter of ten, he did it
with a smle on his face.

3

Wl nma jerzyck's shift at Henphill's Market ended when the store
cl osed at seven. She pulled into her own driveway at seven-fifteen

Soft light spilled out through the drawn drapes across the
livingroomw ndow. She went in and sniffed. She could snell macaron
and cheese. Good enough ... at least, so far

Pete was sprawl ed on the couch with his shoes off, watching Wee
of Fortune. The Portland Press-Herald was in his |ap

"I read your note," he said, sitting up quickly and putting the
paper aside. "I put in the casserole. It'll be ready by
seven-thirty."

He | ooked at her with earnest and slightly anxi ous brown eyes.

Like a dog with a strong urge to please, Pete jerzyck had been
house-trained early and quite well. He had his |apses, but it had been
a long tine since she'd conme in and found himlying on the couch with
his shoes on, a | onger one since he'd dared to |ight up his pipe in the



house, and it would be a snowy day in August when he took a piss
wi t hout renmenbering to put the ring back down after he was through

"Did you bring in the wash?"

An expression of mingled guilt and surprise troubled his round,

open face. "Jeer! | was reading the newspaper and forgot. |[I'Ill go
right out." He was already funmbling for his shoes.

"Never nmind," she said, starting for the kitchen

"Wlma, I'Il get it!"

"Don't bother," she said sweetly. "I wouldn't want you to | eave

your paper or Vanna White just because |'ve been on ny feet behind a
cash register for the last six hours. Sit right there, Peter. En

yoursel f." JOY

She didn't have to | ook around and check his reaction; after seven
years of marriage, she honestly believed Peter Mchael jerzyck held no
nore surprises for her. His expression would be a mixture of hurt and
weak chagrin. He would stand there for a few nonments after she had
gone out, looking Iike a man who just came out of the crapper and can't
quite renmenber if he's w ped hinself, and then he would go to work
setting the table and dishing up the casserole. He would ask her nany
guestions about her shift at the narket, listen attentively to her
answers, and not interrupt once with the details of his own day at
WIllianms-Brown, the large real estate agency in Oxford where he worked.

Which was just as fine as paint with Wl m, since she found rea
estate the world' s nost boring subject. After dinner, he would clear
up without being asked, and she would read the paper. Al of these
services woul d be perforned by hi mbecause he had forgotten one m nor
chore. She didn't mind taking in the wash at all-in fact, she was fond
of the feel and snell of clothes which had spent a happy afternoon
drying in the sun-but she had no intention of letting Pete in on that.

It was her little secret.

She had many such secrets, and kept themall for the sanme reason
in a war, you held onto every advantage. Sone nights she would cone
hone and there m ght be an hour or even two hours of skirm shing before
she was finally able to prod Peter into a fullscale retreat, replacing
his white pins on her interior battle-map with her red ones. Toni ght
t he engagenent had been won | ess than two mnutes after she stepped
i nside the door, and that was just fine with WI na.

She believed in her heart that marriage was a |ifetinme adventure
in aggression, and in such a | ong canpaign, where ultimtely no
prisoners could be taken, no quarter given, no patch of marita
| andscape | eft unscorched, such easy victories mght eventually |ose
their savor. But that tinme had not yet conme, and so she went out to
the clotheslines with the basket under her left armand her heart |ight
beneath the swell of her bosom

She was hal fway across the yard before conming to a puzzled stop

Where in the hell were the sheets?

She shoul d have seen themeasily, big rectangul ar white shapes
floating in the dark, but they weren't there. Had they bl own away?

Ri di cul ous! There had been a breeze that afternoon, but hardly a
gale. Had someone stol en then?

Then a gust of w nd kicked through the air and she heard a | arge,
| azy flapping sound. Okay, they were there ... sonewhere.

When you were the ol dest daughter in a sprawing Catholic clan of



thirteen children, you knew what a sheet sounded |ike when it flapped
on the line. But it still wasn't right, that sound. It was too heavy.

Wl ma took another step forward. Her face, which always wore the
faintly shadowed | ook of a woman who expects trouble, grew darker. Now
she coul d see the sheets . . . or shapes that should have been the
sheets. But they were dark.

She took another, smaller step forward, and the breeze whi sked
t hrough the yard again. The shapes flapped toward her this tinme,
belling out, and before she could get her hand up, something heavy and
slinmy struck her. Sonething gooey splattered her cheeks; sonething
thi ck and soggy pressed against her. It was alnmost as if a cold,
sticky hand were trying to grasp her

She was not a worman who cried out easily or often, but she cried
out now, and dropped the | aundry-basket. That sl oppy flapping sound
cane again and she tried to twist away fromthe shape | oom ng before
her. Her left ankle struck the w cker |aundry-basket and she stunbled
to one knee, missing a full-length tunble only by a conbination of |uck
and quick refl exes.

A heavy, wet thing slobbered its way up her back; thick wetness
drool ed down the sides of her neck. WIma cried out again and craw ed
away fromthe lines on her hands and knees. Some of her hair had
escaped the kerchief she wore and hung agai nst her cheeks, tickling.
She hated that feeling . . . but she hated that drooling, clanmy
caress fromthe dark shape hung on her clothesline even nore.

The kitchen door banged open, and Pete's al arned voice carried
across the yard: "WInm? WInm, are you all right?"

Fl appi ng from behi nd her-a nasty sound, like a chuckle from voca
cords clotted with dirt. |In the next yard the Haverhills' nutt began
to bellow hysterically in its high, unpleasant voice-yark!

yark! vyark!-and this did nothing to inprove WIlm's state of
m nd.

She got to her feet and saw Pete cautiously descending the back

steps. "WIm? Dd you fall down? Are you okay?"

"Yes!" she shouted furiously. "Yes, |I fell down! Yes, |'m okay!

Turn on the goddam|ight!"

"Did you hurt yourself-" 'Just turn on the goddam LI GHT!" she
screaned at him and rubbed a hand across the front of her coat. It
cane away covered with cold goo. She was now so angry she coul d see
her own pul se as bright points of Iight before her eyes ... and

angriest of all at herself, for being scared. Even for a second.

Yark! Yark! Yark

The goddam nutt in the next yard was going ape. Christ, she hated
dogs, especially the mouthy ones.

Pete's shape retreated to the top of the kitchen steps. The door
opened, his hand snaked inside, and then the floodlight came on,
bathing the rear yard with bright Iight.

Wl ma | ooked down at herself and saw a wi de swath of dark brown
across the front of her new fall coat. She wi ped furiously at her
face, held out her hand, and saw it had al so turned brown. She could
feel a slow, syrupy trickle running down the m ddl e of her back

"Mud!"  She was stupefied with disbelief-so nmuch so that she was
unawar e she had spoken al oud. Who could have done this to her? Wo
woul d have dared?

"What did you say, honey?" Pete asked. He had been coming toward
her; now he stopped a prudent distance away. WIm's face was working
in a way Pete jerzyck found extrenely alarnming: it was as if a nest of
baby snakes had hatched just beneath her skin



"Mud!"  she screaned, holding her hands out toward him...

at him Flecks of brown flew fromher fingertips. "Md, | say!

Mud! "

Pet e | ooked past her, finally understanding. Hi s nouth dropped
open. WIlm whirled in the direction of his gaze. The fl oodli ght
nount ed above the kitchen door |it the clotheslines and the garden with
nerciless clarity, revealing everything that needed to be reveal ed.

The sheets which she had hung out clean were now droopi ng from
their pins in dispirited, soggy clots. They were not just spattered
with nud; they were coated with it, plated with it.

Wl na | ooked at the garden and saw deep divots where the nud had
been scooped out. She saw a beaten track in the grass where the
nmudsl i nger had gone back and forth, first |oading up, then walking to
the Iines, then throwi ng, then going back to rel oad.

"God damm it!" she screaned.
"Wlma . . . cone on in the house, honey, and |I'Il Pete groped,
then | ooked relieved as an idea actually dawned. "I'l|l nake us sone

tea."

"Fuck the tea!" WInma howed at the top, the very tippy-top, of
her vocal range, and from next door the Haverhills' nutt went for
br oke, yarkyarkyark, oh she hated dogs, it was going to drive her
crazy, fucking | oudmouth dog!

Her rage overflowed and she charged the sheets, clawed at them
began pulling them down. Her fingers caught over the first line and it
snapped like a guitar string. The sheets hung fromit dropped in a
sodden, nmeaty swoop. Fists clenched, eyes squinched |ike a child doing
atantrum WIm took a single large, froggy |leap and | anded on top of
one. It made a weary flooosh sound and billowed up, splattering
gobbets of mud on her nylons. It was the final touch

She opened her nouth and shrieked her rage. ©Oh, she would find
who had done this. Yes-indeedy-doodad. You better believe it. And
when she did-"is everything all right over there, Ms. jerzyck?" it
was Ms. Haverhill's voice, wavering with alarm

"Yes goddanmit, we're drinking Sterno and wat chi ng Law ence Vel k,
can't you shut that nutt of yours up?' WIna screaned.

She backed of f the nmuddy sheet, panting, her hair hanging al
around her flushed face. She swi ped at it savagely. Fucking dog was
going to drive her crazy. Fucking |oudnmouth doHer thoughts broke off
wi th an al most audi bl e snap

Dogs.

Fucki ng | oudrmout h dogs.

Who lived al nost right around the corner fromhere, on Ford
Street?

Correction: What crazy lady with a fucking | oudmouth dog naned
Rai der lived right around the corner from here?

Wiy, Nettle Cobb, that was who.

The dog had barked all spring, those high-pitched puppy yaps that
really got under your skin, and finally WIlma had called Nettle and
told her that if she couldn't get her dog to shut up, she ought to get
ridof it. A week later, when there had still been no inprovenent (at
| east none that Wlnma was willing to adnmit), she had called Nettle
again and told her that if she couldn't keep the dog quiet, she, WI ng,
woul d have to call the police. The next night, when the goddamed rmutt
started up its yarking and barki ng once nore, she had.

A week or so after that, Nettle had shown up at the market (unlike
WIlna, Nettle seened to be the sort of person who had to turn things
over in her mind for awhile brood on them evenbefore she was able to



act). She stood in line at Wlm's register, although she didn't have
a single solitary item \Wen her turn cane, she had said in a squeaky,
breathless little voice: "You stop making trouble for nme and ny Rai der
WIlnma jerzyck. He's a good little doggy, and you just better stop
nmaki ng trouble."

Wl na, always ready for a fight, had not been in the | east
di sconcerted at being confronted in the workplace. |In fact, she rather
liked it. "Lady, you don't know what trouble is. But if you can't get
your damm dog to shut up, you will."

The Cobb woman had been as pale as nmilk, but she drew herself up,
clutching her purse so tightly that the tendons on her scrawny forearns
showed all the way fromher wists to her el bows. She said: "I'm
war ni ng you," then hurried out.

"Ch-oh, | think | just peed ny panties!™ WIma had called
boi sterously after her (a taste of battle always put her in good
spirits), but Nettle never turned-only hurried on her way a little
faster.

After that, the dog had quieted down. This had rather
di sappoi nted Wl ma, because it had been a boring spring. Pete was
showi ng no signs of rebellion, and Wl na had been feeling an
endof -wi nter dullness that the new green in the trees and grass
couldn't seemto touch. What she really needed to add col or and spice
to her life was a good feud. For awhile it had seened that crazy
Nettl e Cobb would fill the bill admirably, but with the dog nminding its
manners, it seened to WIlma that she would have to | ook el sewhere for
di versi on.

Then one night in May the dog had started barking again. The mutt
had only gone on for awhile, but Wilna hurried to the tel ephone and
called Nettle anyway-she had marked the number in the book just in case
such an occasion of fered.

She did not waste tine on the niceties but got right to the point.

"This is WIlna jerzyck, dear. | called to tell you that if you
don't shut that dog up, I'Il shut himup nyself."

"He's already stopped!" Nettle had cried. "I brought himin as
soon as | got hone and heard him You just |eave ne and Rai der al one!

| warned you! |If you don't, you'll be sorry!"

"Just renmenber what | said,” Wlma told her. "I've had enough

The next tine he starts up that ruckus, | won't bother conpl aining
to the cops. 1'll come over and cut his goddamthroat."

She had hung up before Nettle could reply. The cardinal rule
governi ng engagenents with the eneny (relatives, neighbors, spouses)
was that the aggressor nmust have the | ast word.

The dog hadn't popped off since then. Well, nmaybe it had, but
Wl m hadn't noticed it if so; it had never been that bothersonme in the
first place, not really, and besides, WIlm had inaugurated a nore
productive wangle with the womman who ran the beauty parlor in Castle
View. WIm had al nost forgotten Nettle and Rai der

But maybe Nettle hadn't forgotten her. WIma had seen Nettle just
yesterday, in the new shop. And if looks could kill, WIma thought,
woul d have been | aid out dead on the floor right there.

St andi ng here now by her nuddi ed, ruined sheets, she renenbered
the | ook of fear and defiance that had cone over the nutty bitch's
face, the way her lip had curl ed back, showi ng her teeth for a second.

WIlnm was very familiar with the | ook of hate, and she had seen it
on Nettle Cobb's face yesterday.

| warned you ... you'll he sorry.

"WIlrma, conme on inside," Pete said. He put a tentative hand on



her shoul der.

She shrugged it off briskly. "Leave ne alone."

Pete withdrew a step. He looked |like he wanted to wing his hands
but didn't quite dare.

Maybe she forgot, too, WIna thought. At least until she saw ne
yesterday, in that new store. O naybe she's been pl anni ng sonet hi ng
(i warned you) all along in that half-stewed head of hers, and seeing
me finally set her off.

Sonewhere in the | ast few nmonents she had becone sure that Nettle
was the one-who el se had she crossed glances with in the |ast couple of
days who might hold a grudge? There were other people in town who
didn't Iike her, but this kind of trick-this kind of sneaking, cowardly
trick-went with the way Nettle had | ooked at her yesterday. That sneer
of mingled fear (you'll be sorry) and hate. She had | ooked |ike a dog
hersel f, one brave enough to bite only when its victinms back is
turned.

Yes, it had been Nettle Cobb, all right. The nore Wl ma thought
about it, the surer she becane. And the act was unforgivable. Not
because the sheets were ruined. Not because it was a cowardly trick

Not even because it was the act of someone with a cracked brain

It was unforgivabl e because Wl ma had been frightened.

Only for a second, true, that second when the sliny brown thing
had fl apped out of the darkness and into her face, caressing her coldly
like sone nonster's hand ... but even one single second of fear was a
second too mnuch.

"WI ma?" Pete asked as she turned her flat face toward him He
did not like the expression the porch |ight showed him all shiny white
surfaces and bl ack, dinpled shadows. He did not like that flat [ook in
her eyes. "Honey? Are you all right?"

She strode past him taking no notice of himat all. Pete
scurried after her as she headed for the house ... and the tel ephone.

4

Nettle was sitting in her living roomw th Raider at her feet and
her new carnival glass | anpshade on her |ap when the tel ephone rang.

It was twenty mnutes of eight. She junped and clutched the
| anpshade tighter, |ooking at the tel ephone with fear and di strust.

She had a nonentary certainty-silly, of course, but she couldn't
seemto rid herself of such feelings-that it would be Sone Person in
Authority, calling to tell her she must give the beautiful |anpshade
back, that it bel onged to soneone el se, that such a lovely object could
not possibly have accrued to Nettle's little store of possessions in
any case, the very idea was ridicul ous.

Rai der | ooked up at her briefly, as if to ask if she was going to
answer that or not, then put his nuzzle back down on his paws.

Nettle set the | anmpshade carefully aside and picked up the
tel ephone. It was probably just Polly, calling to ask if she'd pick up
somet hing for dinner at Henmphill's Market before she came to work
t onor r ow norni ng

"Hel | o, Cobb residence," she said crisply. Al her life she had
been terrified of Sone Person in Authority, and she had discovered that
the best way to handl e such a fear was to sound |ike a person in

authority yourself. It didn't make the fear go away, but at least it
held the fear in check
"I know what you did, you crazy bitch!" a voice spat at her. It

was as sudden and as gruesone as the stab of an icepick



Nettle's breath caught as if on a thorn; an expression of trapped
horror froze her face and her heart tried to cramits way up into her
throat. Raider |ooked up at her again, questioningly.

"Who ... who . . ."

"You know goddam wel | who," the voice said, and of course Nettle
did. It was Wlnma jerzyck. It was that evil, evil wonan.

"He hasn't been barking!" Nettle's voice was high and thin and
screamny, the voice of soneone who has just inhaled the entire contents
of a heliumballoon. "He's all grown up and he's not barking! He's

right here at ny feet!"
"Did you have a good time throwing nud at nmy sheets, you nunb
cunt?" WIm was furious. The wonman was actually trying to pretend

this was still about the dog.
"Sheets? What sheets? | ... | . . ." Nettle |looked toward the
carnival glass | anpshade and seenmed to draw strength fromit. "You

| eave ne alone! You're the one that's crazy, not ne!"

"I"'mgoing to get you for this. Nobody cones into ny yard and
throws mud at ny sheets while |I'm gone. Nobody. NOBODY

Understand? 1Is this getting through that cracked skull of yours?

You won't know where, and you won't know when, and nost of all you
won't know how, but I ... amgoing ... to GET you. Do you understand?"

Nettle held the phone tightly screwed agai nst her ear. Her face
had gone dead pal e except for a single bright streak of red which ran
across her forehead between her eyebrows and hairline. Her teeth were
cl enched and her cheeks puffed in and out |like a bell ows as she panted
fromthe sides of her nouth.

"You | eave nme alone or you'll be sorry!"™ she screaned in her
hi gh, fainting, heliumvoice. Raider was standing now, his ears up
his eyes bright and anxi ous. He sensed nmenace in the room He barked
once, severely. Nettle didn't hear him "You'll be very sorry!

I ... | know people! People in Authority! | know themvery well

| don't have to put up with this!"

Speaking slowly in a voice which was | ow and sincere and utterly
furious, Wlm said: "Tucking with ne is the worst nistake you ever
made in your life. You won't see ne comng."

There was a click.

"You don't dare!" Nettle wailed. Tears were running down her
cheeks now, tears of terror and abysmal, inpotent rage. "You don't
dare, you bad thing! I ... 1"l . . ."

There was a second click. It was followed by the buzz of an open

line.

Nettl e hung up the phone and sat bolt upright in her chair for
al nost three minutes, staring into space. Then she began to weep.

Rai der barked again and put his paws up on the edge of her chair

Nettl e hugged himand wept against his fur. Raider |icked her
neck.

"I won't let her hurt you, Raider," she said. She inhaled the
sweet and cl ean doggy warnth of him trying to take confort fromit.

"I won't let that bad, bad woman hurt you. She's not a Person in
Authority, not at all. She's just a bad old thing and if she tries to
hurt you ... or me ... she'll be sorry."

She straightened at last, found a Kl eenex tucked down between the
side of her chair and the cushion, and used it to wi pe her eyes.

She was terrified . . . but she could also feel anger buzzing and
drilling through her. It was the way she'd felt before she'd taken the
nmeat-fork fromthe drawer under the sink and stuck it in her husband's
t hroat .



She took the carnival glass | anpshade off the table and hugged it
gently to her. "If she starts sonething, she will be very, very
sorry," Nettle said.

She sat that way, with Raider at her feet and the |anpshade in her
lap, for a very long tine.

5

Norris Ridgew ck cruised slowly down Main Street in his police
crui ser, eyeballing the buildings on the west side of the street.

His shift would be over soon, and he was glad. He could renmenber
how good he had felt this norning before that idiot had grabbed him
could remenber standing at the mirror in the men's room adjusting his
hat and thinking with satisfaction that he | ooked Squared Away. He
could renmenber it, but the nmenory seened very old and sepia-toned, |ike
a photograph fromthe nineteenth century. Fromthe nonent that idiot
Keet on had grabbed himup to right now, nothing had gone right.

He'd gotten lunch at O uck-C uck Tonite, the chicken shack out on
Route 119. The food there was usually good, but this time it had given
hima roaring case of acid indigestion followed by a case of the
dribbling shits. Around three o'clock he had run over a nail out on
Town Road #7 near the old Canber place and had to change the tire.

He'd wi ped his fingers on the front of his freshly dry-cl eaned
uni f orm bl ouse, not thinking about what he was doing, only wanting to
dry the tips so they would provide a better grip on the | oosened
| ug-nuts, and he had rubbed grease across the shirt in four glaring
dark-gray stripes. Wiile he was |ooking at this with dismay, the
cranps had turned his bowels to water again and he'd had to hurry off
into the puckerbrush. It had been a race to see if he could manage to
drop his trousers before he filled them That race Norris nanaged to
win ...

but he hadn't liked the ook of the Iittle stand of bushes he had
chosen to take a squat in. It had | ooked like poison sunac, and the
way his day had gone so far, it probably had been.

Norris crept slowy past the buildings which nmade up Castle Rock's
downt own: the Norway Bank and Trust, the Western Auto, Nan's
Luncheonette, the black hole where Pop Merrill's rickrack pal ace had
once stood, You Sew and Sew, Needful Things, Castle Rock Hardware
Norris suddenly applied the brakes and cane to a stop. He had seen
sonet hing amazing in the wi ndow of Needful Things@ thought he had,
anyway.

He checked the rearview mirror, but Main Street was deserted.

The stop-and-go light at the | ower end of the business district
abruptly went out, and renained dark for a few seconds while rel ays
clicked thoughtfully inside. Then the yellow light in the center began
to flash off and on. N ne o' clock, then. N ne o' clock on the button

Norris reversed back up the street, then pulled in at the curb

He | ooked down at the radio, thought of calling in 10-22-officer
| eavi ng the vehicl e-and decided not to. He only wanted a quick look in
the shop window. He turned up the gain on the radio a little and
roll ed down the wi ndow before getting out. That ought to do it.

You didn't see what you thought you saw, he cautioned hinself,
hitching up his trousers as he wal ked across the sidewal k. No way.

Today was made for disappointment, not discovery. That was just
soneone's ol d Zebco rod and reel Except it wasn't. The fishing rod in
t he wi ndow of Needful Things was arranged in a cute little display with
a net and a pair of bright yell ow gumrubber boots, and it was



definitely not a Zebco.

It was a Bazun. He hadn't seen one since his father died sixteen
years before. Norris had been fourteen then, and he had | oved the
Bazun for two reasons: what it was and what it stood for

VWhat was it? Just the best dammed | ake-and-stream fishing rod in
the world, that was all

What had it stood for? Good tinmes. As sinple as that. The good
times a skinny little boy named Norris Ridgewi ck had had with his old
man. Good tines ploughing through the woods besi de some stream out on
the edge of town, good times in their little boat, sitting in the
m ddl e of Castle Lake while everything around themwas white with the
m st that rose off the lake in steany little colums and encl osed them
intheir own private world. A world made only for guys. |In sone other
wor |l d nmons woul d soon be maki ng breakfast, and that was a good world,
too, but not as good as this one.

No worl d had been as good as that one, before or since.

After his father's fatal coronary, the Bazun rod and reel had
di sappeared. He remenbered |ooking for it in the garage after the
funeral and it was just gone. He had hunted in the cellar, had even
| ooked in the closet of his nomand dad's bedroom (al though he knew his
nom woul d have been nore likely to let Henry Ridgew ck store an
el ephant in there than a fishing pole), but the Bazun was gone. Norris
had al ways suspected his Uncle Phil. Several times he had gathered his
courage to ask, but each tinme it cane to the sticking point, he had
backed down.

Now, | ooking at this rod and reel, which could have been that very
one, he forgot about Buster Keeton for the first tine that day.

He was overwhelned with a sinple, perfect menory: his father
sitting in the stern of the boat, his tackle-box between his feet,
handi ng the Bazun to Norris so he could pour hinself a cup of coffee
fromhis big red Thernmbs with the gray stripes. He could snell the
coffee, hot and good, and he could snell his father's aftershave
[otion: Southern Gentlenan, it had been called.

Suddenly the old grief rose up and folded himin its gray enbrace
and he wanted his father. After all these years that old pain was
gnhawi ng his bones again, as fresh and as hungry as it had been on the
day when his nother had cone home fromthe hospital and taken his hands
and said W have to be very brave now, Norris.

The spotlight high in the display w ndow pricked bright beans of
light off the steel casing of the reel and all the old |ove, that dark
and gol den | ove, swept through himagain. Norris stared in at the
Bazun rod and thought of the snmell of fresh coffee rising froma big
red Thernmbs with gray stripes and the calm w de sweep of the lake. In
his mind he felt again the rough texture of the rod' s cork handle, and
slowy raised one hand to wi pe his eyes.

"Officer?" a quiet voice asked.

Norris gave a little cry and | eaped back fromthe wi ndow. For one
wi I d noment he thought he was going to fill his pants after all-the
perfect end to a perfect day. Then the cranmp passed and he | ooked
around. A tall man in a tweed jacket was standing in the open door of
the shop, looking at himwith a little smle.

"Did | startle you?" he asked. "lI'mvery sorry."

"No," Norris said, and then managed a snile of his owmn. H's heart
was still beating like a triphamer. "Well . . . maybe just alittle

I was | ooking at that rod and thinking about old tines."

"That just canme in today," the man said. "It's old, but it's in

awful |y good condition. It's a Bazun, you know. Not a well-known



brand, but well-regarded anbng serious fishernmen. It's-
Norris said. "I know. M dad used to have one."

"Did he?" The man's smile broadened. The teeth it reveal ed were
crooked, but Norris found it a pleasant snmile just the same.

"That is a coincidence, isn't it?"

"It sure is,"” Norris agreed.

"I"'mLeland Gaunt. This is ny shop." He held out his hand.

A momentary revul sion swept over Norris as those |long fingers
wr apped thensel ves around his hand. Gaunt's handshake was the natter
of a nmonent, however, and when he let go, the feeling passed at once.

'-Japanese, "

Norris decided it was just his stonmach, still queasy over those
bad clans he'd eaten for lunch. Next tine he was out that way, he'd
stick to the chicken, which was, after all, the house specialty.

"I could give you an extrenely fair deal on that rod," M. Gaunt
said. "Wiy not step in, Oficer Ridgewick? W'IIl talk about it."

Norris started a little. He hadn't told this old bird his name,
he was sure of it. He opened his nouth to ask how Gaunt had known,
then closed it again. He wore a little name-tag above his badge.

That was it, of course.

"I really shouldn't," he said, and hoisted a thunb back over his
shoul der at the cruiser. He could still hear the radio, although
static was all it was putting out; he hadn't had a call all night. "On
duty, you know. Well, I'moff at nine, but technically, until | turn
inm car-" "This would only take a mnute or so," Gaunt coaxed. His
eyes regarded Norris nerrily. "Wien | make up nmy mind to deal with a
man, O ficer Ridgewick, | don't waste tine. Especially when the man in
gquestion is out in the mddle of the night protecting ny business."

Norris thought of telling Gaunt that nine o' clock was hardly the
m ddl e of the night, and in a sleepy little place |ike Castle Rock
protecting the investnments of the | ocal business people was rarely nmuch
of a chore. Then he | ooked back at the Bazun rod and reel and that old
| ongi ng, so surprisingly strong and fresh, washed over himagain. He
t hought of going out on the |lake with such a rod this weekend, going
out early in the norning with a box of worms and a big Thernps of fresh
coffee fromMNan's. it would alnost be Ilike being with the old man
agai n.

"wellr .o

"Ch, cone on," Gaunt coaxed. "if | can do a little selling after
hours, you can do a little buying on the town's tinme. And, really,

O ficer R dgew ck-1 don't think anyone is going to rob the bank
toni ght, do you?"

Norris | ooked toward the bank, which flicked first yellow and then
black in the neasured stutter of the blinker-light, and |aughed.

"I doubt it."

"Wl | ?"

"COkay," Norris said. "But if we can't nmke a deal in a couple
CHAPTER SI X of minutes, |I'Il really have to split."

Lel and Gaunt groaned and | aughed at the same tine. "l think I

hear the soft sound of ny pockets being turned out," he said.
"Conme along, Oficer R dgewi ck-a couple of mnutes it shall be."

"I sure would like to have that rod," Norris blurted. It was a
bad way to start a trade and he knew it, but he couldn't help it.
"And so you shall,"™ M. Gaunt said. "lI'mgoing to offer you the

best deal of your life, Oficer R dgew ck."

He |l ed Norris inside Needful Things and cl osed the door

Wl na jerzyck did not know her husband, Pete, quite as well as she
t hought she did.



She went to bed that Thursday night planning to go over to Nettle
Cobb's first thing Friday norning and Take Care of Things.

Her frequent wrangles sonetines sinply faded away, but on those
occasi ons when they cane to a head, it was WI na who picked the
duel I i ng ground and chose the weapons. The first rule of her
confrontational life-style was Always get the last word. The second
was Al ways nake the first nove. Making this first nove was what she
t hought of as Taking Care of Things, and she neant to take care of
Nettle in a hurry. She told Pete she just might see how many times she
could turn the crazy bitch's head around before it popped off the stem

She fully expected to spend nbst of the night awake and steam ng
taut as a drawn bowstring; it wouldn't have been the first tine.

I nst ead, she slipped off to sleep |l ess than ten mnutes after
| yi ng down, and when she woke up she felt refreshed and oddly cal m

Sitting at the kitchen table in her housecoat on Friday norning,
it cane to her that maybe it was too early to Take Care of Things
Permanently. She had scared the living Jesus out of Nettle on the
phone | ast night; as mad as Wl na had been, she hadn't been nad enough
to mss that. Only a person as deaf as a stone post could have nissed
it.

Wiy not just let Ms. Mental Illness of 1991 swing in the wind for
alittle while? Let her be the one to |lie awake nights, wondering from
which direction the Wath of Wlnm would fall. Do a few drive-bys,

per haps make a few nore phone calls. As she sipped her coffee (Pete
sat across the table, watching her apprehensively from above the sports
section of the paper), it occurred to her that, if Nettle was as
cracked as everyone said, she mght not have to Take Care of Things at
all. This mght be one of those rare occasi ons when Thi ngs Took Care
of Themsel ves. She found this thought so cheering that she actually
all owed Pete to kiss her as he gathered up his briefcase and made ready
to | eave for work.

The idea that her frightened mouse of a husband m ght have drugged
her never crossed WIm's nmind. Nevertheless, that was just what Pete
jerzyck had done, and not for the first tinme, either

Wl ma knew that she had cowed her husband, but she had no idea to
how great an extent. He did not just live in fear of her; he lived in
awe of her, as natives in certain tropical clines once supposedly lived
in awe and superstitious dread of the Great God Thunder Mbountain, which
m ght brood silently over their sunny lives for years or even
generations before suddenly exploding in a nurderous tirade of burning
| ava.

Such natives, whether real or hypothetical, undoubtedly had their
own rituals of propitiation. These may not have hel ped nuch when the
nmount ai n awoke and cast its bolts of thunder and rivers of fire at
their villages, but they surely inproved everyone's peace of m nd when
the nountain was quiet. Pete jerzyck had no high rituals with which he
could worship Wilnma; it seenmed that nore prosaic neasures would have to
serve. Prescription drugs instead of Conmuni on wafers, for instance.

He made an appointnent with Ray Van Allen, Castle Rock's only
fam |y practitioner, and told himthat he wanted sonethi ng which woul d
relieve his feelings of anxiety. H's work-schedule was a bitch, he
told Ray, and as his conmi ssion-rate rose, he found it harder and
harder to | eave his work-related problens at the office

He had finally decided it was time to see if the doctor could
prescri be sonething that would snooth off sone of the rough edges.

Ray Van Al |l en knew not hi ng about the pressures of the real estate
gane, but he had a fair idea of what the pressures of living with Wlna



nmust be like. He suspected that Pete jerzyck would have a |l ot |ess
anxiety if he never left the office at all, but of course it was not
his place to say so. He wote a prescription for Xanax, cited the
usual cautions, and wi shed the nan good |luck and God speed. He
believed that, as Pete went down the road of |life in tandemw th that
particular mare, he would need a | ot of both.

Pete used the Xanax but did not abuse it. Neither did he tel
W ma about it-she would have had a cow if she knew he was using drugs.

He was careful to keep his Xanax prescription in his briefcase,
whi ch contai ned papers in which Wlnma had no interest at all. He took
five or six pills a nmonth, nost of themon the days before Wl nma
started her period.

Then, last sumer, WIlnm had gotten into a wangle with Henrietta

Longman, who owned and operated The Beauty Rest up on Castle HilIl. The
subj ect was a botched perm Following the initial shouting match,
there was an exchange between them at Henphill's Market the next day,

then a yelling match on Main Street a week later. That one al nost
degenerated into a braw .

In the aftermath, WI na had paced back and forth through the house
like a caged |ioness, swearing she was going to get that bitch, that

she was going to put her in the hospital. "She'll need a Beauty Rest
when | get through with her,” WIma had grated through cl enched teeth.
"You can count on it. |'mgoing up there tonorrow

I'"mgoing to go up there and Take Care of Things."

Pete had realized with nounting alarmthat this was not just talk
Wlna nmeant it. God knew what wild stunt she mght pull

He'd had visions of WIna ducking Henrietta's head in a vat of
corrosive goo that would | eave the woman as bald as Sinead O Connor for
the rest of her life.

He'd hoped for some nodul ati on of tenperanent overni ght, but when
Wl na got up the next norning, she was even angri er

He woul dn't have believed it possible, but it seened it was. The
dark circles under her eyes were a proclamati on of the sleepless rug
it she had spent.

"Wlilm," he'd said weakly, "I really don't think it's such a good
idea for you to go up there to The Beauty Rest today. |'msure, if You
think this over-" "I thought it over last night," WIlnm had replied,

turning that frighteningly flat gaze of hers on him "and | decided
that when | finish with her, she's never going to burn the roots of
anyone else's hair. Wen | finish with her, she's going to need a
Seeing Eye dog just to find her way to the john. And if you fuck
around with ne' Pete, you and her can buy your goddam dogs fromthe
same litter of German shepherds.”

Desperate, not sure it would work but unable to think of any other
way to stave off the approaching catastrophe, Pete jerzyck had renoved
the bottle fromthe inside pocket of his briefcase and had dropped a
Xanax tablet into WIlm's coffee. He then went to his office.

In a very real sense, that had been Pete jerzyck's First
Conmruni on.

He had spent the day in an agony of suspense and had cone hone
terrified of what he mght find (Henrietta Longman dead and Wlna in
jail was his nost recurrent fantasy). He was delighted to find Wlna
in the kitchen, singing.

Pete took a deep breath, |lowered his enotional blast-shield, and
asked her what had happened with the Longnan wonman

"She doesn't open until noon, and by then | just didn't feel so
angry," Wlm said. "I went up there to have it out with her just the



sanme, though-1'd prom sed nyself | was going to, after all

And do you know, she offered ne a glass of sherry and said she
wanted to give me ny noney back!"

"Ww  Geat!" Pete had said, relieved and gl addened ... and that
had been the end of laffaire Henrietta. He had spent days waiting for
WIlnma's rage to return, but it hadn't-at |east not ainmed in that
direction.

He had consi dered suggesting that Wlm go to Dr. Van Allen and
obtain a tranquilizer prescription of her own, but discarded the idea
after long and careful consideration. WInma would bl ow himout of the
wat er - maybe right into orbit-if he suggested that she TAKE DRUGS

TAKI NG DRUGs was for junkies, and tranquilizers were for
weak-si ster junkies. She would face life on life's terns, thank you
very much.

And besi des, Pete concluded reluctantly, the truth was too plain
to deny: Wlm liked being nad. WIlnma in a red rage was Wl ma
fulfilled, WIlna i mbued with high purpose.

And he loved her-just as the natives of that hypothetical tropic
i sl e undoubtedly love their G eat God Thunder Mountain. H's awe and
dread actual |y enhanced his | ove; she wasWLMA, a force unto herself,
and he attenpted to deflect her fromher course only when he was afraid
she m lit inure herself ... which, through the nystic 9

transubstantiati ons of |love, would also injure him

He had slipped her the Xanax on just three occasions since then.

The third-and the scariest by far-was The Ni ght of the Middy
Sheet s.

He had been frantic to get her to take a cup of tea, and when she
at last consented to drink one (after her short but extremnely
sati sfactory dialogue with Crazy Nettle Cobb), he brewed it strong and
dropped in not one Xanax but two. He was greatly relieved at how much
her thernostat had dropped the next norning.

These were the things that Wl ma jerzyck, confident in her power
over her husband's mind, did not know, they were also the things which
kept Wlma fromsinply driving her Yugo through Nettle's door and
snat chi ng her bal dheaded (or trying to) on Friday norning.
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Not that WIm had forgotten Nettle, or forgiven her, or come to
entertain the slightest doubt as to who had vandal i zed her bedlinen; no
nedi ci ne on earth woul d have done those things.

Shortly after Pete left for work, Wlma got into her car and
cruised slowy down WIlow Street (plastered to the back bunper of the
little yell ow Yugo was a bunper sticker which told the world

IF YOU DON' T LI KE MY DRIVING DI AL 1-800-EAT-SH T).

She turned right, onto Ford Street, and slowed to a craw as she
approached Nettle Cobb's neat little house. She thought she saw one of
the curtains twitch, and that was a good start ... but only a start.

She went around the bl ock (passing the Rusk hone on Pond Street
wi t hout a gl ance), past her own hone on WIIlow, and around to Ford
Street for the second time. This tinme she honked the Yugo's horn twi ce
as she approached Nettle's house and then parked out front with the
engi ne idling.

The curtain twitched again. No mistake this tinme. The worman was
peering out at her. WIma thought of her behind the curtain,



trenmbling with guilt and terror, and found she enjoyed the i mage even
nore than she enjoyed the one she had gone to bed withthe one where she

was twisting the crazy bitch's noodle until it spun like that little
girl's head in The Exorcist.
"Peekaboo, | see you," she said grimy as the curtain fell back in

place. "Don't think I don't."

She circled the block again and stopped in front of Nettle's a
second tinme, honking the horn to notify her prey of her arrival.

This time she sat out front for alnmost five minutes. The curtain
twitched twice. At |ast she drove on again, satisfied.

Crazy broadwi | | spendt he rest oftheday | ookingforne, she thought as

she parked in her own driveway and got out. She'll be afraid to set
foot out of her door.
Wl nm went inside, Iight of foot and heart, and plunked down on

the sofa with a catal ogue. Soon she was happily ordering three new
sets of sheets-white, yellow, and paisley.

3

Rai der sat in the nmddle of the Iiving-roomcarpet, looking at his
mstress. At last he whined uneasily, as if to remind Nettle that this
was a wor ki ng day and she was already half an hour late. Today was the
day she was supposed to vacuumthe upstairs at Polly's, and the
t el ephone man was coming with the new phones, the ones with the great
bi g touch-tone pads. They were supposed to be easier for people who
had the arthritis so terrible, like Polly did, to use.

But how coul d she go out?

That crazy Polish woman was out there soneplace, cruising around
in her little car.

Nettle sat in her chair, holding her |anpshade in her lap. She
had been holding it in her |ap ever since the crazy Polish wonan had
driven past her house the first tinme. Then she had cone again, parking
and honki ng her horn. Wen she left, Nettle thought it m ght be over,
but no-the woman had cone back yet a third tine.

Nettl e had been sure the crazy Polish woman would try to come in.

She had sat in her chair, hugging the | anpshade with one arm and
Rai der with the other, wondering what she would do when and if the
crazy Polish woman did try-how she woul d defend herse f.

She didn't know.

At | ast she had nustered enough courage to take another peek out
the wi ndow, and the crazy Polish wonan had been gone. Her first
feeling of relief had been superseded by dread. She was afraid that
the crazy Polish wonan was patrolling the streets, waiting for her to
cone out; she was even nore afraid that the crazy Polish wonan woul d
cone here after she was gone.

That she would break in and see her beautiful |anpshade and
shatter it to a thousand fragnments on the floor

Rai der whi ned agai n.

"I know," she said in a voice which was al nost a groan. "I know. "
She had to |l eave. She had a responsibility, and she knew what it
was and to whom she owed it. Polly Chal mers had been good to her. It

had been Polly who wote the recommendati on that had gotten her out of
juniper Hll for good, and it had been Polly who had co-signed for her
hone | oan at the bank. |If not for Polly, whose father had been her
father's best friend, she would still be living in a rented roomon the
ot her side of the Tin Bridge.

But what if she left and the crazy Polish wonan came back?



Rai der coul dn't protect her | anpshade; he was brave, but he was
just alittle dog. The crazy Polish wonan mght hurt himif he tried
to stop her. Nettle felt her nmind, caught in the vise of this horrible
di | emma, beginning to slip. She groaned again.

And suddenly, mercifully, an idea occurred to her

She got up, still cradling the | anpshade in her arns, and crossed
the Iiving room which was very gloonmy with the shades drawn.

She wal ked t hrough the kitchen and opened the door in its far
corner. There was a shed tacked onto this end of the house. The
shadows of the woodpile and a great nmany stored objects bulked in the
gl oom

A single lightbulb hung down fromthe ceiling on a cord.

There was no switch or chain; you turned it on by screwing it
firmy into its socket. She reached for this . . . then hesitated.

If the crazy Polish woman was lurking in the back yard, she would
see the light go on. And if she saw the |ight go on, she would know
exactly where to |l ook for Nettle's carnival glass |anpshade, woul dn't
she?

"Ch no, you don't get ne that easy," she said under her breath,

feeling her way past her nother's arnoire and her nother's old
Dut ch bookcase to the woodpile. "GCh no you don't, WIma Jersyck.

I"mnot stupid, you know. |'mwarning you of that."

Hol di ng the | anpshade agai nst her belly with her left hand, Nettle
used her right to pull down the tangle of old, dirty cobwebs in front
of the shed's single window. Then she peered out into the back yard,
her eyes jerking brightly fromone spot to another. She remained so
for alnpbst a minute. Nothing in the back yard noved.

Once she thought she saw the crazy Polish woman crouching in the
far left corner of the yard, but closer study convinced her it was only
t he shade of the oak at the back of the Fearons' yard. The tree's
| ower branches overhung her own yard. They were noving a little in the
wi nd, and that was why the patch of shade back there had | ooked like a
crazy wonman (a crazy Polish wonan, to be exact) for a second.

Rai der whi ned from behind her. She | ooked around and saw him
standing in the shed door, a black silhouette with his head cocked.

"I know," she said. "I know, boy-but we're going to fool her

She thinks I'm stupid. Wll, | can teach her better news than
that."

She felt her way back. Her eyes were adjusting to the gl oom and
she deci ded she would not need to screwin the lightbulb after all

She stood on tiptoe and felt along the top of the arnmpire unti
her fingers encountered the key which | ocked and unl ocked the | ong
cupboard on the left-hand side. The key which worked on the drawers
had been mssing for years, but that was all right-Nettle had the one
she needed.

She opened the | ong cupboard and deposited the carnival glass
| anpshade inside, amd the dust bunnies and nouse-turds.

"It deserves to be in a better place and | knowit," she said

softly to Raider. "But it's safe, and that's the inportant thing."
She put the key back in the lock, turned it, then tried the
cupboard door. It was tight, tight as a tick, and she felt suddenly as

if a huge boulder had rolled off her heart. She tried the cupboard
door agai n, nodded briskly, and slipped the key into the pocket of her
ho ' usedress. Wen she got to Polly's house, she would put it on a
pi ece of string and hang it around her neck. She would do it first



t hi ng.

"There!" she told Raider, who had begun wagging his tail. Per 7
haps he sensed that the crisis was past.
"That's taken care of, big boy, and | nust get to work! |'m

late!™

As she was slipping into her coat, the tel ephone began to ring.

Nettle took two steps toward it and then stopped.

Rai der uttered his single, severe bark and | ooked at her. Don't
you know what you're supposed to do when the tel ephone rings?

his eyes asked her. Even | know that, and |I'monly the dog.

“I won't," Nettle said.

I know what you did, you crazy bitch, | know what you did, | know

what you did, and I ... amgoing to ... get youl
"I won't answer it. I'mgoing to work. She's the one who's
crazy, not me. | never did a thing to her! Not one solitary thing!"

Rai der bar ked agreenent.
The tel ephone stopped ringing.

Nettle relaxed a little ... but her heart was still pounding hard.

"You be a good boy," she told Raider, stroking him "I1'll be back
| ate, because I'mgoing in late. But | love you, and if you renenber
that, you will be a good doggy all day long."

This was a going-to-work incantation which Raider knew well, and
he wagged his tail. Nettle opened the front door and peered both ways

bef ore stepping out. She had a bad norment when she saw a bright flash
of yellow, but it wasn't the crazy Polish woman's car; the Pollard boy
had left his Fisher-Price tricycle out on the sidewal k, that was all

Nettl e used her housekey to | ock the door behind her, then wal ked
around to the rear of the house to make sure the shed door was | ocked.

It was. She set off for Polly's house, her purse over her arm and
her eyes searching for the crazy Polish woman's car (she was trying to
decide if she shoul d hide behind a hedge or sinply stand her ground if
she saw it). She was alnost to the end of the block when it canme to
her that she had not checked the front door as carefully as she should
have done. She gl anced anxiously at her watch and then retraced her
steps. She checked the front door. It was |locked tight. Nettle
sighed with relief, and then decided she ought to check the lock on the
woodshed door, too, just to be safe.

"Better safe than sorry," she nuttered under her breath, and went
around to the back of the house.

Her hand froze in the act of pulling on the handl e of the woodshed
door.

I nside, the tel ephone was ringi ng again

"She's crazy," Nettle mpaned. "I didn't do anything!"

The shed door was | ocked, but she stood there until the tel ephone
fell silent. Then she set sail for work again with her purse hanging
over her arm
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This time she had gone al nost two bl ocks before the conviction
that she still might not have | ocked the front door recurred, ghaw ng
at her. She knew she had, but she was afraid she hadn't.

She stood by the blue U S. mail box at the corner of Ford and
Deaconess Wy, indecisive. She had al nost nmade up her nmind to push on
when she saw a yellow car drift through the intersection a block down.

It wasn't the crazy Polish wonan's car, it was a Ford, but she
t hought it mght be an onen. She wal ked rapidly back to her house and



checked both doors again. Locked. She got to the end of her walk
before it occurred to her that she ought to doubl echeck the cupboard
door of the armpbire as well, and nake sure it was al so | ocked.

She knew that it was, but she was afraid that it wasn't.

She unl ocked the front door and went inside. Raider junped up on
her, tail wagging wildly, and she petted himfor a nmonment-but only a
nonent. She had to close the front door, because the crazy Polish
worman might come by anytime. Anytinme at all

She slanmed it, turned the thunb-bolt, and went back out to the
woodshed. The cupboard door was | ocked, of course. She went back into
t he house and stood in the kitchen for a mnute. Already she was
begi nning to worry, beginning to think she had nade a m stake and the
cupboard door really wasn't | ocked. Maybe she hadn't tugged on the
pul | hard enough to be really absolutely one hundred per cent sure. it
m ght only be stuck.

She went back to check it again, and while she was checking, the
t el ephone began to ring. She hurried back into the house with the key
to the arnpbire clutched in her sweaty right hand. She barked her shin
on a footstool and cried out in pain.

By the time she got to the living room the tel ephone had stopped
agai n.

"I can't go to work today," she muttered. "I have to ... to.

(stand guard) That was it. She had to stand guard.

She pi cked up the phone and dialled quickly before her mind could
start to gnaw at itself again, the way Rai der gnawed at his rawhide
chewy toys.

"Hel l o?" Polly said. "This is You Sew and Sew."

"H, Polly. It's me."

"Nettle? 1Is everything all right?"

"Yes, but I'mcalling fromhone, Polly. M stonmach is upset."

By now this was no lie. "I wonder if | could have the day off. |
know about vacuumi ng the upstairs ... and the tel ephone man is com ng

but . . ."

"That's all right," Polly said at once. "The phone man isn't
comng until two, and | neant to | eave early today, anyway. M hands
still hurt too nmuch to work for long. [I'Il let himin."

"I'f you really need ne, | could-" "No, really," Polly assured her
warmy, and Nettle felt tears prick her eyes. Polly was so kind.

"Are they sharp pains, Nettle? Shall | call Dr. Van Allen for
you.

"No-just kind of cranpy. 1'Il be all right. If | can conme in
this afternoon, | wll."



She opened one of the kitchen drawers and renoved her butcher
knife. She took this and the | anpshade back into the living room and
sat down in the gloom She sat that way all norning, bolt upright in
her chair, the | anpshade in her |ap and the butcher knife clenched in
her right hand.

The phone rang twice.

Nettle didn't answer it.

CHAPTER SEVEN

Friday, the eleventh of October, was a banner day at Castle Rock's
newest shop, particularly as norning gave way to afternoon and peopl e
began to cash their paychecks. Money in the hand was an incentive to
shop; so was the good word of nputh sent around by those who had
stopped in on Wdnesday. There were a nunber of people, of course, who
bel i eved the judgments of people crude enough to visit a new store on
the very first day it was open could not be trusted, but they were a
mnority, and the small silver bell over the front door of Needfu
Things jingled prettily all day | ong.

More stock had been either unpacked or delivered since Wdnesday.

It was hard for those interested in such things to believe there
had been a delivery-no one had seen a truck-but it really didn't natter
much, one way or the other. There was a |ot nore merchandi se in
Needf ul Things on Friday; that was the inmportant thing.

Dolls, for instance. And beautifully crafted wooden jigsaw
puzzl es, some of them doubl e-sided. There was a uni que chess set: the
pi eces were chunks of rock crys@carved into African aninmals by sone
primtive but fabulously talented hand-Ioping giraffes for knights,
rhinos with their heads conbatively |owered for castles, jackals for
pawns, |ion kings, sinuous |eopard queens. There was a neckl ace of
bl ack pearls which was clearly expensive-how expensi ve nobody quite
dared to ask (at |east not that day)-but their beauty nade them al nost
pai nful to | ook at, and several visitors to Needful Things went home
feeling melancholy and oddly distraught, with the i nage of that pearl
neckl ace dancing in the darkness just behind their eyes, black on
bl ack. Nor were all of these wonen.

There was a pair of dancing jester-puppets. There was a nusic
box, old and ornately carved-M. Gaunt said he was sure it played
somet hi ng unusual when it was opened, but he couldn't renmenber just
what, and it was | ocked shut. He reckoned a buyer would have to find
soneone to nake a key for it; there were still a few ol dtiners around,
he said, who had such skill-a. He was asked a fewtimes if the nusic
box could be returned if the buyer did get the Iid to open and
di scovered that the tune was not to his or her taste.

M. Gaunt smiled and pointed to a new sign on the wall. It read:
| DO NOT | SSUE REFUNDS OR MAKE EXCHANGES CAVEAT EMPTOR

"What does that mean?" Lucille Dunham asked. Lucille was a
waitress at Nan's who had stopped in with her friend Rose Ellen Myers
on her coffee break.

"It neans that if you buy a pig in a poke, you keep the pig and he
keeps your poke," Rose Ellen said. She sawthat M. Gaunt had
overheard her (and she coul d have sworn she'd seen himon the other
side of the shop only a nonment before), and she blushed bright red.

M. Gaunt, however, only laughed. "That's right," he told her

"That's exactly what it neans!"

An ol d long-barreled revolver in one case with a card in front of
it which read NED BUNTLI NE SPECI AL; a boy puppet with wooden red hair



freckles, and a fixed friendly grin (HOADY DOODY PROTOTYPE, read the
card); boxes of stationery, very nice but not remarkable; a selection
of antique post-cards; pen-andpencil sets; |inen handkerchiefs; stuffed
animals. There was, it seemed, an itemfor every taste and-even though
there was not a single price-tag in the entire store for every budget.

M. Gaunt did a fine business that day. Modst of the itens he
sold were nice but in no way unique. He did, however, make a nunber of
"special" deals, and all of these sales took place during those lulls
when there was only a single custoner in the store.

"When things get slow, | get restless,” he told Sally Ratcliffe,
Brian Rusk's speech teacher, with his friendly grin, "and when | get
restless, | sonetines get reckless. Bad for the seller but awfully
good for the buyer."

Mss Ratcliffe was a devout nember of Rev. Rose's Baptist flock
had net her fiance Lester Pratt there, and in addition to her No Casino
Nite button, she wore one which said |'M ONE OF THE SAVEDI HOW ' BOUT
You? The splinter |abelled PETRI FI ED WOOD FROM THE HOLY LAND caught
her attention at once, and she did not object when M. Gaunt took it
fromits case and dropped it into her hand. She bought it for
seventeen dollars and a promse to play a harmess little prank on
Frank jewett, the principal at Castle Rock Mddle School. She left the
shop five mnutes after she had entered, | ooking dreany and abstracted.

M. Gaunt had offered to wrap her purchase for her, but Mss
Ratcliffe refused, saying she wanted to hold it. Looking at her as she
went out the door, you would have been hard-put to tell if her feet
were on the floor or drifting just above it.

2

The silver bell jingled.

Cora Rusk cane in, determined to buy the picture of The King, and
was extrenmely upset when M. Gaunt told her it had been sold.

Cora wanted to know who had bought it. "I"'msorry," M. Gaunt
said, "but the lady was fromout of state. There was an Okl ahoma pl ate
on the car she was driving."

"Well, 1'"lIl be butched!™ Cora cried in tones of anger and rea
di stress. She hadn't realized just how badly she wanted that picture
until M. Gaunt informed her that it was gone.

Henry Gendron and his wife, Yvette, were in the shop at that tine,
and M. Gaunt asked Cora to wait a minute while he sawto them He
bel i eved he had sonething else, he told her, which she would find of
equal or perhaps even greater interest. After he had sold the Gendrons
a stuffed teddy bear-a present for their daughter-and seen them out, he
asked Cora if she could wait a monent | onger while he | ooked for
sonething in the back room Cora waited, but not with any rea
i nterest or expectation. A deep gray depression had settled over her

She had seen hundreds of pictures of The King, nmmybe thousands,

and owned half a dozen herself, but this one had seemed ... special
somehow. She hated the woman from Gkl ahoma.
Then M. Gaunt cane back with a small |izard-skin spectacles

case. He opened it and showed Cora a pair of aviator glasses with
| enses of a deep snobky gray. Her breath caught in her throat; her
right hand rose to her quivering neck

"Are those-" she began, and could say no nore.

"The King's sunglasses,"” M. Gaunt agreed gravely. "One of sixty
pairs. But I'mtold these were his favorites."

Cora bought the sunglasses for nineteen dollars and fifty cents.



“I'dlike alittle information, as well." M. Gaunt |ooked at
Cora with twinkling eyes. "Let's call it a surcharge, shall we?"

"Informati on?" Cora asked doubtfully. "Wat sort of
i nformati on?"

"Look out the wi ndow, Cora."

Cora did as she was asked, but her hands never left the
sungl asses. Across the street, Castle Rock's Unit | was parked in
front of The Clip joint. Al an Pangborn stood on the sidewal k, talking
to Bill Fullerton.

"Do you see that fellow?" Gaunt asked.

"Who? Bill Ful-" "No, you dummy," Gaunt said. "The other one."
"Sheriff Pangborn?"

"Ri ght."

"Yes, | see him" Cora felt dull and dazed. Gaunt's voice seened

to be coming froma great distance. She could not stop thinking about
her purchase the wonderful sunglasses. She wanted to get hone and try
themon right away ... but of course she couldn't |eave until she was
allowed to | eave, because the dealing wasn't done until M. Gaunt said
t he deal i ng was done.

"He | ooks like what folks in nmy line of work call a tough sell,"
M. Gaunt said. "Wat do you think about him Cora?"

"He's snart," Cora said. "He'll never be the Sheriff old George
Banner man was-that's what ny husband says-but he's smart as a whip."

"I's he?" M. Gaunt's voice had taken on that nagging, tired edge
again. H's eyes had narrowed to slits, and they never |eft Alan

Pangborn. "Well, do you want to know a secret, Cora? | don't much
care for smart people, and | hate a tough sell. 1In fact, | |oathe a
tough sell. | don't trust people who always want to turn things over

and | ook for cracks before they buy them do you?"

Cora said nothing. She only stood with The King's sungl asses case
in her left hand and stared bl ankly out the w ndow.

"I'f I wanted soneone to keep an eye on smart old Sheriff Pangborn
Cora, who woul d be a good choi ce?"

"Polly Chalmers,"” Cora said in her drugged voice. "She's awful
sweet on him"

Gaunt shook his head at once. H's eyes never left the Sheriff as
Al an wal ked to his cruiser, glanced briefly across the street at
Needf ul Things, then got in and drove away. "Wn't do."

"Sheila Brighan?" Cora asked doubtfully. "She's the dispatcher
down at the Sheriff's Office."

"A good idea, but she won't do, either. Another tough sell

There are a fewin every town, Cora-unfortunate, but true."

Cora thought it over in her dim distant way. "Eddie Warburton?"

she asked at last. "He's the head custodian at the Minicipa

Bui | di ng. "
Gaunt's face lit up. "The janitor!" he said. "Yes! Excellent!
Fifth Business! Really excellent!" He |eaned over the counter

and planted a kiss on Cora's cheek.

She drew away, grimacing and rubbing frantically at the spot.

A brief gagging noise cane fromher throat, but Gaunt appeared not
to notice. H's face was weathed in a large, shining smle.

Cora left (still rubbing her cheek with the heel of her hand) as
St ephani e Bonsai nt and Cyndi Rose Martin of the Ash Street Bridge Cub
cane in. Cora alnost bowed Steffie Bonsaint over in her hurry; she
felt a deep desire to get hone as fast as she could. To get hone and
actually try those glasses on. But before she did, she wanted to wash
her face and rid herself of that |oathsone kiss. She could feel it



burning in her skin like a | ow fever.
Over the door, the silver bell tinkled.
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Wiile Steffie stood by the wi ndow, absorbed in the shifting
patterns of the ol d-fashi oned kal ei doscope she had found, Cyndi Rose
approached M. Gaunt and reni nded hi mof what he had told her on
Wednesday: that he might have a Lalique vase to match the one she had
al ready bought.

"Well," M. Gaunt said, smling at her in a can-you-keep-a-secret
sort of way, "I just mght. Can you get rid of your friend for a
m nute or two?"

Cyndi Rose asked Steffie to go on ahead to Nan's and order coffee
for her; she would be right along, she said. Steffie went, but with a
puzzl ed | ook on her face.

M. Gaunt went into the back room and cane out with a Lalique
vase. It did not just match the other; it was an identical tw n.

"How much?" Cyndi Rose asked, and caressed the sweet curve of the
vase with a finger which was not quite steady. She renmenbered her
satisfaction at the bargain she had struck on Wednesday with sone rue.

He had only been planting the hook, it seened.

Now he would reel her in. This vase would be no thirty-one-doll ar
bargain; this time he would really sock it to her. But she wanted it
to bal ance off the other on the mantelpiece in the living room she
wanted it very badly.

She could hardly believe her ears at Leland Gaunt's reply.

"Because this is ny first week, why don't we call it two for the
price of one? Here you are, my dear-enjoy it."

Her shock was so great that she al nost dropped the vase on the
floor when he put it in her hand.

"What ... | thought you said . .

"You heard me correctly," he said, and she suddenly found she
could not take her eyes away fromhis. Francae was wong about them
she thought in a distant, preoccupied sort of way. They're not green
at all. They're gray. Dark gray. "There is one other thing, though."

“I's there?"

"Yes-do you know a Sheriff's Deputy naned Norris Ri dgew ck?"

The little silver bell tinkled.

Everett Frankel, the Physician's Assistant who worked with Dr.

Van Al |l en, bought the pipe Brian Rusk had noticed on his advance
visit to Needful Things for twelve dollars and a prank to be played on
Sally Ratcliffe. Poor old Slopey Dodd, the stutterer who attended
speech therapy on Tuesday afternoons with Brian, bought a pewer teapot
for his momis birthday. It cost himseventy-one cents ...

and a prom se, freely given, that he would play a funny trick on
Sally's boyfriend, Lester Pratt. M. Gaunt told Sl opey he woul d
supply himthe fewitens he would need to play this trick when the tine
cane, and Sl opey said that would be rub-rub-real g-g-ggood. June
Gavi neaux, wife of the town's nopst prosperous dairy farner, bought a
cl oi sonne vase for ninety-seven dollars and a pronise to play a funny
trick on Father Brigham of Qur Lady of Serene Waters. Not |ong after
she left, M. Gaunt arranged for a sonewhat simlar trick to be played
on the Reverend WIllie.

It was a busy, fruitful day, and when Gaunt finally hung the
CLCSED sign in the wi ndow and pull ed the shade, he was tired but
pl eased. Business had been great, and he had even taken a step toward



assuring hinmself he would not be interrupted by Sheriff Pangborn. That
was good. Opening was always the nost delightful part of his
operation, but it was always stressful and could sonetinmes be risky, as

well. He m ght be wrong about Pangborn, of course, but Gaunt had
learned to trust his feelings in such matters, and Pangborn felt like a
man he would do well to steer clear of ... at least until he was ready

to deal with the Sheriff on his own terns.

M. Gaunt reckoned it was going to be an extrenely full week, and
there would be firewrks before it was over.

Lots of them
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It was quarter past six on Friday evening when Alan turned into
Polly's driveway and cut the notor. She was standing at the door
waiting for him and kissed himwarnmy. He saw she had donned her
gl oves for even this brief foray into the cold and frowned.

"Now stop," she said. "They're a little better tonight. D d you
bring the chi cken?"

He held up the white grease-spotted bags. "Your servant, dear
| ady. "

She dropped hima little curtsey. "And yours."

She took the bags fromhimand led himinto the kitchen. He
pulled a chair out fromthe table, swng it around, and sat on it
backwards to watch her as she pulled off her gloves and arranged the
chicken on a glass plate. He had gotten it from Cl uck-C uck Tonite.

The nane was country-horrible, but the chicken was just fine
(according to Norris, the clams were a different story). The only
problem wi th take-out when you lived twenty mles away was the cooling
factor

and that, he thought, was what mcrowave ovens had been nade for
In fact, he believed the only three valid purposes mncrowaves served
were re-heating coffee, naking popcorn, and putting a buzz under
t ake-out from places like CluckC uck Tonite.

"Are they better?" he asked as she popped the chicken into the
oven and pressed the appropriate buttons. There was no need to be nore
specific; both of them knew what they were tal king about.

"Only a little," she admitted, "but |I'mpretty sure they're going
to be a lot better soon. I|I'mstarting to feel tingles of heat in the
pal 6, and that's the way the inprovenment usually starts."

She held themup. She had been painfully enbarrassed by her
twi sted, nisshapen hands at first, and the enbarrassnent was stil
there, but she had come a long way toward accepting his interest as a
part of his love. He still thought her hands | ooked stiff and awkward,
as if she were wearing invisible gloves-gloves sewn by a crude and
uncaring maker who had pulled themon her and then stapled themto her
wists forever.

"Have you had to take any pills today?"

"Only one. This norning."

She had actually taken three-two in the norning, one in the early
aft ernoon-and the pain was not much better today than it had been
yesterday. She was afraid that the tingle of which she had spoken was
nostly a figment of her own wistful imagination. She didn't like lying
to Al an; she believed that lies and | ove rarely went together, and
never for long. But she had been on her own for a long tinme, and a
part of her was still terrified by his relentless concern. She trusted
him but was afraid to | et himknow too nuch.



He had grown steadily nore insistent about the Mayo Clinic, and
she knew that, if he really understood how bad the pain was this tineg,
he woul d grow nore insistent still. She did not want her goddamed
hands to becone the nost inportant conmponent of their love ... and she
was al so afraid of what a consultation at a place |ike the Mayo m ght
show. She could live with pain; she was not sure if she could live
wi t hout hope.

"WIl you take the potatoes out of the oven?" she asked. "I want
to call Nettle before we eat."

"What's with Nettle?"

"Upset tum She didn't cone in today. | want to make sure it's
not intestinal flu. Rosalie says there's a lot of it going around, and
Nettle's terrified of doctors."

And Al an, who knew nore of how and what Polly Chal ners thought
than Polly ever would have guessed, thought, Look who's talking, |ove,
as she went to the tel ephone. He was a cop, and he coul d not put away
his habits of observation when he was off duty; they were autonatic.

He no longer even tried. |If he had been a little nore observant
during the last few nonths of Annie's life, she and Todd nmight still be
alive.

He had noted the gloves when Polly canme to the door. He had noted
the fact that she had pulled themoff with her teeth rather than sinply
stripping themoff hand-for-hand. He had watched her arrange the
chicken on the plate, and noted the slight grinace which tightened her
nout h when she lifted the plate and put it in the mcrowave. These
were bad signs. He walked to the door between the kitchen and the
living room wanting to watch how confidently or tentatively she would
use the tel ephone. It was one of the nost inportant ways he had of
nmeasuring her pain. And here, at last, he was able to note a good
si gn-or what he took for one.

She punched Nettle's tel ephone nunber quickly and confidently, and
because she was on the far side of the room he was unable to see that
this phone-and all the others-had been changed earlier that day to the
type with the oversized fingerpads. He went back into the kitchen,
keepi ng one ear cocked toward the living roomas he did so.

"Hell o, Nettle? ... | was about to give up. Did | wake you?

Yes . . . Unh-huh..... well, howis it? . . . Ch, good. |['ve
been t hi nki ng of you..... No, I'mfine for supper, Al an brought fried
chicken fromthat C uck-Cuck place in Oxford . . . Yes, it was,

wasn't it?"

Al an got a platter fromone of the cabi nets above the kitchen
counter and thought: She is Iying about her hands. It doesn't matter
how wel | she handl es the phone-they're as bad as they've been in the
| ast year, and naybe worse

The idea that she had lied to himdid not nmuch dismay hinm his
vi ew of truth-bending was a good deal nore lenient than Polly's.

Take the child, for instance. She had borne it in early 1971
seven nonths or so after |eaving Castle Rock on a G eyhound bus. She
had told Al an the baby-a boy she'd named Kelton-had died in Denver, at
the age of three nonths. Sudden |Infant Death Syndrome-SIDS, the young
not her's worst nightmare. |t was a perfectly plausible story, and Al an
had no doubt whatever that Kelton Chal mers was indeed dead. There was
only one problemw th Polly's version: it wasn't true. Al an was a cop
and he knew a |lie when he heard one.

(except when it was Annie doing it) Yeah, he thought. Except when
it was Annie doing it. Your exception is duly noted for the record.

What had told himPolly was lying? The rapid flicker of her



eyel ids over her too-w de, too-direct gaze? The way her left hand kept
rising to tug at her left earl obe? The crossing and uncrossing of her
I egs, that child' s ganme signal which nmeant |'m fibbing?

Al of those things and none of them Mstly it was just a buzzer
that had gone off inside, the way a buzzer in an airport mnetal detector
goes of f when a guy with a steel plate in his skull steps through

The lie neither angered nor worried him There were people who
lied for gain, people who Iied from pain, people who lied sinply
because the concept of telling the truth was utterly alien to them.

and then there were people who |ied because they were waiting
for it to be tinme to tell the truth. He thought that Polly's |ie about
Kel ton was of this last kind, and he was content to wait.

In tinme, she would decide to show himher secrets. There was no
hurry.

No hurry.- the thought itself seened a | uxury.

Her voice-rich and cal mand sonmehow just right as it drifted out
of the living roomalso seemed a |uxury. He was not yet over the guilt
of just being here and knowi ng where all the dishes and utensils were
stored, of knowi ng which bedroom drawer she kept her nylon hose in, or
exactly where her sunmer tan-lines stopped, but none of it nattered
when he heard her voice. There was really only one fact that applied
fiere, one sinmple fact which ruled all others: the sound of her voice
was becom ng the sound of horme.

"I could come over later if you wanted, Nettle . . . You are?
Well, rest is probably the best thing ... Tonorrow?"
Polly laughed. It was a free, pleasing sound that always nade

Alan feel as if the world had been sonehow freshened. He thought he
could wait a long tine for her secrets to disclose thenselves if she
woul d just laugh like that every now and then.

"Gosh, no! Tonorrow s Saturday! |'mjust going to |lie around and
be sinful!"

Alan smled. He pulled out the drawer under the stove, found a
pair of pot holders, and opened the conventional oven. One potato, two
potato, three potato, four. Howin God' s nane were the two of them
supposed to eat four big baked potatoes? But of course he had known
there woul d be too nany, because that was the way Polly cooked. There
was surely another secret buried in the fact of those four big
pot at oes, and someday, when he knew all the whys@ nost of them or
even sone of themhis feelings of guilt and strangeness m ght pass.

He took the potatoes out. The nmicrowave beeped a nonent |ater

"I've got to go, Nettle-" "That's okay!" Alan yelled. "I've got
this under control! [|'ma policeman, |ady!"

"-but you call ne if you need anything. You're sure you're okay,
now? ... And you'd tell me if you weren't, Nettle, right?

Ckay ... What? ... No, just asking ... You too ... Goodnight,

Nettl e.

When she canme out, he had set the chicken on the table and was
busy turning one of the potatoes inside-out on her plate.

"Al an, you sweetheart! You didn't need to do that!"

"Al'l part of the service, pretty lady." Another thing he
under st ood was that, when Polly's hands were bad, |ife becane a series
of small, hellacious conbats for her; the ordinary events of an
ordinary life transfornmed thenselves into a series of gruelling
obstacles to be surmounted, and the penalty for failure was
enbarrassnent as well as pain. Loading the dishwasher. Stacking
kindling in the fireplace. Manipulating a knife and fork to get a hot
potato out of its jacket.



"Sit down," he said. "Let's cluck."

She burst out |aughing and then hugged him She squeezed his back
with her inner forearns instead of her hands, the relentl ess observer
i nside noted. But a less dispassionate part of himtook notice of the
way her trim body pressed against his, and the sweet snell of the
shanpoo she used

"You are the dearest nman," she said quietly.

He ki ssed her, gently at first, then with nmore force. H s hands
slid dowmn fromthe small of her back to the swell of her buttocks.

The fabric of her old jeans was as snooth and soft as nol eskin
under hi s hands.

"Down, big fella," she said at last. "Food now, snuggle later."

"I's that an invitation?" |f her hands really weren't better, he
t hought, she woul d fudge.

But she said, "G lt-edged, and Al an sat down satisfied.

Provi si onal | y.

5

"I's Al comi ng hone for the weekend?" Polly asked as they cl eared
away the supper things. Alan's surviving son attended MIton Acadeny,
sout h of Boston.

"Huh-uh," Al an said, scraping plates.

Polly said, a little too casually: "I just thought, with no
cl asses Monday because of Col unbus Day-" "He's going to Dorf's place on
Cape Cod," Alan said. "Dorf is Carl Dorfnman, his roome. Al called
| ast Tuesday and asked if he could go down for the three-day weekend.

| said okay, fine."

She touched himon the armand he turned to | ook at her. "How
much of this is ny fault, Al an?"

"How much of what's your fault?" he asked, honestly surprised.

"You know what |'mtalking about; you're a good father, and you're
not stupid. How many times has Al been home since school started
agai n?"

Suddenly Al an under st ood what she was driving at, and he grinned
at her, relieved. "Only once," he said, "and that was because he
needed to talk to jimry Catlin, his old conputer-hacki ng buddy from
junior high. Some of his choicest programs wouldn't run on the new
Conmodore 64 | got himfor his birthday."

"You see? That's my point, Alan. He sees ne as trying to step
into his nmother's place too soon, and-" "Ch, jeer," Alan said. "How
| ong have you been brooding over the idea that Al sees you as the
W cked St epnot her ?"

Her brows drew together in a frowmm. "I hope you'll pardon ne if |
don't find the idea as funny as you apparently do."

He took her gently by the upper arns and kissed the corner of her

nouth. "I don't find it funny at all. There are tines-l was just
t hi nki ng about this-when | feel a little strange, being with you. It
seens too soon. It isn't, but sometines it seenms that way. Do you

know what | nean?"
She nodded. Her frown smoothed out a little but did not

di sappear. "O course | do. Characters in novies and TV shows al ways
get to spend a little nore time pining dramatically, don't they?"

"You put your finger onit. |In the novies you get a |lot of pining
and precious little grief. Because grief is tooreal. Gief is .

He |l et go of her arns, slowy picked up a dish and began to
wipe it dry. "Gief is brutal" "Yes."



"So sonetimes | feel alittle guilty, yeah." He was sourly anused
by the defensiveness he heard lurking in his voice. "Partly because it
seens too early, even though it isn't, and partly because it seens |
got off too easy, even though | didn't. This idea that | owe nore

grief is still there part of the tine, | can't deny that, but to ny
credit | know that it's nuts because part of ne-a lot of ne, in factis
still grieving."

"You must be human," she said softly. "How weirdly exotic and
excitingly perverse."

"Yeah, | guess so. As for A, he's dealing with this in his own
way. It's a good way, too-good enough for me to be proud of him

He still msses his nother, but if he's still grievin@nd | guess

I"mnot conpletely sure he is-then it's Todd he's grieving for. But
your idea that he's staying away because he doesn't approve of you ..

or us ... that's way off the beam"

"I"'mglad it is. You don't know how nmuch you've relieved nmy mnd.
But it still seens . . ."

"Not quite right, sonehow?"

She nodded.

"I know what you nean. But kids' behavior, even when it's as
normal as ni nety-eight-point-six, never seems quite right to adults.

We forget how easy they heal, sonetines, and we al nost al ways
forget how fast they change. Al is pulling away. Fromne, fromhis
old buddies like jimy Catlin, from The Rock itself. Pulling away,

that's all. Like a rocket when the third-stage booster kicks in. Kids
always do it, and | guess it's always kind of a sad surprise to their
parents."”

"It seens early, though,"” Polly said quietly. "Seventeen seemns

early to pull away."

"It is early," Alan said. He spoke in a tone which was not quite
angry. "He lost his nother and his brother in a stupid accident. His
life blew apart, nmy life blew apart, and we got together the way I
guess fathers and sons al nost always do in those situations to see if



He nodded. It was another cop thing. He had been on both the
giving and receiving end of a |ot of tel ephone calls that broke
someone' s sl eep.

"She said she was sorting through sone of her nother's old stuff
in the woodshed, but-" "If she has intestinal flu, you probably called
whil e she was on the throne and she didn't want to adnmit it," Alan said
dryly.

She considered this, then burst out laughing. "I'Il bet that was
it. It's just like her."

"Sure," he said. Alan peered into the sink, then pulled the plug.

"Honey, we're all washed up."

"Thank you, Alan." She pecked his cheek

"Ch, say, |look what | found," Alan said. He reached behind her
ear and pulled out a fifty-cent piece. "Do you always keep those back
there, pretty |ady?"

"How do you do that?" she asked, |ooking at the hal f-buck with
real fascination.

"Do what?" he asked. The fifty-cent piece seenmed to float over
the gently shuttling knuckles of his right hand. He pinched the coin
between his third and fourth fingers and turned his hand over. Wen he
turned it back the other way again, the coin was gone. "Think | ought
to run away and join the circus?" he asked her

She smiled. "No-stay here with me. Alan, do you think I'msilly
to worry about Nettle so much?"

"Nope," Alan said. He stuck his left hand-the one to which he had
transferred the fifty-cent piece-into his pants pocket, pulled it out
enpty, and grabbed a dishtowel. "You got her out of the funny-farm
you gave her a job, and you hel ped buy her a house.

You feel responsible for her, and | suppose to some degree you
are. |If you didn't worry about her, | think I'd worry about you."

She took the |ast glass fromthe dish-drainer. Alan sawthe
sudden di smay on her face and knew she wasn't going to be able to hold
it, although the glass was already al nost dry. He noved quickly,
bendi ng his knees and sticking out his hand. The nmove was so
gracefully executed that it |ooked to Polly alnbst |ike a dance-step

The glass fell and plunked neatly into his hand, which hung pal m
up |l ess than eighteen inches fromthe floor

The pain which had nagged her all night-and the attendant fear
that Alan would tunble to just how bad it was-was suddenly buried under
a wave of desire so hard and unexpected that it did nore than startle
her; it frightened her. And desire was a little too coy, wasn't it?

What she felt was sinpler, an enotion whose hue was utterly
primary.

It was |ust.

"You nove |ike a damed cat," she said as he strai ghtened. Her
voice was thick, a little slurred. She kept seeing the graceful way
his legs had bent, the flex of the long nuscles in his thighs. The
snooth curve of one calf. "How does a man as big as you nove that
fast?"

"I don't know," he said, and | ooked at her with surprise and
puzzlenment. "Wat's wong, Polly? You |look funny. Do you fee
faint?"

"I feel," she said, "like I'"'mgoing to cone in nmy pants."”

It cane to him too, then. Just like that. There was no w ong
about it, no right. It just was. "Let's see if you are," he said, and
noved forward with that sane grace, that weird speed you woul d never
suspect if you saw himanbling dowmn Main Street. "Let's just see about



that." He set the glass on the counter with his |left hand and sli pped
his right between her |egs before she knew what was happeni ng.

"Alan what are you do-" And then, as his thunb pressed with gentle
force against her clitoris, doing turned to do-ooooh!-ing and he lifted
her with his easy, amazing strength.

She put her arms around his neck, being careful even at this warm
noment to hold with her forearms; her hands stuck off behind himlike
stiff bundles of sticks, but they were suddenly the only parts of her
which were stiff. The rest of her seemed to be nelting.

"Alan, put nme down!"

"I don't think so," he said, and lifted her higher. He slid his
free hand between her shoul der-bl ades as she started to slip and
pressed her forward. And suddenly she was rocking back and forth on
t he hand between her legs like a girl on a hobby-horse, and he was
hel pi ng her rock, and she felt as if she were in some wonderful sw ng
with her feet in the wind and her hair in the stars.

"Alan-" "Hold tight, pretty lady," he said, and he was | aughi ng,
as if she weighed no nore than a bag of feathers. She |eaned back
al nost unaware of his steadying hand in her grow ng excitement, only
knowi ng he would not let her fall, and then he brought her forward
agai n, and one hand was rubbi ng her back, and the thunb of his other
hand was doing things to her down there, things she had never even
consi dered, and she rocked back again, calling his nanme out
deliriously.

Her orgasmhit |ike a sweet exploding bullet, rushing both ways
fromthe center of her. Her |egs swng back and forth six inches above
the kitchen floor (one of her loafers flew off and sailed all the way
into the living room), her head fell back so her dark hair trailed over
his forearmin a small tickling torrent, and at the hei ght of her
pl easure he kissed the sweet white line of her throat.

He set her down ... then reached out quickly to steady her as her
knees buckl ed.

"Ch ny God," she said, beginning to | augh weakly. "Oh ny Cod,
Alan, 1'll never wash these jeans again."

That struck himas hilarious, and he bell owed | aughter. He
col l apsed into one of the kitchen chairs with his | egs stuck out
straight in front of himand how ed, holding his stomach. She took a
step toward him He grasped her, pulled her onto his Ilap for a nonent,
and then stood with her in his arns.

She felt that fainting wave of enotion and need sweep her again
but it was clearer now, better defined. Now, she thought, nowit is
desire. | desire this man so nuch.

"Take me upstairs," she said. "If you can't make it that far
take me to the couch. And if you can't nake it to the couch, do ne
right here on the kitchen floor."

"I think I can nake it at least as far as the living room" he
sai d.

"How are your hands, pretty |ady?"

"What hands?" she asked dreamily, and closed her eyes. She
concentrated on the clear joy of this noment, noving through space and
time in his arns, noving in darkness and circled by his strength.

She pressed her face against his chest, and when he put her on the
couch she pulled himdown ... and this tinme she used her hands to do
it.



They were on the couch for nearly an hour, then in the shower for
she didn't know how | ong-until the hot water started to fail and drove
them out, anyway. Then she took himinto her bed, where she lay too
exhausted and too content to do anything but bundle.

She had expected to nake |ove to himtonight, but nore to allay
his concern than out of any real desire on her own part. She had
certainly not expected such a series of explosions as had resulted ..
but she was glad. She could feel the pain in her hands beginning to
assert itself again, but she would not need a Percodan to sleep
t oni ght .

"You are one fantastic |over, Al an."

"So are you."

"I't's unani mous," she said, and put her head agai nst his chest.

She coul d hear his heart |ub-dubbing calmy away in there, as if
to say ho-hum stuff like this is all in a night's work for me and the
boss. She thought again-and not without a faint echo of her earlier
fierce passion-of how quick he was, how strong . . . but nostly how
qui ck. She had known hi mever since Annie had cone to work for her
had been his lover for the last five nmonths, and she had never known
how qui ckly he could nove until tonight. It had been |ike a whol e-body
version of the coin tricks, the card tricks, and the shadow ani mal s
that al nost every kid in town knew about and begged for when they saw
him It was spooky ... but it was al so wonderful

She could feel herself drifting off now She should ask himif he
neant to stay the night, and tell himto put his car in the garage if
he did-Castle Rock was a snall town where nmany tongues wagged-but it
seemed |ike too nmuch trouble. Alan would take care. Alan, she was
begi nning to think, always did.

"Any fresh outbursts from Buster or the Reverend WIllie?" she
asked sl eepily.

Alan smled. "Quiet on both fronts, at |east for the tine being.

| appreciate M. Keeton and Reverend Rose the npbst when | see
themthe [ east, and by that standard today was great."

"That's good," she murnured.

"Yeah, but | know sonething even better."

"What ?"

"Norris is back in a good nobod. He bought a rod and reel from
your friend M. Gaunt, and all he can talk about is going fishing this
weekend. | think he'll freeze his butt off-what little butt he has-but
if Norris is happy, |'mhappy. | was sorry as hell when Keeton rained
on his parade yesterday. People nake fun of Norris because he's skinny
and sort of ditzy, but he's developed into a pretty good small-town
peace of ficer over the past three years. And his feelings are as
sensitive as anyone else's. It's not his fault that he | ooks |ike Don
Knotts's hal f-brother."

"Ummm . . ."

Drifting. Drifting into sonme sweet darkness where there was no
pain. Polly let herself go, and as sleep took her there was a small
and catlike expression of satisfaction on her face.

7

For Al an, sleep was |onger com ng.

The interior voice had returned, but its tone of false glee was
gone. Now it sounded questioning, plaintive, alnost lost. Were are
we, Alan? it asked. Isn't this the wong roon? The wong bed? The
wong wonan? | don't seemto understand anything anynore.



Al an suddenly found hinself feeling pity for that voice. It was
not self-pity, because the voice had never seened so unlike his own as

it did now It occurred to himthat the voice wanted to speak as
little as he the rest of him the Alan existing in the present and the
Al an planning for the future-wanted to hear it. It was the voice of
duty, the voice of grief. And it was still the voice of guilt.

Alittle over two years ago, Annie Pangborn had begun havi ng
headaches. They weren't bad, or so she said; she was as loath to talk
about themas Polly was to talk about her arthritis. Then, one day
when he was shaving-very early in 1990, that nust have been- Al an
noticed that the cap had been left off the famly-size bottle of Anacin
3 standing beside the bathroom sink. He started to put the cap back on

then stopped. He had taken a couple of aspirin fromthat bottle,
whi ch held two hundred and twenty-five caplets, late the week before.

It had been alnpost full then. Now it was al nbst enpty. He had
wi ped the renmai ns of shaving creamfromhis face and gone down to You
Sew and Sew, where Anni e had worked since Polly Chal ners opened. He
took his wife out for coffee ... and a few questions. He asked her
about the aspirin. He renenbered being a little frightened.

(only alittle, the interior voice agreed nmournfully) but only a
little, because nobody takes a hundred and ninety aspirin caplets in a
si ngl e week; nobody. Annie told himhe was being silly. She had been
wi pi ng the counter beside the sink, she said, and had knocked the
bottle over. The top hadn't been on tight, and nost of the caplets had
poured into the sink. They'd started to nelt, and she'd thrown them
awnay.

She sai d.

But he was a cop, and even when he was off-duty he could not put
away the automatic habits of observation which cane with the territory.
He could not turn off the Iie detector. |If you watched people

when they answered the questions you asked, really watched them you

al nost al ways knew when they were lying. Al an had once questioned a
man who signalled every lie he told by picking at his eyetooth with his
thunbnail. The nmouth articulated the lies; the body, it seemed, was
dooned to signal the truth. So he had stretched his hand across the
table of the booth in Nan's where they had been sitting, had grasped
Anni e's hands in his own, and had asked her to tell the truth. And
when, after a nmonent's hesitation, she told himthat, yes, the
headaches were a little worse, and yes, she had been taking quite a few
aspirin, but no, she hadn't taken all the caplets which were m ssing,
that the bottle really had spilled in the sink, he had believed her

He had fallen for the oldest trick in the book, the one con-nen
called bait-and-switch: if you tell a lie and get caught, back up and
tell half the truth. |If he had watched her nore closely, he would have
known Annie still wasn't being straight with him He would have forced
her to admit sonething which seened nearly inpossible to him but which
he now believed to be the truth: that the headaches were bad enough for
her to be taking at least twenty aspirin a day. And if she had
admtted that, he would have had her in a Portland or Boston
neurol ogist's office before the week was out. But she was his wife,
and in those days he had been | ess observant when he was of f-duty.

He had contented hinself with maki ng an appoi ntnment for her with
Ray Van Allen, and she had kept the appointnment. Ray had found
not hi ng, and Al an had never held that against him Ray had run through
the usual reflex tests, had | ooked into her eyes with his trusty
opht hal nbscope, had tested her vision to see if there was any doubli ng,
and had sent her to Oxford Regional for an X-ray.



He had not, however, ordered a CAT scan, and when Annie said the
headaches were gone, Ray had believed her. Al an suspected he m ght
have been right to believe her. He knew that doctors are al nbst as
attuned to the body's | anguage of lies as cops. Patients are al nbst as
apt to lie as suspects, and fromthe sane notive: sinple fear. And
when Ray saw Anni e, he had not been off-duty.

So maybe, between the time Al an had nmade his discovery and the
time Annie went to see Dr. Van Allen, the headaches had gone away.
Probably they had gone away. Ray had told Alan later, in a |ong
conversation over glasses of brandy at the doctor's Castle View honeg,
that the synptons often came and went in cases where the tunor was
| ocated high on the stemof the brain. "Seizures are often associ ated
with stemtunors,” he told Alan. "If she'd had a seizure, maybe -

." And he had shrugged. Yes. Maybe. And maybe a man naned Thad
Beaurmont was an uni ndi cted co-conspirator in the deaths of his w fe and
son, but Alan could not find blame in his heart for Thad, either

Not all the things which happen in snmall towns are known to the
residents, no matter how sharp their ears are or how energetically
their tongues wag. |In Castle Rock they knew about Frank Dodd, the cop
who went crazy and killed the wonen back in Sheriff Bannernan's day,
and they knew about Cujo, the Saint Bernard who had gone rabid out on
Town Road #3, and they knew that the | akesi de hone of Thad Beaunont,
novel i st and | ocal Fanpbus Person, had burned to the ground during the
sumer of 1989, but they did not know the circumstances of that
burni ng, or that Beaunont had been haunted by a man who was really not

a man at all, but a creature for which there may be no nanme. Al an
Pangborn knew these things, however, and they still haunted his sleep
fromtime to time. Al that was over by the tinme Al an becanme fully
aware of Annie's headaches ... except it really wasn't over. By virtue
of Thad's drunken phonecalls, Al an had becone an unwilling witness to
the crash of Thad's marriage and the steady erosion of the nman's
sanity. And there was the nmatter of his own sanity, as well. Al an had

read an article in sone doctor's office about black hol es-great
celestial empty places that seemed to be whirl pools of anti-matter,
voraci ously sucking up everything within their reach. 1In the late
sunmer and fall of 1989, the Beaunont affair had becone Al an's own
personal black hole. There were days when he found hinself questioning
the nost el ementary concepts of reality, and wondering if any of it had
actual |y happened. There were nights when he [ay awake until dawn
stained the east, afraid to go to sleep, afraid the dream would cone: a
bl ack Toronado bearing down on him a black Toronado with a decaying
nonst er behind the wheel and a sticker reading H G+ TONED SON OF A
Bl TCH on the rear bunper. |In those days, the sight of a single sparrow
perched on the porch railing or hopping about on the | awn had made him
feel like scream ng

| f asked, Alan would have said, "Wen Annie's trouble began, | was
distracted." But it wasn't a nmatter of distraction; somewhere deep
down inside of his mnd he had been fighting a desperate battle to hold
onto his sanity. H G+ TONED SON OF A BI TCHhow t hat cane back to him

How it haunted him That, and the sparrows.

He had still been distracted on the day in March when Anni e and
Todd had gotten into the old Scout they kept for around-town errands
and had headed off to Hemphill's Market. Al an had gone over and over
her behavi or that norning, and could find nothing unusual about it,
not hi ng out of the ordinary. He had been in his study when they |eft.

He had | ooked out the wi ndow by his desk and waved goodbye. Todd
had waved back before getting in the Scout. It was the last tinme he



saw themalive. Three mles down Route 117 and less than a nmile from
Henphill's, the Scout had veered off the road at hi gh speed and had
struck a tree. The State Police estimated fromthe weckage that
Annie, ordinarily the nmost careful of drivers, had been doing at |east
seventy. Todd had been wearing his seatbelt. Annie had not. She had
probably been dead as soon as she went through the w ndshield, |eaving
one leg and half an arm behind. Todd m ght still have been alive when
the ruptured gas-tank expl oded. That preyed on Al an nore than anything
el se. That his ten-year-old son, who wote a joke astrol ogy colum for
the school paper and lived for Little League, might still have been
alive. That he might have burned to death trying to work the clasp on
his seatbelt.

There had been an autopsy. The autopsy reveal ed the brain tunor.

It was, Van Allen told him a small one. About the size of a
peanut -cl uster was how he put it. He did not tell Alan it would have
been operable if it had been di agnosed; this was information Al an
gl eaned from Ray's m serabl e face and downcast eyes. Van Allen said he
bel i eved she had finally had the seizure which would have alerted them
to the real problemif it had cone sooner. It could have gal vani zed
her body like a strong el ectric shock, causing her to jamthe gas peda
to the floor and | ose control. He did not tell Alan these things of
his own free will-, he told them because Al an interrogated him
nmercil essly, and because Van Allen saw that, grief or no grief, Al an
meant to have the truth ... or as nuch of it as he, or anyone who
hadn't actually been in the car that day, could ever know. "Please,"
Van All en had said, and touched Alan's 'ble accident, but that's all it
hand briefly and kindly. "It was a terri was. You have to let it go.
You have anot her son, and he needs you now as nuch as you need him
You have to let it go and get on with your affairs.” He had tried.
The irrational horror of the business with Thad Beaunont, the business
with the (sparrows the sparrows are flying) birds, had begun to fade,
and he had honestly tried to put his life back together-w dower,
smal | -town cop, father of a teenaged boy who was grow ng up and grow ng

away too fast ... not because of Polly but because of the accident.
Because of that horrible, nunbing trauma: Son, |'ve got sonme awful
news; you've got to brace yourself... And then, of course, he had begun

to cry, and before long, A had been crying, too.

Nonet hel ess, they had gone about the business of reconstruction,
and were still going about it. Things were better these days ... but
two things refused to go away.

One was that huge bottle of aspirin, alnpost enpty after only a
week.

The other was the fact that Annie hadn't been wearing her
seatbel t.

But Anni e al ways wore her seatbelt.

After three weeks of agonizing and sl eepl ess nights, he nade an
appoi ntnent with a neurologist in Portland after all, thinking of
stol en horses and barn doors |ocked after the fact as he did it. He
went because the man m ght have better answers to the questions Al an
needed to ask, and because he was tired of draggi ng answers out of Ray
Van Allen with a chainfall. The doctor's name was Scopes, and for the
first time in his life, Alan hid behind his job: he told Scopes that
his questions were related to an ongoi ng police investigation. The
doctor confirmed Alan's central suspicions: yes, People with brain
tunors sonetimes suffered bursts of irrationality, and they sonetines
becanme suicidal. Wen a person with a brain tunor conmitted suicide,
Scopes said, the act was often conmitted on inmpul se, after a period of



consi deration which mght last a m nute or even seconds. M ght such a
person take soneone with thenf

Al an asked.

Scopes was seated behind his desk, cocked back in his chair with
hi s hands | aced behind his neck, and could not see Al an's own hands,
whi ch were clasped so tightly together between his knees that the
fingers were dead white. Oh yes, Scopes said. That was a not unconmon
pattern in such cases; tunmors of the brain stem often caused behaviors
the ayman m ght think of as psychotic. One which the sufferer feels
is a msery was a conclusion that the msery which is shared by either
his | oved ones or the whol e human race; another was the idea that the
sufferer's | oved ones would not want to live if he was dead. Scopes
nmentioned Charles Witman, the Eagle Scout who had clinbed to the top
of the Texas Tower and killed nore than two dozen peopl e before nmaking
an end to hinself, and a substitute grammar-school teacher in Illinois
who had killed several of her students before going home and putting a
bull et in her own brain. Autopsies had revealed brain tunors in both
cases.

it was a pattern, but not one which held true in all cases, or
even nost of them Brain tunors sonetines caused odd, even exotic
synpt ons; sonetines they caused no synptons at all. It was inpossible
to say for sure.

I mpossible. So let it alone.

Good advice, but hard to swallow. Because of the aspirin bottle.

And the seatbeltMdstly it was the seathbelt that hung in the back
of Alan's m nda snmall black cloud that sinply woul dn't go away. She
never drove wi thout buckling it. Not even down to the end of the block
and back. Todd had been wearing his, just l|like always, though. Ddn't
t hat mean sonet hing? |1f she had deci ded, sonetine after she had backed
down the driveway for the last tine, to kill herself and take Todd with
her, wouldn't she have insisted that Todd unbuckle his belt as well?

Even hurt, depressed, confused, she wouldn't have wanted Todd to
suffer, would she?

i mpossible to say for sure. Let it al one.

Yet even now, lying here in Polly's bed with Polly sleeping beside
him he found it hard advice to take. His mind went back to work on
it, like a puppy worrying an old and ragged strip of rawhide with its
sharp little teeth.

An i mage had always come to himat this point, a nightmarish image
which had finally driven himto Polly Chal ners, because Polly was the
worman Anni e had been cl osest to in town-and, considering the Beaunont
busi ness and the psychic toll it had taken on Alan, Polly had probably
been there for Annie nore than he had during the |ast few nmonths of her
life.

The i mage was of Anni e unbuckling her own seatbelt, janm ng the
gas pedal to the floor, and taking her hands off the wheel. Taking
them of f the wheel because she had another job for themin those | ast
few seconds.

Taki ng them of f so she could unbuckle Todd's belt, as well.

That was the inage: the Scout roaring down the road at seventy,
veering to the right, veering toward the trees under a white March sky
that promised rain, while Annie struggled to unbuckle Todd's belt and
Todd, scream ng and afraid, struggled to beat her hands away. He saw
Annie's well-loved face transforned into the hagii ke nask of a witch
saw Todd's drawn long with terror. Sonetinmes he woke in the niddle of
the night, his body dressed in a clamy jacket of sweat, with Todd's
voice ringing in his ears: The trees, Monmmy! Look out for the TR



EEEES!

So he had gone to see Polly one day at closing tine, and asked her
if she would cone up to the house for a drink, or, if she felt
unconfort abl e about doing that, if he could cone over to her house.

Seated in his kitchen (the right kitchen, the interior voice
asserted) with a nug of tea for her and coffee for him he had begun to
speak, slowy and stumblingly, of his nightnare.

"I need to know, if | can, if she was going through periods of
depression or irrationality that | either didn't know about or didn't

notice," he said. "I need to know if. " He stopped, nonentarily
hel pl ess. He knew what words he needed to say, but it was becom ng
harder and harder to bring themout. It was as if the channel of

conmuni cati on between his unhappy, confused mind and his nmouth was
growi ng snall er and shal |l ower, and woul d soon be entirely closed to
shi ppi ng.

He made a great effort and went on

"I need to know i f she was suicidal. Because, you see, it wasn't
just Annie who died. Todd died with her, and if there were sighs ...

signs, | nean, signs ... that | didn't notice, then | am
responsi ble for his death, too. And that's sonething | feel | have to

know. "

He had stopped there, his heart pounding dully in his chest.

He wi ped a hand over his forehead and was mildly surprised when it
cane away wet with sweat.

"Alan," she said, and put a hand on his wist. Her |ight-blue
eyes | ooked steadily into his. "If | had seen such signs and hadn't
told anyone, | would be as guilty as you seemto want to be."

He had gaped at her, he renenbered that. Polly might have seen
somet hing in Annie's behavi or which he had nissed; he had gotten that
far in his reasoning. The idea that noticing strange behavi or conveyed
a responsibility to do sonething about it had never occurred to him
until now.

You didn't?" he asked at |ast.

"No. |'ve gone over it and over it in my mind. | don't nean to
belittle your grief and | oss, but you're not the only one who feels
t hose things, and you're not the only one who has done a fair anount of
soul -searching since Annie's accident. | went over those |ast few
weeks until | was dizzy, replaying scenes and conversations in |ight of
what the autopsy showed. I|'mdoing it again now, in light of what nd
do you know what | you've told nme about that aspirin bottle. A

find?"

"What ?" basis which was oddly "Zilch." She said it with a |ack
of enphasis convincing. "Nothing at all. There were tinmes when
t hought she | ooked a little pale. | can renenber a couple of occasions
when | heard her talking to herself while she was hemm ng skirts or
unpacking fabric. That's the nost eccentric behavior |I can recall, and
|'ve been guilty of it nyself many tinmes. How about YQu?"

Al an nodded.

"Mostly she was the way she was ever since | first net her
cheerful, friendly, helpful ... a good friend."

"But-" Her hand was still on his wist; it tightened a little.

"No, Al an.

No buts. Ray Van Allen is doing it, too, you know Monday norning
quarterbacking, | believe it's called. Do you blanme hin®

Do you feel Ray's to blame for missing the tunor?"



"No, but-" "What about nme? | worked with her every day, side by
side nost of the tine; we drank coffee together at ten, ate lunch
t oget her at noon, and drank coffee again at three. W talked very
frankly as time went on and we got to know and |i ke each other, Al an.

I know you pl eased her, both as a friend and as a | over, and
know she | oved the boys. But if she was drifting toward suicide as the

result of her illness . . . that | didn't know. So tell ne-do you
bl ame me?"

And her clear blue eyes had | ooked frankly and curiously into his
own.

"No, but-" The hand squeezed again, |ight but commuandi ng.

"I want to ask you sonething. it's inmportant, so think
careful ly."

He nodded.

"Ray was her doctor, and if it was there, he didn't see it. | was
her friend, and if it was there, | didn't see it. You were her
husband, and if it was there, you didn't see it, either. And you think
that's all, that's the end of the line, but it's not."

"I don't understand what you're getting at."

"Sonmeone el se was close to her," Polly had said. "Sonmeone cl oser
than either of us, | inmagine."

"Who are you tal king ah-" "Alan, what did Todd say?"
He could only gaze at her, not understanding. He felt as if she
had spoken a word in a foreign tongue.

"Todd," she said, sounding inpatient. "Todd, your son. The one
who keeps you awake nights. It is him isn't it? Not her, but him"

"Yes," he said. "Hm" H s voice came out high and unsteady,
somet hing starting to shift not like his own voice at all, and he felt
inside him sonething |large and fundanmental. Now, |ying here
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Polly's bed, he could remenber that noment at his kitchen table
wi th al nost supernatural clarity: her hand on his wist in a slanting
bar of |ate-afternoon sun, the hairs a fine spun gold; her light eyes;
her gentle relentl essness.

"Did she force Todd into the car, Alan? Ws he ki cking?

Scream ng? Fighting her?"

"No, of course not, but she was his m" "Wose idea was it for
Todd to go with her to the narket that day? Hers or his? Can you
remenber ?"

He started to say no, but suddenly he did. Their voices, floating
in fromthe living room as he sat at his desk, going through county
warrant-orders: Gotta run down to the market, Todd-you want to cone?

Can | |l ook at the new video-tapes?

| guess so. Ask your father if he wants anything.

"I't was her idea," he told Polly.

"Are you sure?"

"Yes. But she asked him She didn't tell him"

That thing inside, that fundanental thing, was still novlonugt.

ol tf

the ground when it did, for its roots were planted bt
was going to fall, he thought, and it would rip al mi ghoythhedel ep

and wi de.
"Was he scared of her?"



Now she was al nbost cross-exam ning him the way he had
crossexam ned Ray Van Al len, but he seened hel pl ess to nmake her stop

I Nor was he sure he wanted to. There was sonething here, al
right, something that had never occurred to himon his | ong nights.

Sonet hing that was still alive.

"Todd scared of Annie? God, no!"

"Not in the last few nonths they were alive?"

"No. "
"I'n the last few weeks?"
"Polly, I wasn't in nuch condition to observe things then. There

was this thing that happened with Thad Beaunont, the witer

this crazy thing-" "Are you saying you were so out O it you never
noti ced Anni e and Todd when they were around, or that you weren't at
hone nuch, anyway?"

"No ... yes ... | mean of course | was hone, but-" It was an odd
feeling, being on the receiving end of these rapid fire questions. It
was as if Polly had doped himw th Novocain and then started using him
for a punching bag. And that fundanental thing, whatever it was, was

still in notion, still rolling out toward the boundary where
gravitation woul d begin working not to hold it up but to pull it down.

"Did Todd ever cone to you and say 'I'm scared of Mmmy' ?"

"No-" "Did he ever cone and say 'Daddy, | think Mommy's pl anni ng
to kill herself, and take nme along for conpany'?"

"Polly, that's ridiculous! 1-" "Did he?"

"Nol "

"Did he ever even say she was acting or tal king funny?"

"No-" "And Al was away at school, right?"

"What does that have to do with-" "She had one child left in the
nest. \Wen you were gone, working, it was just the two of themin that
nest. She ate supper with him helped himw th his homework, watched
TV with him" "Read to him" he said. His voice was blurred, strange.

He hardly recogni zed it.

"She was probably the first person Todd saw each norni ng and the
| ast person he saw at night," Polly said. Her hand lay on his wist.
Her eyes | ooked earnestly into his. "If anyone was in a position to
see it coning, it was the person who died with her. And that person
never said a word."

Suddenly the thing inside fell. His face began to work. He could
feel it happening-it was as if strings had been attached to it in a
score of different places, and each was now bei ng tugged by a gentle
but insistent hand. Heat flooded his throat and tried to close it.

Heat fl ooded his face. H's eyes filled with tears; Polly Chal ners
doubl ed, trebled, and then broke into prisms of |ight and inage.

Hi s chest heaved but his lungs seened to find no air. His hand
turned over with that scary quickness he had and cl anped on hersit mnust

have hurt her terribly, but she nmade no sound. "I miss her!"™ he cried
out at Polly, and a great, painful sob broke the words into a pair of
gasps- "l mss them both, ah, God, how | niss them both!"

"I know," Polly said calmy. "I know. That's what this is really

all about, isn't it? How you mss themboth."

He began to weep. Al had wept every night for two weeks, and Al an
had been there to hold himand offer what confort he could, but Al an
had not cried hinmself Now he did. The sobs took himand carried him
just as they woul d; he had no power to stop or stay them He could not
noderate his grief, and at |last found, with deep incoherent relief,
that he had no urge to do so.

He pushed the coffee cup blindly aside, heard it hit the floor in



sone other world and shatter there. He laid his overheated, throbbing
head on the table and wapped his arns around it and wept.

At sone point, he had felt her raise his head with her cool hands,
her m sshapen, kindly hands, and place it agai nst her stonmach. She
held it there and he wept for a long, long tine.
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Her arm was slipping off his chest. Alan noved it gently, aware
that if he bumped her hand even lightly, he would wake her. Looking at
the ceiling, he wondered if Polly had deliberately provoked his grief
that day. He rather thought she had, either knowi ng or intuiting that
he needed to express his grief nuch nore than he needed to find answers
whi ch were al npbst certainly not there. anyway.

That had been the begi nning between them even though he felt nore
like the end had not recognized it as a beginning; it had he had
finally musof sonething. Between then and the day when tered up enough
courage to ask Polly to have dinner with him he had thought often of
the | ook of her blue eyes and the feel of her hand lying on his wist.

He thought of the gentle relentlessness with which she had forced
himtoward i deas he had either ignored or overlooked. And during that
time he tried to deal with a new set of feelings about Annie's death;
once the roadbl ock between him and his grief had been renoved, these of
her feelings had poured out in a flood. Chief and nost distressing
anmong them had been a terrible rage at her for concealing a disease
that coul d have been treated and cured ... and for having taken their
son with her that day. He had tal ked about some of these feelings with
Polly at The Birches on a chilly, rain-swept night |last April

"You' ve stopped thinking about suicide and started thinking you're
angry, Alan."

about murder," she'd said. "That's why you He shook his head and
started to speak, but she had | eaned over the table and put one of her
crooked fingers firmy against his lips for a noment. Shush, you. And
the gesture so startled himthat he did shush.

"Yes," she said. "lI'mnot going to catechize you this tineg,
Alanit's been a long tinme since |I've been out to dinner with a nan, and
I"'menjoying it too much to play Ms. Chief Prosecutor. But people
don't get angry at other people-not the way you're angry, at |eastfor
being in accidents, unless there has been a big piece of carel essness
involved. If Annie and Todd had di ed because the brakes in the Scout
failed, you mght blame yourself for not having had them checked, or
you m ght sue Sonny jackett for having done a sloppy job the last tine
you took it in for maintenance, but you wouldn't blane her. Isn't that
true?"

"I guess it is."

"I know it is. Maybe there was an accident of sone kind, Alan.

You know she m ght have had a seizure while she was driving,
because Dr. Van Allen told you so. But has it ever occurred to you
that she night have swerved to avoid a deer@That it nmight have been
sonet hing as sinple as that?"

It had. A deer, a bird, even an onconing car that had wandered
into her |ane.

"Yes. But her seatbelt-" "Ch, forget the goddam seatbelt! she
had said with such spirited vehenmence that some of the diners close to
t hem | ooked around briefly. "Maybe she had a headache, and it caused
her to forget her seatbelt that one time, but that still doesn't nean
she deliberately crashed the car. And a headache-one of her bad



ones-woul d explain why Todd's belt was fastened. And it still isn't
the point."
"What is, then?"

"That there are too nany naybes here to support your anger

And even if the worst things You suspect are true, you'll never
know, will you? "No. " "And if you did know She | ooked at him
steadily. There was a candle on the table between them Her eyes were
a darker blue inits flame, and he could see a tiny spark of light in
each one.

"Well, a brain tunor is an accident, too. There is no culprit
here, | per Al an, no-what do You call themin your line of work?-no
petrator.

Until you accept that, there will be no chance.™

"What chance?"

"Qur chance," she said calmy. "I like You very nuch, Al an, and

I"'mnot too old to take a risk, but I'mold enough to have had sone sad
experi ence of where ny enotions can | ead ne when they get Qut of
control. | won't |let themget anywhere Close to that point unti

you're able to put Annie and Todd to rest."

He | ooked at her, speechless. She regarded himgravely over her
dinner in the old country inn, firelight flickering orange on one of
her snpoth cheeks and the left side of her brow Qutside, the w nd
pl ayed a |l ong trombone note under the eaves.

"Have | said too nuch?" Polly asked. "If | have, I'd |like you to
take nme hone, Alan. | hate to be enmbarrassed al nost as nmuch as | hate
not speaking ny mnd."

He reached across the table and touched her hand briefly. "No,
You haven't said too much. | like to listen to you, Polly."

She had smiled then. It |it up her whole face. "You'll get your
chance, then," she said.

So it began for them They had not felt guilty about seeing each
ot her, but they had recogni zed the need to be careful -not just because
it was a small town where he was an el ected official and she needed the
good will of the comunity to keep her business afloat, but because
both of them recogni zed the possibility of guilt.

Neither of themwas too old to take a risk, it seenmed, but they
were both a little too old to be reckless. Care needed to be taken.

Then, in May, he had taken her to bed for the first tinme, and she
had told himabout all the years between Then and Now ...

the story he did not conpletely believe, the one he was convi nced
she woul d sonmeday tell him again, without the too-direct eyes and the
left hand that tugged too often at the left earlobe. He recognized how
difficult it had been for her to tell himas nmuch as she had, and was
content to wait for the rest. Had to be content.

Because care had to be taken. 1t was enough-quite enough-to fal
inlove with her as the | ong Maine sunmrer drowsed past them

Now, | ooking up at the pressed-tin ceiling of her bedroomin the
di mess, he wondered if the tine had conme to tal k about marriage again

He had tried once, in August, and she had nmade that gesture with
her finger again. Shush, you. He supposed ..

But his conscious train of thought began to break up then, and
Al an slipped easily into sleep
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In his dream he was shopping in sone namot h store, wandering down
an aisle so long it dwindled to a point in the distance. Everything
was here, everything he had ever wanted but could not afford-a
pressure-sensitive watch, a genuine felt fedora from Abercronbie &
Fitch, a Bell and Howell|l eight-mllineter novie canmera, hundreds of
ot her itens-but sonmeone was behind him just behind his shoul der where
he coul dn't see.

"Down here we call these things fool's stuffing, old boss," a
voi ce renarked.

It was one Alan knew. It belonged to that high-toned,

Tor onadodriving son of a bitch George Stark.

"We call this store Endsville," the voice said, "because it's the
pl ace where all goods and services termnate."

Al an saw a | arge snake-it | ooked like a python with the head of a
rattler cone sliding out of a huge selection of Apple conputers narked
FREE TO THE PUBLIC. He turned to flee, but a hand with no lines on the
Pal m gri pped his arm and stopped him

"Go on," the voice said persuasively. "Take what you want, boss.

Take everything you want ... and pay for it."

But every item he picked up turned out to be his son's charred and
nel ted bel t buckl e.

CHAPTER EI GHT

Danforth Keeton did not have a brain tunor, but he did have a
terrible headache as he sat in his office early Saturday norning.

Spread out on his desk beside a stack of red-bound town tax
| edgers for the years 1982 to 1989 was a sprawl of correspondence
letters fromthe State of Miine Bureau of Taxation and Xeroxes of
letters he had witten in reply.

Everyt hing was starting to come down around his ears. He knewit,
but he was hel pl ess to do anything about it.

Keeton had made a trip to Lewiston |ate yesterday, had returned to
The Rock around twelve-thirty in the norning, and had spent the rest of
the night pacing his study restlessly while his wife slept the sleep of
tranquilizers upstairs. He had found his gaze turning nore and nore
often to the small closet in the corner of his study.

There was a high shelf in the closet, stacked with sweaters. Most
of the sweaters were old and not heaten. Under them was a carved wooden
box his father had nade | ong before the Al zheiner's had stol en over him
i ke a shadow, robbing himof all his considerable skills and nenories.

There was a revol ver in the box.

Keet on found hinsel f thinking about the revolver nore and nore
frequently. Not for hinself, no; at least not at first. For Them

The Persecutors.

At quarter to six he had left the house and had driven the
dawnsi l ent streets between his house and the Minicipal Building. Eddie
Warburton, a broomin his hand and a Chesterfield in his mouth (the
solid-gold Saint Christopher's nedal he had purchased at Needful Things
the day before was safely hidden under his blue chanbray shirt), had
wat ched himtrudge up the stairs to the second fl oor

Not a word passed between the two nen. Eddie had become used to
Keet on' s appearances at odd hours over the |last year or so, and Keeton
had | ong ago ceased seeing Eddie at all

Now Keet on swept the papers together, fought an inpulse to sinmply
rip themto shreds and fling the pieces everywhere, and began to sort



t hrough them Bureau of Taxation correspondence in one pile, his own
replies in another. He kept these letters in the bottom drawer of his
filing cabinet-a drawer to which only he had the key.

At the bottom of npst of the letters was this notation: DK/sl.

DK was, of course, Danforth Keeton. sl was Shirley Laurence, his
secretary, who took dictation and typed correspondence. Shirley had
typed none of his responses to the Bureau's letters, however, initials
or no initials.

It was wiser to keep some things to yourself A phrase junped out
at himas he sorted: " and we notice discrepancies in quarterly

Town Tax Return | | for the tax-year 1989 . "
He put it aside quickly.
Another: ". . . and in exam ning a sanpling of Wbrkmen's

Conpensation forms during the | ast quarter of 1987, we have serious
guesti ons concer ni ng

Into the file.

Yet another: believe that your request for an exami nation deferra
seens premature at this tine . .

They blurred past himin a sickening swoop, making himfeel as if
he were on an out-of-control carnival ride.

" questi ons about these tree-farmfunds are

we find no record that the Town has filed ..
di spersal of the State's share of funding has not been
adequately docunent ed . "
m ssi ng expense- account receipts ml nmust be
cash slips are not sufficient for "
may request conpl ete docunentation of expenses .

And now this last, which had come yesterday. Wich had in turn
driven himto Lemnston, where he had vowed to never again go during
har ness-raci ng season, |ast night.

Keeton stared at it bleakly. Hi s head pounded and throbbed; a
| arge drop of sweat rolled slowy down the center of his back. There
wer e dark, exhausted circles under his eyes. A cold sore clung to one
corner of his nouth.

BUREAU OF TAXATI ON

St ate House Augusta, Maine 04330 The letterhead, below the State
Seal, screamed at him and the salutation, which was cold and formal,
threatened: To the Sel ectnen of Castle Rock

Just that. No nore "Dear Dan" or "Dear M. Keeton." No nore
good wi shes for his famly at the closing. The letter was as cold and
hateful as the stab of an icepick

They wanted to audit the town books.

Al'l the town books.

Town tax records, State and Federal revenue-sharing records, town
expense records, road-nmaintenance records, nunicipal |aw enforcenent
budget s, Parks Departnent budgets, even financial records pertaining to
the State-funded experimental tree farm

They wanted to see everything, and They wanted to see it on the
17th of October. That was only five days from now.

They.

The letter was signed by the State Treasurer, the State Auditor
and, even nore ominous, by the Attorney Ceneral -Maine's top cop. And
t hese were personal signatures, not reproductions.

"They," Keeton whispered at the letter. He shook it in his fist
and it rattled softly. He bared his teeth at it. "Theyyyyyyy!"



He slammed the letter down on top of the others. He closed the
file. Typed neatly onthe tabwas CORRESPONDENCE, MAI NE BUREAU OF
TAXATI ON. Keeton stared at the closed file for a nmoment. Then he
snatched a pen fromits holder (the set had been agift fromthe Castle
Countyj aycees) and sl ashed the words MAI NE BUREAU OF KAKA! across the
filein large, trenbling letters. He stared at it a nonent and then
wr ot e MAI NE BUREAU OF ASSHOLES! belowit. He held the pen in his
closed fist, wielding it like a knife. Then he threw it across the
room It landed in the corner with a small clatter

Keeton cl osed the other file, the one which contained copies of
letters he had witten hinself (and to which he al ways added his
secretary's lower-case initials), letters he had concocted on | ong,
sl eepl ess nights, letters which had ultimately proved fruitless. A
vein pul sed steadily in the center of his forehead.

He got up, took the two files over to the cabinet, put themin the
bottom drawer, slamred it shut, checked to make sure it was | ocked.

Then he went to the wi ndow and stood | ooki ng out over the sl eeping
town, taking deep breaths and trying to calmhimself They had it in for
him The Persecutors. He found hinmself wondering for the thousandth
time who had sicced Themon himin the first place. |If he could find
that person, that dirty Chief Persecutor, Keeton would take the gun
fromwhere it lay in its box under the npotheaten sweaters and put an
end to him He would not do it quickly, however. GCh no. He would
shoot off a piece at a tinme and nake the dirty bastard sing the
National Anthemwhile he did it.

H's mind turned to the skinny deputy, Ridgewi ck. Could it have
been hinf? He didn't seem bright enough . . . but |ooks could be
decei ving. Pangborn said Ri dgew ck had ticketed the Cadillac on his
orders, but that didn't make it true. And in the men's room when
Ri dgewi ck had call ed himBuster, there had been a | ook of know ng,
jeering contenpt in his eyes. Had Ridgew ck been around when the first
letters fromthe Bureau of Taxation began to cone in? Keeton was quite
sure he had been. Later today he would | ook up the man's enpl oynent
record, just to be sure.

What about Pangborn hinself? He was certainly bright enough, he
nost certainly hated Danforth Keeton (didn't They all? didn't They al
hate hi n?), and Pangborn knew | ots of people in Augusta.

He knew Themwell. Hell, he was on the phone to Them every
fucking day, it seened. The phone bills, even with the WATS |ine, were
horri bl e.

Could it be both of then? Pangborn and Ridgewick? 1In on it
t oget her ?

"The Lone Ranger and his faithful |ndian conpanion, Tonto," Keeton

said in a low voice, and smled balefully. "If it was you, Pangborn,
you'll be sorry. And if it was both of you, you'll both be sorry."
Hi s hands slowy rolled thenselves into fists. "I won't stand this

persecution forever, you know. "

His carefully manicured nails cut into the flesh of his palns. He
did not notice the blood when it began to flow. Maybe R dgew ck.

Maybe Pangborn, maybe Melissa Clutterbuck, the frigid bitch who

was the Town Treasurer, naybe Bill Fullerton, the Second Sel ectnman (he
knew for a fact that Fullerton wanted his job and woul dn't rest unti
he had it)

Maybe all of them

Al of them together.

Keeton let out his breath in a long, tortured sigh, naking a
fogfl ower on the wire-reinforced glass of his office wi ndow The



guesti on was, what was he going to do about it? Between now and the
17th of the nmonth, what was he going to do?
The answer was sinple: he didn't know.

2

Danforth Keeton's |ife as a young nan had been a thing of clear
bl acks and whites, and he had liked that just fine. He had gone to
Castl e Rock Hi gh School and began working part-tinme at the famly car
deal ershi p when he was fourteen, washing the denpnstrators and waxi ng
t he showr oom nodel s. Keeton Chevrol et was one of the ol dest Chevrol et
franchi ses in New Engl and and keystone of the Keeton financia
structure. That had been a solid structure indeed, at |east unti
fairly recently.

During his four years at Castle Rock Hi gh, he had been Buster to
just about everyone. He took the commrercial courses, maintained a
solid B average, ran the student council al nost singlehanded, and went
on to Traynor Business College in Boston. He nade straight A s at
Traynor and graduated three senesters early.

When he canme back to The Rock, he quickly nade it clear that his
Bust er days were over.

It had been a fine life until the trip he and Steve Frazi er had
made to Lewi ston nine or ten years ago. That was when the trouble had
started; that was when his neat black-and-white |ife began to fill wth
deepeni ng shades of gray.

nbl ed-not as Buster at C R H S not as Dan at Traynor Busi ness, not
as M. Keeton of Keeton Chevrolet and the Board of Selectnen. As far
as Keeton knew, no one in his whole fam |y had ganbl ed; he coul d not
renmenmber even such innocent pastimes as nickel skat or pitching
penni es. There was no taboo agai nst these things, no thou shalt not,
but no one did them Keeton had not |aid down a bet on anything unti
that first trip to Lewiston Raceway with Steve Frazier. He had never
pl aced a bet anywhere else, nor did he need to. Lew ston Raceway was
all the ruin Danforth Keeton ever needed.

He had been Third Sel ectnman then. Steve Frazier, now at |east
five years in his grave, had been Castle Rock's Head Sel ect man.

Keeton and Frazier had gone "up the city" (trips to Lew ston were
al ways referred to in this way) along with Butch Nedeau, The Rock's
overseer of County Social Services, and Harry Samuel s, who had been a
Sel ectman for nost of his adult |life and woul d probably die as one.
The occasion had been a statew de conference of county officials; the
subj ect had been the new revenue-sharing | aws . .

and it was revenue-sharing, of course, that had caused nost of his
trouble. Wthout it, Keeton would have been forced to dig his grave
with a pick and shovel. Wth it, he had been able to use a financia
bucket - | oader.

It was a two-day conference. On the evening between, Steve had
suggested they go out and have a little fun in the big city. Butch
and Harry had declined. Keeton had no interest in spending the evening
with Steve Frazier, either-he was a fat old blowhard with lard for
brains. He had gone, though. He supposed he would have gone if Steve
had suggested they spend the evening touring the deepest shitpits of
hell. Steve was, after all, the Head Sel ect nan.

Harry Samuel s woul d be content to drone al ong as Second, Third, or
Fourth Selectnan for the rest of his |ife, Butch Nedeau had al ready
I ndicated that he nmeant to step down after his current term... but
Danforth Keeton had ambitions, and Frazier, fat old bl owhard or not,



was the key to them

So they had gone out, stopping first at The Holly. BE JOLLY AT
THE HOLLYl read the motto over the door, and Frazier had gotten very
jolly indeed, drinking Scotch-and-waters as if the Scotch had been | eft
out of them and whistling at the strippers, who were nostly fat and
nostly old and al ways sl ow. Keeton thought npbst of them | ooked stoned.

He renenbered thinking it was going to be a | ong evening.

Then they had gone to the Lew ston Raceway and everythi ng changed.

They got there in time for the fifth pace, and Frazier had hustled
a protesting Keeton over to the betting wi ndows |ike a sheepdog ni pping
a wayward | anb back to the herd.

"Steve, | don't know anything about this-" "That doesn't matter,"
Frazier replied happily, breathing Scotch funes into Keeton's face.

"W're gonna be | ucky tonight, Buster

| can feel it."

He hadn't any idea of how to bet, and Frazier's constant chatter
made it hard to listen to what the other bettors in |ine were saying
when they got to the two-dollar w ndow.

VWen he got there, he pushed a five-dollar bill across to the
teller and said, "Number four."

"Wn, place, or show?" the teller asked, but for a nonent Keeton
had not been able to reply. Behind the teller he saw an amazi ng thing.
Three cl erks were counting and bandi ng huge piles of currency,

nore cash than Keeton had ever seen in one place.

"Wn, place, or show?" the teller repeated inpatiently. "Hurry
up, buddy. This is not the Public Library."

"Wn," Keeton had said. He hadn't the slightest idea what "place"
and "show' meant, but "win" he understood very well.

The teller thrust hima ticket and three dollars' change a one and
a two. Keeton |ooked at the two with curious interest as Frazier
pl aced his bet. He had known there were such things as two-dollar
bills, of course, but he didn't think he'd ever seen one before.

Thomas Jefferson was on it. Interesting. In fact, the whole
thing was interesting-the snells of horses, popcorn, peanuts; the
hurryi ng crowds; the atnosphere of urgency. The place was awake in a
way he recogni zed and responded to at once. He had felt this sort of
wakeful ness in hinself before, yes, many tines, but it was the first
time he had ever sensed it in the wider world. Danforth "Buster"
Keeton, who rarely felt a part of anything, not really, felt he was a
part of this. Very nuch a part.

"This beats hell out of The Holly," he said as Frazier rejoined

hi m

"Yeah, harness racing' s okay," Frazier said. "It won't ever
repl ace the Wrld Series, but you know. Cone on, let's get over to the
rail. Wich horse did you bet on?"

Keeton didn't renenber. He'd had to check his ticket. "Nunber
four," he said.

"Pl ace or show?"

"Uh ... win"

Frazi er shook his head in good-natured contenpt and cl apped himon
the shoulder. "Wn's a sucker bet, Buster. |It's a sucker bet even
when the tote-board says it isn't. But you'll learn."

And, of course, he had.

Sonewhere a bell went off with a loud Brrrrr-rannggg! that made
Keeton jump. A voice bellowed, "And theyyy'rrre OFF!'" through the
Raceway's speakers. A thunderous roar went up fromthe crowd, and
Keeton had felt a sudden spurt of electricity course through his body.



Hooves tattooed the dirt track. Frazier grabbed Keeton's el bow
wi th one hand and used the other to make a path through the crowd to
the rail. They came out less than twenty yards fromthe finish |line.

Now t he announcer was calling the race. Nunmber seven, My Lass,
| eading at the first turn, with nunber eight, Broken Field, second, and
nunber one, How Do?, third. Nunber four was naned Absol utely-the
dunbest nane for a horse Keeton had ever heard in his life-and it was
running sixth. He hardly cared. He was transfixed by the pelting
horses, their coats gl eanm ng under the floodlights, by the blur of
wheel s as the sul ki es swept around the turn, the bright colors of the
sil ks worn by the drivers.

As the horses entered the backstretch, Broken Field began to press
My Lass for the lead. M Lass broke stride and Broken Field flew by
her. At the sane time, Absolutely began to nove up on the
out si de-Keeton saw it before the di senbodi ed voice of the announcer
sent the news blaring across the track, and he barely felt Frazier
el bowi ng him barely heard him screanm ng, "That's your horse, Bustert
That's your horse and she's got a chance!™

As the horses thundered down the final straightaway toward the
pl ace where Keeton and Frazier were standing, the entire crowd began to
bell ow. Keeton had felt the electricity whip through himagain, not a
spark this time but a storm He began to bellow with them the next
day he woul d be so hoarse he could barely speak above a whi sper

"Absolutely!"™ he screanmed. "Come on Absolutely, come on you
bitch andr UN."' "Trot," Frazier said, |aughing so hard tears ran down
hi s cheeks.

"Come on you bitch and trot. That's what you nean, Buster."

Keeton paid no attention. He was in another world. He was
sendi ng brai n-waves out to Absolutely, sending her telepathic strength
t hrough the air.

"Now it's Broken Field and How Do?, How Do? and Broken Field",

t he godli ke voice of the announcer chanted, "and Absolutely is gaining
fast as they come to the last eighth of a mle@ The horses approached,
rai sing a cloud of dust. Absolutely trotted with her neck arched and
her head thrust forward, legs rising and falling |ike pistons; she
passed How Do? and Broken Field, who was flagging badly, right where
Keeton and Frazier were standing. She was still w dening her |ead when
she crossed the finish line.

VWhen the nunbers went up on the tote-board, Keeton had to ask
Frazier what they neant. Frazier had |ooked at his ticket, then at the
board. He whistled soundl essly.

"Did I nake ny noney back?" Keeton asked anxiously.

"Buster, you did a little better than that. Absolutely was a
thirtyto-one shot."

Before he left the track that night, Keeton had nmade just over
three hundred dollars. That was how his obsessi on was born.

3

He took his overcoat fromthe tree in the corner of his office,
drew it on, started to | eave, then stopped, holding the doorknob in his
hand. He | ooked back across the room There was a mrror on the wal
opposite the wi ndow. Keeton |ooked at it for a long, specul ative
monent, then wal ked across to it. He had heard about how They used
mrrors-he hadn't been born yesterday.

He put his face against it, ignoring the reflection of his pallid
skin and bl oodshot eyes. He cupped a hand to either cheek, cutting off



the glare, narrowi ng his eyes, |ooking for a camera on the other side
Looki ng for Them

He saw not hi ng.

After a long noment he stepped away, swabbed indifferently at the
sneared glass with the sleeve of his overcoat, and left the office.
Not hi ng yet, anyway. That didn't nean They wouldn't conme in tonight,
pull out his mrror, and replace it with one-way gl ass.

Spyi ng was just another tool of the trade for the Persecutors. He
woul d have to check the mirror every day now.

"But | can," he said to the enpty upstairs hallway. "I can do
that. Believe nme."

Eddi e Warburton was nopping the | obby floor and didn't | ook up as
Keet on stepped out onto the street.

Hi s car was parked around back, but he didn't feel like driving.

He felt too confused to drive; he would probably put the Caddy
t hrough soneone's store window if he tried. Nor was he aware, in | the
depths of his confused m nd, that he was wal ki ng away from hi s house
rather than toward it. It was seven-fifteen on Saturday norning, and
he was the only person out in Castle Rock's small business district.

H's mind went briefly back to that first night at Lew ston
Raceway. He couldn't do anything wrong, it seened. Steve Frazier had
lost thirty dollars and said he was | eaving after the ninth race.

Keet on said he thought he would stay awhile |onger. He barely
| ooked at Frazier, and barely noticed when Frazier was gone. He did
renmenmber thinking it was nice not to have soneone at his el bow saying
Buster This and Buster That all the time. He hated the nicknanme, and
of course Steve knew it-that was why he used it.

The next week he had come back again, alone this tinme, and had
| ost sixty dollars' worth of previous w nnings. He hardly cared.

Al t hough he thought often of those huge stacks of banded currency,
it wasn't the noney, not really; the noney was just the synbol you took
away wWith you, sonething that said you had been there, that you had
been, however briefly, part of the big show \What he really cared
about was the trenendous, walloping excitenment that went through the
crowmd when the starter's bell rang, the gates opened with their heavy,
crunching thud, and the announcer yelled, "Theyyy'rrre OFF!" \Wat he
cared about was the roar of the crowd as the pack rounded the third
turn and went hell-for-election down the backstretch, the hysterica
canp-nmeeting exhortations fromthe stands as they rounded the fourth
turn and poured on the coal down the honestretch. It was alive, oh, it
was so alive. It was so alive that-that it was dangerous.

Keet on decided he'd better stay away. He had the course of his
life neatly planned. He intended to becone Castle Rock's Head
Sel ect man when Steve Frazier finally pulled the pin, and after six or
seven years of that, he intended to stand for the State House of
Representatives. After that, who knew? National office was not out of
reach for a man who was anbitious, capable ... and sane.

That was the real trouble with the track. He hadn't recognized it
at first, but he had recognized it soon enough. The track was a pl ace
where people paid their noney, took a ticket . . . and gave up their
sanity for a little while. Keeton had seen too nuch insanity in his
own famly to feel confortable with the attracti on Lew ston Raceway
held for him It was a pit with greasy sides, a snare with hidden
teeth, a |l oaded gun with the safety removed. Wen he went, he was
unable to | eave until the last race of the evening had been run. He
knew. He had tried. Once he had nmade it alnpst all the way to the
exit turnstiles before sonething in the back of his brain, sonething



powerful, enigmatic, and reptilian, had arisen, taken control, and
turned his feet around. Keeton was terrified of fully waking that
reptile. Better to let it sleep

For three years he had done just that. Then, in 1984, Steve
Frazier had retired, and Keeton had been el ected Head Sel ect nan.

That was when his real troubl es began.

He had gone to the track to celebrate his victory, and since he
was cel ebrating, he decided to go whole hog. He bypassed the two- and
five-dollar wi ndows, and went straight to the ten-dollar w ndow. He
had | ost a hundred and sixty dollars that night, nore than he felt
confortable losing (he told his wife the next day that it had been
forty), but not nore than he could afford to | ose. Absolutely not.

He returned a week later, neaning to win back what he had | ost so
he could quit evens. And he had al nost made it. Alnpst-that was the
key word. The way he had alnpbst made it to the exit turnstiles. The
week after, he had | ost two hundred and ten dol | ars.

That left a hole in the checking account Myrtle would notice, and
so he had borrowed a little bit fromthe town's petty-cash fund to
cover the worst of the shortfall. A hundred dollars. Peanuts, really.

Past that point, it all began to blur together. The pit had
greased sides, all right, and once you started sliding you were dooned.

You coul d expend your energy clawi ng at the sides and succeed in
slowi ng your fall ... but that, of course, only drew out the agony.

If there had been a point of no return, it had been the sunmer of
1989. The pacers ran nightly during the sumer, and Keeton was in
attendance constantly through the second half of July and all of
August. Myrtle had thought for awhile that he was using the racetrack
as an excuse, that he was actually seeing another woman, and that was a
laugh-it really was. Keeton couldn't have got a hardon if Diana
herself had driven down fromthe noon in her chariot with her toga open
and a FUCK ME DANFORTH Si gn hung around her neck. The thought of how
deep he'd dipped into the town treasury had caused his poor dick to
shrivel to the size of a pencil eraser

VWen Myrtle finally becane convinced of the truth, that it was
only horse racing after all, she had been relieved. it kept himout of
t he house, where he tended to be sonething of a tyrant, and he couldn't
be | osing too badly, she had reasoned, because the checkbook bal ance

didn't fluctuate that nuch. It was just that Danforth had found a
hobby to keep himamused in his mniddle age.
Only horse racing after all, Keeton thought as he wal ked down Min

Street with his hands plunged deep into his overcoat pockets.

He uttered a strange, wild |laugh that woul d have turned heads if
t here had been anyone on the street. Mrtle kept her eye on the
checki ng account. The thought that Danforth m ght have plundered the
T-bills which were their |ife savings never occurred to her

Li kewi se, the know edge that Keeton Chevrolet was tottering on
t he edge of extinction belonged to himal one.

She bal anced the checkbook and the house accounts.

He was a CPA

When it conmes to enbezzlenent, a CPA can do a better job than nost

but in the end the package al ways cones undone.

The string and tape and w appi ng paper on Keeton's package had
begun to fall apart in the autumm of 1990. He had hel d things together
as well as he could, hoping to recoup at the track. By then he had
found a booki e, which enabled himto nake bigger bets than the track
woul d handl e.

It hadn't changed his |uck, however.



And then, this summer, the persecution had begun in earnest.

Bef ore, They had only been toying with him Now They were noving
in for the kill, and the Day of Arnmageddon was |ess than a week away.

"1l get Them Keeton thought. |'mnot done yet. 1've still got
atrick or two up ny sleeve.

He didn't know what those tricks were@though; that was the
troubl e.

Never mind, There's a way. | know there's a uHere his thoughts
ceased. He was standing in front of the new store, Needful Things, and
what he saw in the wi ndow drove everything else slap out of his mnd
for a noment or two.

It was a rectangul ar cardboard box, brightly colored, with a
picture on the front. A board game, he supposed. But it was a board
gane about horse racing, and he could have sworn that the painting,
whi ch showed two pacers sweepi ng down on the finish |ine neckand-neck
was of the Lewi ston Raceway. |If that wasn't the main grandstand in the
background, he was a nonkey.

The nane of the game was W NNI NG Tl CKET.

Keeton stood | ooking at it for alnost five mnutes, as hypnotized
as a kid looking at a display of electric trains. Then, slowy, he
wal ked under the dark-green canopy to see if the place kept Saturday
hours. There was a sign hanging inside the door, all right, but it
bore only one word, and the word, naturally, was

OPEN.

Keeton | ooked at it for a nonent, thinking-as Brian Rusk had
before himthat it must have been left there by mistake. Miin Street
shops didn't open at seven in Castle Rock, especially not on Saturday
norning. All the sane, he tried the knob. It turned easily in his
hand.

As he opened the door, a small silver bell tinkled overhead.

4

"It's not really a gane," Leland Gaunt was saying five mnutes
later, "you're wong about that."

Keet on was seated in the plush hi gh-backed chair where Nettle
Cobb, Cyndi Rose Martin, Eddie Warburton, Everett Frankel, Myra Evans,
and a good many ot her townsfol k had sat before himthat week. He was
drinking a cup of good Janai can coffee. Gaunt, who seened |ike one
hell of a nice fellow for a flatlander, had insisted that he have one.

Now Gaunt was | eaning into his show wi ndow and carefully renoving
the box. He was dressed in a w ne-col ored snoki ng jacket, just as
natty as you please, and not a hair out of place. He had told Keeton
that he often opened at odd hours, because he was afflicted with
i nsommi a.

"Ever since | was a young man," he had said with a rueful chuckle,
"and that was many years ago." He |ooked fresh as a daisy to Keeton
however, except for his eyes-they were so bl oodshot they |ooked as if
red were actually their natural color

Now he brought the box over and set it on a small table next to
Keet on.

"The box was what caught ny eye," Keeton said. "It |ooks quite a
bit like the Lewiston Raceway. | go there once in awhile."

"You like a flutter, do you?" Gaunt asked with a smle.

Keet on was about to say he never bet, and changed his m nd



The smile was not just friendly; it was a snle of conm seration
and he suddenly understood that he was in the presence of a fellow
sufferer. VWich just went to show how fl aky he was getting around the
edges, because when he had shaken Gaunt's hand, he'd felt a wave of
revul sion so sudden and deep it had been |ike a muscle spasm For that
one nmonent he had been convinced that he had found his Chief
Persecutor. He would have to watch that sort of thing; there was no
sense goi ng over board.

"I have been known to wager," he said.

"Sadly, so have |I," Gaunt said. His reddish eyes fixed upon
Keeton's, and they shared a norment of perfect understanding ..

or so Keeton felt. "l've bet nost of the tracks fromthe Atlantic
to the Pacific, and |'mquite sure the one on the box is Longacre Park,
in San Di ego. Gone, of course; there's a housing devel opnent there
now. "

"Ch," Keeton said.

"But |let ne show you this. | think you'll find it interesting."

He took the cover off the box, and carefully lifted out a tin
raceway on a platform about three feet long and a foot and a half wi de.

It |ooked like toys Keeton had had as a child, the cheap ones made
in japan after the war. The track was a replica of a two-mle course.

Ei ght narrow slots were set into it, and eight narrow tin horses
stood behind the starting line. Each was mounted on a small tin post
t hat poked out of its slot and was soldered to the horse's belly.

"Ww, " Keeton said, and grinned. it was the first tine he'd
grinned in weeks, and the expression felt strange and out of place.

"You ain't seen nuthin yet, as the nman said," Gaunt replied,
grinning back. "This baby goes back to 1930 or '35, M. Keeton-it's a
real antique. But it wasn't just a toy to the racing touts of the
day."

" No?"

"No. Do you know what a Quija board is?"

"Sure. You ask it questions and it's supposed to spell out
answers fromthe spirit world."

"Exactly. Well, back in the Depression, there were a | ot of
raci ng touts who believed that Wnning Ti cket was the horse-player's
Quija board."

Hi s eyes met Keeton's again, friendly, smling, and Keeton was as
unable to draw his own eyes away as he had been to | eave the track
before the | ast race was run on the one occasi on when he had tried.

"Silly, isn't it?"

"Yes," Keeton said. But it didn't seemsilly at all. It seened
perfectly ... perfectly ...

Perfectly reasonabl e.

Gaunt felt around in the box and brought out a little tin key.

"Adifferent horse wins each tine. There's sone sort of random
nmechani sminside, | suppose@ude but effective enough. Now watch."

He inserted the key in a hole on the side of the tin platformon
which the tin horses stood, and turned it. There were small clicks and
cl acks and ratchets-w ndi ng-up sounds. Gaunt renoved the key when it
woul dn't turn anynore.

"What's your pick?" he asked.

"The five," Keeton said. He |leaned forward, his heart picking up

speed. It was foolish-and the ultinmate proof of his compul sion, he
supposed- but he could feel all the old excitenent sweeping through him
"Very well, | pick the six-horse. Shall we have a little wager

just to make it interesting?"



;" Sure!  How nuch?"

'Not noney," Gaunt said. "M days of betting for nmoney ended | ong
ago, M. Keeton. They are the least interesting wagers of all

Let's say this: if your horse wins, I'll do you a little favor

Your choice. If nmine wins, you have to do ne a favor."

“"And if another one wins, all bets are off?"

"Right. Are you ready?"

"Ayup," Keeton said tightly, and | eaned close to the tin
racecourse. His hands were cl anped together between his |arge thighs.

There was a small netal |ever sticking out of a slot by the
starting line. "And they're off," Gaunt said softly, and pushed it.

The cogs and gears bel ow the race-course began to grind. The
horses noved away fromthe starting line, sliding along their appointed
courses. They went slowy at first, wavering back and forth in the
slots and progressing in little jerks as sone mainspring-or a whole
series of them expanded inside the board, but as they approached the
first turn they began to pick up speed.

The two-horse took the lead, foll owed by the seven; the others
were back in the pack

"Conme on, fivel" Keeton cried softly. "Cone on five, pull, you
bitch!"

As if hearing him the snall tin steed began to draw away fromthe
pack. At the half, it had caught up with the seven. The sixhorse
Gaunt's pick-had al so begun to show sone speed.

Wnning Ticket rattled and vibrated on the small table. Keeton's
face hung over it like a large, flawed moon. A drop of sweat fell on
the tiny tin jockey piloting the three-horse; if he had been a rea
man, both he and his mount woul d have been drenched.

At the third turn the seven-horse put on a burst of speed and
caught the two, but Keeton's five-horse was hanging on for dear life,
and Gaunt's six was at its heels. These four rounded the turn in a
bunch well ahead of the others, vibrating wildly in their slots.

"Go You stupid bitch!" Keeton yelled. He had forgotten that they
were nerely pieces of tin fashioned into the crude |ikenesses of
horses. He had forgotten he was in the shop of a man he had never net
before. The old excitenent had him It shook himthe way a terrier
shakes a rat. "Go on and go for it! Pull, you bitch, PULL!' Pour

it ONI"

Now the five pulled even for the lead . . . and drew ahead

Gaunt's horse was noving up on its flank when Keeton's horse
crossed the finish line, a wnner.

The nechani sm was runni ng down, but nost of the horses made it
back around to the starting line before the cl ockwork ceased entirely.

Gaunt used his finger to push the |laggards up even with the others
for another start.

"Whew! " Keeton said, and nmopped his brow He felt conpletely
wrung out ... but he also felt better than he had in a long, long tine.

"That was pretty fine!"

"Fine as paint," Gaunt agreed.

"They knew how to make things in the old days, didn't they?"

"They did," Gaunt agreed, smiling. "And it |ooks as though |I owe
you a favor, M. Keeton."

"Aw, forget it-that was fun."

"No, indeed. A gentlenman always pays his bets. just let me know
a day or two before you intend to call in your nmarker, as they say."



Before you call in your marker.

That brought it all crashing back on him Markers! They held
his! They! On Thursday They would call those nmarkers hone ...

and what then? What then?

Vi si ons of dammi ng newspaper headlines danced in his head.

"Wwuld you like to know how t he serious bettors of the thirties
used this toy?" Gaunt asked softly.

"Sure," Keeton said, but he didn't care, not really ... not unti
he | ooked up. Then Gaunt's eyes net his again, captured them again,
and the idea of using a child' s gane to pick winners seened to make
perfect sense again

"Well," Gaunt said, "they'd take that day's newspaper or Racing
Form and run the races, one by one. On this board, you know. They
woul d gi ve each horse in each race a nane fromthe paper-they'd do it
by touching one of the tin horses and saying the nane at the sane
tinme-and then wind the thing up and let it go. They'd run the whole
slate that way-eight, ten, a dozen races. Then they'd go to the track
and bet on the horses that won at hone."

"Did it work?" Keeton asked. H's voice seenmed to be comng to
himfromsonme other place. A far place. He seened to be floating in
Lel and Gaunt's eyes. Floating on red foam The sensation was queer
but really quite pleasant.

"It seened to," Gaunt said. "Probably just silly superstition
but ... would you like to buy this toy and try it for yourself.?"
"Yes," Keeton said.

"You're a man who needs a Wnning Ticket quite badly, aren't you,
Danf ort h?"

"I need nore than one. | need a whole slew of them How rmuch?"

Lel and Gaunt | aughed. "Onh no-you don't get ne that way!

Not when | amalready in your debt! 1'll tell you what-open your
wal l et and give ne the first bill you find in there. |I'msure it wll
be the right one."

So Keeton opened his wallet and drew out a bill without | ooking
away from Gaunt's face, and of course it was the one with Thonas
Jefferson's face on it-the kind of bill which had gotten himinto al

this trouble in the first place.
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Gaunt made it disappear as neatly as a mmgician doing a trick and
said: "There is one nore thing."

"What ?"

Gaunt | eaned forward. He |ooked at Keeton earnestly, and touched
himon the knee. "M . Keeton, do you know about

Thenf"

Keeton's breath caught, the way the breath of a sleeper wll
sonetimes catch when he finds hinself in the throes of a bad dream

"Yes," he whispered. "God, yes"' "This town is full of Them"
Gaunt went on in the same |ow, confidential tone. "Absolutely
i nai de. 130 "Yesabee openel easst han o wheek and tlknow at all eady I n
thi snkThey my te taftr wn |'nface, t'msuite bure if Tit | nmy teed a

sour el dp"

t haesal | thoe el dpyou keed

SYNw, cou'just snt me tnd tou don't gow nme tadammid thisng-
Ceeton, dho nfel alleady that waunt wes the oclse t sfried toe ed dade
sn the slat sen hyarn, onened his whnut hto pirot t . Gaunt leld up.his w



hand, and the protests ceased at once.

"-and you don't have the slightest idea if I've sold you sonething
which will really work or just another bag of dreans ... the kind that
turn into nightmares when you give thema poke and a whistle. |'msure
you believe all this now, | have a great gift of | persuasion, if | do
say so nyself. But | believe In satisfied custoners, M. Keeton, and

only satisfied custoners. | have been in business for nmany years, and
| have built ny reputation on satisfied custoners. So take the toy.
If it works for you, fine. |If it doesn't, give

I it

to the Salvation Arny or throwit in the town dunp. What are you
out? Coupl e of bucks?"

"Coupl e of bucks," Keeton agreed dreamly.

"But if it does work, and if you can clear your mnd of these
epheneral financial worries, come back and see ne. We'll sit down and
have coffee, just as we have this norning ... and tal k about Them"

"It's gone too far to just put the noney back," Keeton said in the
cl ear but disconnected tones of one who talks in his sleep

"There are nmore tracks than | can brush away in five days."

"A lot can change in five days," M. Gaunt said thoughtfully.

He rose to his feet, noving with sinuous grace. "You' ve got a big
day ahead of you ... and so do I."

"But Them " Keeton protested. "What about Then®"

Gaunt placed one of his long, chilly hands on Keeton's arm and
even in his dazed state, Keeton felt his stomach curl up on itself at
that touch. "We'Il deal with Themlater," he said. "Don't you worry
about a thing."
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"John!" Al an call ed asjohn LaPointe slipped into the Sheriff's
Ofice by the alley door. "Good to see you!"

It was ten-thirty on Saturday norning and the Castle Rock
Sheriff's Ofice was as deserted as it ever got. Norris was out
fishing sonmewhere, and Seaton Thomas was down in Sanford, visiting his
two old-maid sisters. Sheila Brighamwas at the Qur Lady of Serene
Waters rectory, helping her brother draft another letter to the paper
expl aining the essentially harm ess nature of Casino Nite. Father
Bri gham al so wanted the letter to express his belief that WIIliam Rose
was as crazy as a cootiebug in a shitheap. One could not cone right
out and say such a thing, of course-not in a famly newspaper-but
Fat her John and Sister Sheila were doing the best they could to get the
poi nt across. Andy Cutterbuck was on duty sonewhere, or so Al an
assunmed; he hadn't called in since Alan arrived at the office an hour
ago. Until John showed up, the only other person in the Minicipa
Bui | di ng seemed to be Eddi e Warburton, who was fussing with the
wat er-cool er in the corner

"What's up, doc?" John asked, sitting on the corner of Alan's
desk.

"On Saturday norning? Not rmuch. But watch this." Alan
unbuttoned the right cuff of his khaki shirt and pushed the sleeve up

"Pl ease notice that ny hand never |eaves ny wist."

"Uh- huh," John said. He Pulled a stick of juicy Fruit out of his
pants pocket, peeled off the wapper, and stuck it in his nouth.

Al an showed his open right palm flipped his hand to display the



back, then closed the hand into a fist. He reached into it with his
left index finger and pulled out a tiny ear of silk. He waggled his
eyebrows at John. "Not bad, huh?"

"If that's Sheila's scarf, she's gonna be unhappy to find it al
wrinkled up and snelling of your sweat," John said. He seened |ess
t han pol eaxed wi th wonder.

"Not nmy fault she left it on her desk," Alan replied. "Besides,
magi ci ans don't sweat. Now say-hey and abracadabra!" He pulled
Sheila's scarf fromhis fist and puffed it dramatically into the air

It billowed out, then settled onto Norris's typewiter like a
brightly colored butterfly. Al an |ooked at John, then sighed. "Not
that great, huh?"

"It's a neat trick," John said, "but |I've seen it a few tines
bef ore.

Li ke naybe thirty or forty?"

"What do you think, Eddie?" Alan called. "Not bad for a
backwoods Deputy Daws, huh?"

Eddi e barely | ooked up fromthe cooler, which he was now filling
froma supply of plastic jugs |abelled SPRI NG WATER

"Didn't see, Shurf. Sorry."

"Hopel ess, both of you," Alan said. "But |I'mworking on a
variation, John. |It's going to wow you, | promse."

"Uh-huh. Alan, do You still want me to check the bathroons at
t hat new restaurant out on the R ver Road?"

"I still do," Alan said.

"Way do | always get the shit detail? Wy can't Norris-"
Norris checked the Happy Trails Canpground johns in July and August,"

Alan said. "In June |I didit. Quit bitching, Johnny.

It's just your turn. | want you to take water sanples, too. Use
a couple of the special pouches they sent from Augusta. There's stil
a bunch in that cabinet in the hallway. | think |I saw 'em behind

Norris's box of H -Ho crackers."

"Ckay," John said, "you got it. But at the risk of sounding like
" m bitching again, checking the water for w gglebugs is supposed to be
the restaurant-owner's responsibility. | |looked it up."

"OfF course it is," Alan said, "but we're talking Timmy Gagnon
here, Johnny-what does that tell you?"

"It tells me | wouldn't buy a hamburger at the new Riverside B-B-Q
Delish if |I was dying of starvation.”

"Correct!" Alan exclained. He rose to his feet and cl apped John
on the shoulder. "I'mhoping we can put the sloppy little son of a
bitch out of business before the stray dog and cat popul ation of Castle
Rock starts to decline.”

"That's pretty sick, Alan."

"Nope-that's Tinmy Gagnon. Get the water sanples this norning and
"Il ship themoff to State Health in Augusta before | |eave tonight."

"What are you up to this norning?"

Al an rolled down his sleeve and buttoned the cuff. "Right nowI'm
goi ng upstreet to Needful Things," he said. "I want to neet M.

Lel and Gaunt. He nade quite an inpression on Polly, and from what
| hear around town, she's not the only one who's taken with him Have

you net hinP"

"Not yet," John said. They started toward the door. "Been by the
pl ace a couple of times, though. Interesting mx of stuff in the
wi ndow. "

They wal ked past Eddi e, who was now polishing the watercooler's
big glass bottle with a rag he had produced from his back pocket. He



did not | ook at Alan and John as they went by; he seermed lost in his
own private universe. But as soon as the rear door had clicked shut
behi nd them Eddie Warburton hurried into the dispatcher's office and
pi cked up the tel ephone.
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"Al'l right ... yes ... yes, | understand."

Lel and Gaunt stood beside his cash register, holding a Cobra
cordl ess phone to his ear. A smle as thin as a new crescent noon
curved his lips.

"Thank you, Eddie. Thank you very nuch."

Gaunt strolled toward the curtain which closed off the shop from
the area behind it. He poked his upper body through the curtain and
bent over. \When he pulled back through the curtain, he was holding a
si gn.

"YQu can go honme now ... yes ... you nmay be sure | won't forget.

| never forget a face or a service, Eddie, and that is one of the
reasons why | strongly dislike being reninded of either

Goodbye. "

He pushed the END button without waiting for a response, coll apsed
t he antenna, and dropped the tel ephone into the pocket of his snoking
jacket. The shade was drawn over his door again.

M. Gaunt reached between shade and gl ass to renove the sign
whi ch read

OPEN.

He replaced it with the one he had taken from behind the curtain,
then went to the show wi ndow to watch Al an Pangborn approach

Pangborn | ooked into the wi ndow Gaunt was | ooki ng out of for sone
ti me before approaching the door; he even cupped his hands and pressed
hi s nose against the glass for a few seconds. Although Gaunt was
standing right in front of himwith his arns fol ded, the Sheriff did
not see him

M. Gaunt found hinself disliking Pangborn's face on sight.

Nor did this nuch surprise him He was even better at reading
faces than he was at renmenbering them and the words on this one were
| arge and sonmehow danger ous.

Pangborn's face changed suddenly; the eyes widened a little, the
good- hunored nouth narrowed down to a tight slit. Gaunt felt a brief
and totally uncharacteristic burst of fear. He sees ne! he thought,
al t hough that, of course, was inpossible. The Sheriff took half a step
backward . . . and then laughed. Gaunt understood at once what had
happened, but this did not noderate his instant deep dislike of
Pangborn in the slightest.

"CGet out of here, Sheriff," he whispered. "Get out and | eave ne
al one. "
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Al an stood | ooking into the display window for a long tinme. He
found hi msel f wondering what, exactly, all the shouting was about.

He had spoken to Rosalie Drake before going over to Polly's house
yest erday eveni ng, and Rosalie had nmade Needful Things sound |ike
northern New England's answer to Tiffany's, but the set of china in the
wi ndow didn't | ook Iike anything to get up in the night and wite hone



to nother about-it was runmage-sale quality at best. Several of the
pl ates were chipped, and a hairline crack ran right through the center
of one.

Oh well, Alan thought, different strokes for different folKks.

That china's probably a hundred years old, worth a fortune, and
I"mjust too dunb to know it.

He cupped his hands to the glass in order to see beyond the
di splay, but there was nothing to |look at-the lights were off and the
pl ace was deserted. Then he thought he caught sight of someone-a
strange, transparent soneone | ooking out at himw th ghostly and
mal evol ent interest. He took half a step backward before realizing it
was the reflection of his own face he was seeing.

He | aughed a little, enbarrassed by his m stake.

He strolled to the door. The shade was drawn; a hand-lettered
sign hung froma clear plastic suction cup

GONE TO PORTLAND TO RECEI VE A CONSI GNMENT OF GOODS SORRY TO HAVE
M SSED YOU PLEASE COVE AGAIN Al an pulled his wallet fromhis back
pocket, renoved one of his business cards, and scribbled a brief
nmessage on the back

Dear M. Gaunt, | dropped by Saturday norning to say hello and
wel cone you to town. Sorry to have m ssed you. Hope you're enjoying
Castle Rock! [I'Il drop by again on Monday. Maybe we coul d have a cup
of coffee. |If there's anything | can do for you, mnmy nunbers-honme and
of fice-are on the other side.

Al an Pangborn He stooped, slid the card under the door, and stood
up again.

He | ooked into the display wi ndow a norment | onger, wondering who
woul d want that set of nondescript dishes. As he |ooked, a queerly
pervasive feeling stole over hima sense of being watched.

Al an turned around and saw no one but Lester Pratt. Lester was
putting one of those dammed posters up on a tel ephone pole and not
looking in his direction at all. Alan shrugged and headed back down
the street toward the Minicipal Building. Mnday would be tine enough
to neet Leland Gaunt; Mnday woul d be just fine.

9

M. Gaunt watched himout of sight, then went to the door and
pi cked up the card Alan had slid beneath. He read both sides
carefully, and then began to smle. The Sheriff neant to drop by again
on Monday, did he? WelIl, that was just fine, because M.

Gaunt had an idea that by the time Mnday rolled around, Castle
County's Sheriff was going to have other fish to fry. A whole nmess of
other fish. And that was just as well, because he had met nen like
Pangborn before, and they were good nen to steer clear of, at |east
whil e one was still building up one's business and feeling out one's
clientele. Men like Pangborn saw too nuch.

"Somet hi ng happened to you, Sheriff," Gaunt said. "Sonething
that's made you even nore dangerous than you should be. That's on your
face, too. Wat was it, | wonder? Was it sonething you did, sonething
you saw, or both?"

He stood | ooking out onto the street, and his lips slowy pulled
back fromhis |large, uneven teeth. He spoke in the Iow, confortable
tones of one who has been his own best listener for a very long tine.

"I"mgiven to understand you're sonething of a parlor
prestidigitator, my uniforned friend. You like tricks. I'mgoing to
show you a few new ones before | | eave town. |'mconfident they wll



amaze you."

He rolled his hand into a fist around Al an's business card, first
bendi ng and then crunpling it. Wen it was conpletely hidden, a lick
of blue fire squirted out frombetween his second and third fingers.

He opened his hand again, and although little tendrils of snoke
drifted up fromthe palm there was no sign of the cardnot even a snear
of ash.

"Say- hey and abracadabr a,

Gaunt said softly.
10

Mrtl e Keeton went to the door of her husband's study for the
third time that day and listened. Wen she got out of bed around nine
o' clock that norning, Danforth had already been in there with the door
| ocked. Now, at one in the afternoon, he was still in there with the
door | ocked. When she asked himif he wanted some |unch, he told her
ina nuffled voice to go away, he was busy.

She raised her hand to knock again ... and paused. She cocked her
head slightly. A noise was com ng from beyond the door-a grinding,
rattling sound. It rem nded her of the sounds her nother's cuckoo

cl ock had made during the week before it broke down conpletely.

She knocked lightly. "Danforth?"

"Go away!" His voice was agitated, but she could not tell if the
reason was excitement or fear

"Danforth, are you all right?"

"Yes, dammit! Go away! 1'll be out soon!"
Rattle and grind. Gind and rattle. It sounded like dirt in a
dough-m xer. It made her a little afraid. She hoped Danforth wasn't

havi ng a nervous breakdown in there. He had been acting so strange
| ately.

"Danforth, would you like nme to go down to the bakery and get sone
doughnut s?"

"Yes!"™ he shouted. "Yes! Yes! Doughnuts! Toilet paper! A
nose job! Go anywhere! Get anything! just |eave nme al one!™

She stood a nonent |onger, troubled. She thought about knocking
again and deci ded not to. She was no |onger sure she wanted to know
what Danforth was doing in his study. She was no |onger sure she even
want ed himto open the door

She put on her shoes and her heavy fall coat-it was sunny but
chilly-and went out to the car. She drove down to The Country Oven at
the end of Main Street and got half a dozen doughnut shoney-gl azed for
her, chocol ate coconut for Danforth. She hoped they would cheer him
up-a little chocol ate al ways cheered her up

On her way back, she happened to glance in the show wi ndow of
Needf ul Things. What she saw caused her to jam both feet down on the

brake-pedal, hard. |[If anyone had been foll owi ng her, she would have
been rammed for sure.
There was the nbst gorgeous doll in the w ndow.

The shade was up again, of course. And the sign hanging fromthe
clear plastic suction cup again read

OPEN.

O course.

Pol |y Chal ners spent that Saturday afternoon in what was, for her
a nost unusual fashion: by doing nothing at all. She sat by the w ndow

in her bentwood Boston rocker with her hands folded neatly in her |ap



wat chi ng the occasional traffic on the street outside. Al an had called
her before going out on patrol, had told her of having m ssed Lel and
Gaunt, had asked her if she was all right and if there was anything she
needed. She had told himthat she was fine and that she didn't need a
single thing, thanks. Both of these statenments were |ies; she was not
fine at all and there were several things she needed. A cure for
arthritis headed the |ist.

No, Polly what you really need is sone courage. just enough to
wal k UP to the man you |l ove and say, "Alan, | bent the truth in places
about the years when | was away from Castle Rock, and | outright lied
to you about what happened to my son. Now I'd |like to ask your
forgiveness and tell you the truth."”

It sounded easy when you stated it baldly like that. It only got
hard when you | ooked the man you loved in the eyes, or when you tried
to find the key that woul d unlock your heart without tearing it into
bl eedi ng, pai nful pieces.

Pain and lies; lies and pain. The two subjects her life seenmed to
revol ve around just lately.

How are you today, Polly?

Fine, Alan. |'mfine.

In fact, she was terrified. it wasn't that her hands were so
awful ly painful at this very second; she al nbst wi shed they did hurt,
because the pain, bad as it was when it finally came, was still better
than the waiting.

Shortly after noon today, she had becone aware of a warm

tingling-alnost a vibration-in her hands. It formed rings of heat
around her knuckl es and at the base of her thunmb; she could feel it
lurking at the bottom of each fingernail in small, steely arcs like

hunorl ess smiles. She had felt this twi ce before, and knew what it
neant. She was going to have what her Aunt Betty, who'd been afflicted
with the sane sort of arthritis, called a real bad spell. "Wen ny
hands start to tingle like electric shocks, | always knowit's tine to
batten down the hatches,"” Betty had said, and now Polly was trying to
batten down her own hatches, with a notable | ack of success.

Qut side, two boys wal ked down the middle of the street, tossing a
football back and forth between them The one on the rightthe youngest
of the Lawes boys-went up for a high pass. The ball ticked off his
fingers and bounced onto Polly's |Iawn. He saw her |ooking out the
wi ndow as he went after it and waved to her. Polly raised her own hand

inreturn ... and felt the pain flare sullenly, like a thick bed of
coals in an errant gust of wind. Then it was gone again and there was
only that eerie tingling. It felt to her the way the air sonetines

felt before a violent electrical storm
The pain would cone in its own time; she could do nothi ng about

it. The lies she had told Al an about Kelton, though ... that was quite
another thing. And, she thought, it's not as though the truth is so
awful, so glaring, so shocking ... and it's not as though he doesn't

al ready suspect or even know that you' ve lied. He does.

I"'ve seen it in his face. So why is this so hard, Polly? Wy?

Partially because of the arthritis, she supposed, and partially
because of the pain nedication she had cone to rely on nore and nore
heavily-the two things together had away of blurring rational thought,
of making the clearest and cl eanest of right angles | ook queerly
skewed. Then there was the fact of Alan's own pain . . .

and the honesty with which he had disclosed it. He had laid it
out for her inspection without a single hesitation

His feelings in the wake of the peculiar accident which had taken



Annie's and Todd's |ives were confused and ugly, surrounded by an

unpl easant (and frightening) swirl of negative enotions, but he had
laid themout for her just the same. He had done it because he wanted
to find out if she knew things about Annie's state of mind that he did
not ... but he had al so done it because playing fair and keepi ng such
things in the open were just part of his nature.

She was afraid of what he m ght think when he found out that
playing fair wasn't always a part of hers; that her heart as well as
her hands had been touched with early frost.

She stirred uneasily in the chair

| have to tell himsooner or later | have to. And none of that
explains why it's so hard; none of that even explains why | told him
the lies in the first place. | nean, it isn't as if | killed my son

She si ghed-a sound that was al nbst a sob-and shifted in her chair
She | ooked for the boys with the football, but they were gone.
Polly settled back in her chair and cl osed her eyes.
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She wasn't the first girl to ever turn up pregnant as the result
of a date-night westling match, or the first to ever argue bitterly
with her parents and other relations as a result. They had wanted her
to marry Paul "Duke" Sheehan, the boy who had gotten her pregnant.

She had replied that she wouldn't marry Duke if he was the | ast
boy on earth. This was true, but what her pride would not |let her tel
them was that Duke didn't want to marry her-his closest friend had told
her he was al ready meki ng pani cky preparations to join the Navy when he
turned eighteen ... which he would do in I ess than six weeks.

"Let me get this straight,” Newton Chal mers said, and had then
torn away the | ast tenuous bridge between his daughter and hinself.

"He was good enough to screw, but he's not good enough to marry-is
t hat about right?"

She had tried to run out of the house then, but her nother had

caught her. |If she wouldn't marry the boy, Lorraine Chal ners
sai d, speaking in the cal mand sweetly reasonable voice that had driven
Polly al nbst to madness as a teenager, then they would have to send her
away to Aunt Sarah in Mnnesota. She could stay in Saint Coud unti
t he baby cane, then put it up for adoption

"I know why you want nme to leave," Polly said. "It's G eat-aunt
Evelyn, isn't it? You're afraid if she finds out 1've got a bun in ny
oven, she'll cut you out of her will. 1It's all about noney, isn't it?

You don't care about nme at all. You don't give a shit about m@

Lorrai ne Chal ners's sweetly reasonabl e voice had al ways masked a
jackrabbit tenper. She had torn away the | ast tenuous bridge between
her daughter and herself by slapping Polly hard across the face.

So Polly had run away. That had been a long, long time ago-in
July of 1970.

She stopped running for awhile when she got to Denver, and worked
there until the baby was born in a charity ward which the patients
call ed Needle Park. She had fully intended to put the child up for
adopti on, but something-maybe just the feel of himwhen the maternity
nurse had put himin her arns after the delivery had changed her m nd

She nanmed the boy Kelton, after her paternal grand father. The
decision to keep the baby had frightened her a little, because she



liked to see herself as a practical, sensible girl, and nothing which
had happened to her over the last year or so fit that inage. First the
practical, sensible girl had gotten pregnant out of wedlock in a tine
when practical, sensible girls sinply did not do such things.

Then the practical, sensible girl had run away from hone and
delivered her child in a city where she had never been before and knew
not hi ng about. And to top it all off, the practical, sensible girl had
deci ded to keep the baby and take it with her into a future she could
not see, could not even sense.

At | east she had not kept the baby out of spite or defiance; no
one could hang that on her. She found herself surprised by |ove, that
si npl est, strongest, and nost unforgiving of all enotions.

She had nmoved on. No they had noved on. She had worked a number
of menial jobs, and they had ended up in San Franci sco, where she had
probably intended to go all along. 1In that early summer of 1971 it had
been a kind of hippie Xanadu, a hilly head shop full of freaks and
fol ki es and yi ppi es and bands with nanes |i ke Mby G ape and the
Thirteenth Fl oor El evators.

According to the Scott MKenzie song about San Franci sco whi ch had
been popul ar during one of those years, sumrertinme was supposed to be a
love-in there. Polly Chal ners, who had been no one's idea of a hippie
even back then, had sonehow nissed the | ove-in. The building where she
and Kelton lived was full of jimm ed mail boxes and junki es who wore the
peace-si gn around their necks and, nore often than not, kept
swi tchbl ades in their scuffed and dirty notorcycle boots. The nost
conmon visitors in this nei ghborhood were process servers, repo nen,
and cops. A lot of cops, and you didn't call thempigs to their faces;
the cops had also missed the |love-in, and were pissed about it.

Polly applied for welfare and found she had not lived in
California |l ong enough to qualify-she supposed things nm ght be
different now, but in 1971, it had been as hard for a young unwed
not her to get along in San Francisco as it was anywhere else. She
applied for Aid to Dependent Children, and waited-hoped-for sonething
to come of it. Kelton never mssed a neal, but she herself lived hand
to nouth, a scrawny Young wonman who was often hungry and al ways afraid,
a young woman very few of the people who knew her now woul d have
recogni zed. Her menories of those first three years on the Wst Coast,
menories stored at the back of her mind like old clothes in an attic,
wer e skewed and grotesque, images from a nightmare.

And wasn't that a large part of her reluctance to tell Al an about
those years? Didn't she sinply want to keep them dark? She hadn't
been the only one who had suffered the ni ghtnare consequences of her
pride, her stubborn refusal to ask for help, and the vicious hypocrisy
of the tines, which proclainmed the triunmph of free love while
si mul taneously brandi ng unmarried wonen wi th babies as creatures beyond
the pale of nornmal society; Kelton had been there as well. Kelton had
been her hostage to fortune as she slogged angrily along the track of
her sordid fool's crusade.

The horrible thing was that her situation had been slowy
inmproving. In the spring of 1972 she had finally qualified for state
hel p, her first A D.C check had been pronised for the follow ng nonth,
and she had been naking plans to nove into a slightly better place when
the fire happened.

The call had come to her at the di ner where she worked, and in her
dreans, Norville, the short-order cook who had al ways been trying to
get into her pants in those days, turned to her again and again
hol di ng out the tel ephone. He said the sane thing over and over:



Polly, it's the police. They want to talk to you. Polly, it's the
pol i ce.

They want to talk to you.

They had i ndeed wanted to talk to her, because they had haul ed the
bodi es of a young worman and a snall child fromthe snoky third floor of
t he apartnent building. They had both been burned beyond recognition

They knew who the child was; if Polly wasn't at work, they would
know who t he wonman was, too.

For three nonths after Kelton's death she had gone on worki ng.

Her |oneliness had been so intense that she was half-mad with it,
so deep and conpl ete that she hadn't even been aware of how badly she
was suffering. At last she had witten hone, telling her nother and
father only that she was in San Francisco, that she had given birth to
a boy, and that the boy was no I onger with her. She would not have
given further details if she had been threatened wth redhot pokers.

Goi ng hone had not been a part of her plans thennot her conscious
plans, at least-but it began to seemto her that if she did not
re-establish sone of her old ties, a valuable inside part of her would
begi n dying by inches, the way a vigorous tree dies fromthe branches
inward when it is deprived of water too |ong.

Her mother had replied at once to the box nunber Polly gave as a
return address, pleading with her to cone back to Castle Rock ... to
cone hone. She enclosed a nmoney order for seven hundred dollars. It
was very warmin the tenement flat where Polly had been living since
Kelton's death, and she stopped hal fway through the task of packing her
bags for a cold glass of water. While she was drinking it, Polly
realized that she was making ready to go hone sinply because her nother
had asked- al nost begged-her to do so. She hadn't really thought about
it at all, which was alnobst certainly a mstake. It was that sort of
| ook- bef ore-you-1 eap behavior, not Duke Sheehan's puny little dingus,
whi ch had gotten her in trouble to begin with.

So she sat down on her narrow single-wonman's bed and thought about
it. She thought long and hard. At |ast she voided the noney order and
wote a letter to her mother. It was |less than a page long, but it had
taken her nearly four hours to get it right.

I want to cone back, or at least try it on for size, but | don't
want us to drag out all the old bones and start chew ng on them again
if I do, she had witten. | don't know if what | really want-to start
a newlife in an old place-is possible for anyone, but | want to try.

So | have an idea: let's be pen-pals for awhile. You and ne, and
me and Dad.

I have noticed that it's harder to be angry and resentful on
paper, so let's talk that way for awhile before we talk in person

They had tal ked that way for al nost six nonths, and then one day
in January of 1973, M. and Ms. Chalners had shown up at her door
bags in hand. They were registered at the Mark Hopkins Hotel, they
sai d, and they were not going back to Castle Rock without her

Pol Iy had thought this over, feeling a whol e geography of
enoti ons: anger that they could be so high-handed, rueful anusenment at
the sweet and rather naive quality of that high-handedness, panic that
t he questions she had so neatly avoided answering in her letters would
now be pressed hone.

She had promised to go to dinner with them no nore than
t hat - ot her deci sions would have to wait. Her father told her he had
only booked the roomat the Mark Hopkins for a single night.

You had better extend the reservation, then, Polly said.

She had wanted to talk with them as much as she coul d before



conming to any final decision-a nore intimate formof the testing which
had gone on in their letters. But that first night had been the only
ni ght they had had. It was the |ast night she had ever seen her father
wel | and strong, and she had spent nmpost of it in a red rage at him

The ol d argunments, so easy to avoid in correspondence, had begun
again even before pre-dinner glasses of wi ne were drunk

They were brush-fires at first, but as her father continued to
drink, they developed into an uncontrollable wall of fire. He had
struck the spark, saying they both felt Polly had | earned her |esson
and it was tinme to bury the hatchet. Ms. Chalners had fanned the
flames, dropping into her old cool, sweetly reasonable voice. Were is
t he baby, dear? You might at least tell us that nmuch. You turned him
over to the Sisters, | suppose.

Pol Iy knew these voi ces, and what they neant, fromtinmes |ong
past. Her father's indicated his need to re-establish control; at al
costs there must be control. Her nother's indicated that she was
showi ng | ove and concern In the only way she knew, by denandi ng
i nformati on. Both voices, so famliar, so |loved and despi sed, had
ignited the old, wild anger in her

They left the restaurant hal fway through the nmain course, and the
next day M. and Ms. Chalners had flown back to Mai ne al one.

After a three-nonth hiatus, the correspondence had begun again
hesitantly. Polly's nmother wote first, apologizing for the disastrous
evening. The pleas to cone hone had been dropped.

This surprised Polly ... and filled some deep and barely
acknow edged part of her with anxiety. She felt that her nother was
finally denying her. This was, under the circunstances, both foolish
and sel f-indul gent, but that did not change those el emental feelings in
t he slightest.

| suppose you know your own mnd best, she wote to Polly. That's
hard for your father and me to accept, because we still see you as our
little girl. | think it frightened himto see you | ooking so beautifu
and so nuch older. And you nustn't blame himtoo rmuch for the way he
act ed.

He hasn't been feeling well; his stomach has been kicking up on
himagain. The doctor says it's only his gall bladder, and once he
agrees to have it taken out all will be well, but | worry about him

Polly had replied in the same conciliatory tone. She found it
easier to do so now that she had started taking business-school classes
and shelved her plans to return to Maine indefinitely. And then, near
the end of 1975, the tel egram had cone. It was short and brutal: YOUR
DAD HAS CANCER. HE IS DYING  PLEASE COVE HOMVE. LOVE, MOM

He was still alive when Polly got to the hospital in Bridgton, her
head spinning with let-lag and the old nenories seeing all the old
pl aces had prodded forth. The sane wondering thought arose in her mnd
at each new turn of the road which led fromthe Portland jetport into
the high hills and | ow nountai ns of western Mine.

The last tine | sawthat, | was a child!

Newt on Chal mers lay in a private room dozing in and out of
consci ousness, with tubes in his nose and nmachi nes gat hered around him
in a hungry semicircle. He died three days later. She had intended to
go back to California right away-she al nost thought of it as her hone
now but four days after her father was buried, her nother suffered a
crippling heart attack.

Pol |y had noved into the house. She nursed her nother for the
next three and a half nonths, and at sone point every night she would
dream of Norville, the short-order cook at Yor Best Diner



Norville turned to her again and again in these dreans, hol ding
the tel ephone out in his right hand, the one with the eagle and the
wor ds DEATH BEFORE DI SHONCR tattooed on the back. Polly, it's the
police, Norville said. They want to talk to you. Polly, it's the
police. They want to talk to you.

Her mother was out of bed, on her feet again and tal ki ng about
selling the house and noving to California with Polly (sonething she
woul d never do, but Polly did not disabuse her of her dream she was
ol der by then, and a little kinder) when the second heart attack
struck. So it was that on a raw afternoon in March of 1976, Polly had
found herself in Honeland Cenetery, standing next to her G eat-aunt
Evel yn, and | ooking at a coffin which stood on bands next to her
father's fresh grave.

Hi s body had lain in the Homel and crypt all winter, waiting for
the earth to unlinber enough so it could be interred. In one of those
grot esque coi nci dences which no decent novelist would dare invent, the
interral of the husband had taken place just one day before the wife
died. The sods on top of Newton Chal nmers's final apartment had not yet

been replaced; the earth was still raw and the grave | ooked obscenely
naked. Polly's eyes kept straying fromthe coffin of her nother to the
grave of her father. It was as if she was just waiting for himto be

decently buried, she thought.

VWen the short service was over, Aunt Evvie had called her aside.

Polly's last surviving relative stood by the Hay & Peabody funera
hack, a thin stick of a woman dressed in a man's bl ack overcoat and
strangely jolly red gal oshes, a Herbert Tareyton tucked into the corner
of her nobuth. She flicked a wooden natch alight with one thunbnail as
Pol |y approached, and set fire to the tip of her cigarette. She
i nhal ed deeply and then hacked the snoke back out into the cold spring
air. Her cane (a sinple ash stick; it would be three years yet before
she woul d be awarded the Boston Post Cane as the town's ol dest citizen)
was pl anted between her feet.

Now, sitting in a Boston rocker that the old | ady undoubtedly
woul d have approved of, Polly cal cul ated that Aunt Evvie nust have been
ei ghty-ei ght that spring-eighty-eight years old and still snoking like
a chi mey-al t hough she had not | ooked nmuch different to Polly than she
had when Polly was a little girl, hoping for a penny sweet fromthe
apparently endl ess supply Aunt Evvie kept in the pocket of her apron.

Many things in Castle Rock had changed in the years she had been
gone, but Aunt Evvie was not one of them

"Well, that's over," Aunt Evvie had said in her cigarette-raspy
voice. "They're in the ground, Polly. Mdther and father both."

Polly had burst into tears then, a miserable flood of them She
t hought at first that Aunt Evvie would try to confort her, and her
fl esh was already shrinking fromthe old wonan's touch-she didn't want
to be conforted.

And need not have worried. Evelyn Chal ners had never been a wonan
who believed in conforting the grief-stricken; mght in fact have
bel i eved, Polly sonetimes thought | ater, that the very idea of confort
was an illusion. In any case, she only stood there with her cane
pl ant ed between her red gal oshes, snoking and waiting for Polly's tears
to give way to sniffles as she brought herself under control

VWhen this had been acconplished, Aunt Evvie asked: "Your chap-the
one they spent so much tine fussing over-is dead, isn't he?"

Though she had guarded this secret jealously fromeveryone, Polly
found herself nodding. "H s nane was Kelton."

"A goodi sh nanme," Aunt Evvie said. She drew on her cigarette and



then exhaled slowy fromher nouth so she could draw t he snoke back up
her nose-what Lorrai ne Chal ners had called a "doubl e-punp,” wrinkling
her nose in distaste as she said it. "I knewit the first time you
cone over to see ne after you got hone.

Saw it in your eyes."

"There was a fire," Polly said, |ooking up at her. She had a
tissue but it was too soggy to do any nore business; she put it in her
coat pocket and used her fists instead, screwing theminto her eyes
like alittle girl who has fallen off her scooter and banged her knee.

"The young woman | hired to babysit himprobably started it."

"Ayuh," Aunt Evvie said. "But do you want to know a secret,

Tri sha?"

Pol Iy nodded her head, snmiling a little. Her real name was
Patricia, but she had been Polly to everyone since her babyhood.

Everyone except Aunt Evvie.

"Baby Kelton's dead . . . but you're not." Aunt Evvie tossed her
cigarette away and used one bony forefinger to tap against Polly's
chest for enphasis. "You' re not. So what are you going to do about
it?"

Polly thought it over. "I'mgoing back to California," she said
finally. "That's all | know"

"Yes, and that's all right for a start. But it's not enough.”

And then Aunt Evvie said sonething very close to what Polly
hersel f woul d say, sone years later, when she went to dinner at The
Birches with Alan Pangborn: "You're not the culprit here, Trisha. Have
you got that sorted out?"

"I ... | don't know. "

"Then you don't. Until you realize that, it won't natter where
you go, or what you do. There won't be any chance."

"What chance?" she had asked, bew | dered.

"Your chance. Your chance to live your own life. Right now you
have the | ook of a woman who is seeing ghosts. Not everybody believes
in ghosts, but | do. Do you know what they are, Trisha?"

She had shaken her head slowy.

"Men and worren who can't get over the past," Aunt Evvi e said.

"That's what ghosts are. Not them" She flapped her armtoward
the coffin which stood on its bands beside the coincidentally fresh
grave. "The dead are dead. W bury them and buried they stay."

"I feel "

"Yes," Aunt Evvie said. "I know you do. But they don't. Your
nmot her and my nephew don't. Your chap, the one who died while you been
Away, he don't. Do you understand me?"

She had. A little, anyway.

"You're right not to want to stay here, Polly-at |east, you're
right for now Go back where you were. O go soneplace newSalt Lake,
Honol ul u, Baghdad, wherever you want. It don't matter, because sooner
or later you will cone back here. | know that; this place belongs to
you and you belong to it. That's witten in every |line of your face,
in the way you wal k, the way you talk, even the way you have of
narrowi n your eyes when you | ook at someone you ain't nmet before

Castl e Rock was made for you and you for it. So there is no
hurry.

'"Go where ye list,' as the Good Book says.

But go there alive, Trisha. Don't be no ghost. |If you turn into
one of those, it mght be better if you stayed away."



The ol d wonman | ooked around broodi ngly, her head rotating above
her cane.

"Goddam t own' s got enough ghosts al ready," she said.

“I"1l try, Aunt Evvie."

"Yes-1 know you will. Trying-that's built into you, too." Aunt
Evvi e | ooked her over closely. "You were a fair child, and a likely
child, although you weren't ever a lucky child. Well, luck is for
fools. It's all they have to hope for, poor devils. It strikes nme
that you are still likely and fair, and that's the inportant thing.
think you'll make out."™ Then, briskly, alnmost arrogantly: "I |ove you,
Trisha Chalners. | always have."

"I love you, too, Aunt Evvie."

Then, in that careful way which the old and young have of show ng
af fection, they enbraced. Polly had snelled the old aronma of Aunt
Evvi e's sachet-a trenmor of violets-and that nade her weep again

When she stood back, Aunt Evvie was reaching into her coat pocket.

Polly watched for her to bring out a tissue, thinking in an amazed
way that at last, after all the Iong years, she would see the old wonan
cry. But she hadn't. Instead of a tissue, Aunt Evvie brought out a
singl e wapped hard candy, just as she had in those days when Polly
Chal ners had been a little girl with braids hangi ng over the front of
her m ddy bl ouse.

"Wwuld you like a sweet, honey?" she had asked cheerfully.
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Twi | i ght had begun to steal across the day.

Pol |y straightened up in the rocker, aware that she had al npbst
fallen asleep. She bunped one of her hands, and a hard bolt of pain
raced up her arm before being replaced once nore by that hot
anticipatory tingle. It was going to be bad, all right. Later tonight
or tonorrow, it was going to be very bad indeed.

Never mind what you can't change, Polly-there's at |east one thing
you can change, nust change. You have to tell Alan the truth about
Kelton. You have to stop harboring that ghost in your heart.

But another voice rose up in response an angry, frightened,
cl anorous voice. The voice of pride, she supposed, just that, but she
was shocked by its strength and ardor as it demanded that those old
days, that old Iife, not be exhumed ... not for Alan, not for anybody.
That, above all, her baby's short |life and niserabl e death shoul d not
be given over to the sharp, waggi ng tongues of the town gossips.

What f ool i shness is that, Trisha? Aunt Evvie asked in her m ndAunt
Evvi e, who had died so full of years, double-punping her bel oved
Herbert Tareytons to the last. What does it matter if Alan finds out
how Kelton really died? What does it matter if every old gossip in
town, fromLenny Partridge to Myrtle Keeton, knows? Do you think
anyone cares a fig about your bun anynore, you silly goose? Don't
flatter yourself-it's old news. Hardly worth a second cup of coffee in
Nan' s.

Maybe so ... but he had been hers, God damm it, hers. 1In his life
and in his death, he had been hers. And she had been hers, too-not her
nother's, her father's, Duke Sheehan's. She had bel onged to herself.

That frightened, lonely girl who had washed her panties out every
night in the rusty kitchen sink because she had only three pairs, that
frightened girl who always had a cold-sore waiting to happen at the
corner of her lip or on the rimof one nostril, that girl who sonetines
sat at the wi ndow overlooking the airshaft and laid her hot forehead on



her arns and cried-that girl was hers. Her nenories of herself and her
son together in the dark of night, Kelton feeding at one snall breast
whil e she read a John D. MacDonal d paperback and the di sconnected
sirens rose and raved through the cranped, hilly streets of the city,

t hose nenories were hers. The tears she had cried, the silences she
had endured, the long, foggy afternoons in the diner trying to avoid
Norvill e Bates's Roman hands and Russian fingers, the shane wi th which
she had finally made an uneasy peace, the independence and the dignity
she had fought so hard and so inconclusively to keep ..

t hose things were hers, and nust not belong to the town.

Polly, this is not a question of what belongs to the town, and you
knowit. |It's a question of what belongs to Al an

She shook her head back and forth as she sat in the rocker
conpl etely unaware she was making this gesture of negation. She
supposed she had spent too nany sl eepless three o' clocks on too many
endl ess dark nornings to give away her inner |andscape w thout a fight.

In tinme she would tell Al an everything-she had not neant to keep
the conplete truth a secret even this long-but the tine wasn't yet.
Surely not . . . especially when her hands were telling her that in
t he next few days she would not be able to think about much of anything
at all except them

The phone began to ring. That would be Al an, back from patrol and
checking in with her. Polly got up and crossed the roomto it.

She picked it up carefully, using both hands, ready to tell him
the things she believed he wanted to hear. Aunt Evvie's voice tried to
intrude, tried to tell her this was bad behavior, childishly
sel fi ndul gent behavi or, perhaps even dangerous behavior. Polly pushed
t hat voi ce aside quickly and roughly.

"Hel |l 0?" she said brightly. "Onh, hi, Alanl How are you?

Good. "

She |istened briefly, then sniled. |f she had | ooked at her
reflection in the hallway mrror, she would have seen a woman who
appeared to be screanming ... but she did not |ook.

"Fine, Alan," she said. "lI'mjust fine."
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It was alnmpst tine to | eave for the Raceway.

Al nost .

"Conme on," Danforth Keeton whispered. Sweat ran down his face
like oil. "Come on, cone on, cone on."

He was sitting hunched over Wnning Ticket-he had swept everything
off his desk to make roomfor it, and he had spent nobst of the day
playing with it. He had started with his copy of Bl uegrass
Hi story.Forty Years of kentucky Derby. He had run at |east two dozen
Derbys, giving the tin Wnning Ticket horses the nanes of the entrants
in exactly the manner M. Gaunt had described. And the tin horses
whi ch got the nanes of the w nning Derby horses fromthe book kept
coming in first. It happened time after tine. It was amazing-so
amazing that it was four o' clock before he realized that he had spent
t he day running | ong-ago races when there were ten brand-new ones to be
run at Lew ston Raceway that very evening.

Money was waiting to be made.

For the last hour, today's Lewiston Daily Sun, folded to the
racing card, had lain to the left of the Wnning Ticket board. To the
right was a sheet of paper he had torn fromhis pocket notebook

Listed on the sheet in Keeton's large, hasty scrawl was this: It



was only already running the last race of the night. The horses
rattl ed and swayed around the track. One of themled by six |engths,
and crossed the finish Iine far ahead of the others.

Keet on snatched up the newspaper and studied the evening's Raceway
card again. H's face shone so brightly that he | ooked sanctifi ed.

"Mal abar!" he whispered, and shook his fists in the air.
The pencil caught in one of themdarted and plunged |ike a runaway
sewi ng needle. "It's Malabar! Thirty-to-one! Thirty-to-one at |east!

Mal abar, by God!"

He scribbled on the sheet of paper, panting raggedly as he did so.

Five minutes later the Wnning Ticket gane was | ocked in his study
cl oset and Danforth Keeton was on his way to Lewiston in his Cadillac.

1st Race: BAZOOKAJOAN
2nd Race: FILLY DELFIA
3rd Race: TAMW'S WONDER
4th Race: |'M AMAZED

5th Race: BY CGEORGE

6t h Race: PUCKY BOY

7th Race: CASCO THUNDER
8th Race: DELI GHTFUL SON
9th Race: TIKO TIKO

five in the afternoon, but Danforth Keeton was

CHAPTER NI NE

At quarter to ten on Sunday norning, Nettle Cobb drew on her coat
and buttoned it swiftly. An expression of grimdeterm nation was
stanped on her face. She was standing in her kitchen. Raider was
sitting on the floor, looking up at her as if to ask if she really
nmeant to go through with it this tine.

"Yes, | really nean it," she told him

Rai der thunped his tail against the floor, as if to say he knew
she could do it.

"I"'ve made a nice |lasagna for Polly, and I"'mgoing to take it to
her. M lanpshade is locked up in the armbire, and | know it's | ocked,
| don't need to keep com ng back to check because | know it in ny head.

That crazy Polish woman isn't going to keep me prisoner in nmy own
house. If | see her on the street, I'll give her what-for! | warned
her!™"

She had to go out. She had to, and she knew it. She hadn't |eft
the house in two days, and she had cone to realize that the |onger she
put it off, the harder it would becone. The |longer she sat in the
living roomwi th the shades pulled down, the harder it would get to
ever raise themagain. She could feel the old confused terror creeping
i nto her thoughts.

So she had gotten up early this nmorning-at five o' clock!-and had



nmade a nice |lasagna for Polly, just the way she liked it, with plenty
of spinach and nushroons. The mushroons were canned, because she
hadn't dared go out to the market last night, but she thought it had
turned out very well despite that. It was now sitting on the counter
the top of the pan covered with al um num foil

She picked it up and nmarched through the living roomto the door

"You be a good boy, Raider. 1'Il be back in an hour. Unless
Polly gives me coffee, and then it mght be alittle longer. But |l
be fine. | don't have a thing to worry about. | didn't do anything to
that crazy Polish woman's sheets, and if she bothers ne, I'Il give her

the very dickens."
Rai der uttered a stern bark to show he understood and believed.
She opened the door, peeked out, saw nothing. Ford Street was as
deserted as only a small-town street can be early on Sunday norning.
In the distance, one church-bell was calling Rev. Rose's Baptists
to worshi p and anot her was sumoni ng Fat her Brigham s Catholics.
Gat hering all her courage, Nettle stepped out into the Sunday
sunshi ne, set the pan of |asagna down on the step, pulled the door
cl osed, and locked it. Then she took her housekey and scratched it up
her forearm leaving a thin red mark. As she stooped to pick up the
pan agai n she thought, Now when you get hal fway down the bl ock-nmaybe

even sooner-you'll start thinking that you really didn't |ock the door
after all. But you did. You set the |asagna down to do it.
And if you still can't believe it, just |ook at your arm and

remenber that you nade that scratch with your very own housekey ..

after you used it to |l ock the house. Renenber that, Nettle, and
you'll be Just fine when the doubts start to creep in

This was a wonderful thought, and using the key to scratch her arm
had been a wonderful idea. The red mark was sonething concrete, and
for the first tinme in the last two days (and nostly sl eepless nights),
Nettle really did feel better. She nmarched down to the sidewal k, her
head hi gh, her |ips pressed together so tightly that they al nost
di sappeared. \When she reached the sidewal k, she | ooked both ways for
the crazy Polish wonan's little yellow car. |If she sawit, she
intended to walk right up to it and tell the crazy Polish woman to
| eave her alone. There wasn't a sign of it, though

The only vehicle in sight was an old orange truck parked up the
street, and it was enpty.

Good.

Nettle set sail for Polly Chal mers's house, and when the doubts
assail ed her, she renenbered that the carnival glass |anpshade was
| ocked up, Raider was on guard, and the front door was | ocked.

Especially that last. The front door was | ocked, and she only had
to look at the fading red mark on her armto prove it to herself.

So Nettle marched on with her head high, and when she reached the
corner, she turned it without |ooking back
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When the nutty wonman was out of sight, Hugh Priest sat up behind
t he wheel of the orange town truck he had drawn fromthe deserted notor
pool at seven that norning (he had lain down on the seat as soon as he
saw Crazy Nettle cone out the door). He put the gearshift in neutral
and let the truck roll slowy and soundl essly down the slight grade to
Nettl e Cobb's house.
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The doorbell woke Polly froma soupy state that wasn't really
sl eep but a kind of dream haunted drug-daze. She sat up in bed and
realized she was wearing her housecoat. Wen had she put it on?

For a nonent she couldn't renenber, and that frightened her

Then it canme. The pain she'd been expecting had arrived right on
schedul e, easily the worst arthritic pain of her entire life. It had
awakened her at five. She had gone into the bathroomto urinate, then
had di scovered she couldn't even get a swatch of toilet paper off the
roll to blot herself with. So she had taken a pill, put on her
housecoat, and sat in the chair by the bedroomw ndow to wait until it
wor ked. At some point she must have gotten sleepy and gone back to
bed.

Her hands felt like crude ceramc figures baked until they were on
the verge of cracking. The pain was both hot and cold, set deep in her
flesh |i ke compl ex networks of poisoned wires. She held her hands up
despairingly, scarecrow hands, awful, deforned hands, and downstairs
t he doorbell chinmed again. She uttered a distracted little cry.

She went out onto the landing with her hands held out in front of
her like the paws of a dog sitting up to beg a sweet. "W is it?"

she call ed down. Her voice was hoarse, gumy with sleep

Her tongue tasted |ike sonething which had been used to line a
cat - box.

"It's Nettle!"™ The voice drifted back up. "Are you okay, Polly?"

Nettle. Good God, what was Nettle doing here before the crack of
dawn on Sunday norni ng?

"I"'mfinel" she called back. "I have to put sonething on! Use
your key, dear!"

VWhen she heard Nettle's key begin to rattle in the lock, Polly
hurried back into her bedroom She glanced at the clock on the table
besi de her bed and saw that dawn had cracked several hours before. Nor
had she cone back to put sonething on; her housecoat would do for
Nettle just fine. But she needed a pill. She had never, never in her
life, needed a pill as badly as she did now

She didn't know how bad her condition really was until she tried
to take one. The pills-actually caplets-were in a small glass dish on
the mantel of the room s ornanental fireplace. She was able to get her
hand into the dish all right, but found herself conmpletely unable to
grasp one of the caplets once it was there. Her fingers were like the
pi ncers of sone machi ne which had frozen solid for |ack of oil

She tried harder, concentrating all of her will on nmaking her
fingers close upon one of the gelatine capsules. She was rewarded with
slight nmovenent and a great burst of agony. That was all. She nade a
little nuttering sound of pain and frustration

"Polly?" Fromthe foot of the stairs now, Nettle's voice was
concerned. People in Castle Rock might consider Nettle vague, Polly
t hought, but when it cane to the vicissitudes of Polly's infirmty,

Nettl e was not vague at all. She had been around the house too long to
be fooled ... and had loved her too well. "Polly, are you really al
right?"

"Be right down, dear!" she called back, trying to sound bright

and lively. And as she took her hand out of the glass dish and bent
her head over it, she thought, Please, God. Don't let her come up now.
Don't let her see ne doing this.
She | owered her face into the dish like a dog about to drink from
its bow and stuck out her tongue. Pain, shanme, horror, and nost of
all a dark depression, all maroons and grays, enfol ded her



She pressed her tongue agai nst one of the caplets until it stuck
She drew it into her nouth, now not a dog but an anteater

i ngesting a tasty norsel, and swal | owed.
As the pill traced its tiny hard trail down her throat, she

t hought again: | would give anything to be free of this. Anything.
Anyt hing at all.

4

Hugh Priest rarely dreaned anynore; these days he did not go to
sl eep so nuch as fall unconscious. But he'd had a dreamlast night, a
real lulu. The dream had told himeverything he had to know, and
everyt hing he was supposed to do.

In it he had been sitting at his kitchen table, drinking a beer
and watching a gane-show called Sale of the Century. Al the things
they were giving away were things he had seen in that shop, Needfu
Things. And all of the contestants were bleeding fromtheir ears and
the corners of their eyes. They were |aughing, but they | ooked
terrified.

Al at once a nmuffled voice began to call, "Hugh! Hugh! Let ne
out, Hugh!™"

It was conming fromthe closet. He went over and opened it, ready
to col dcock whoever was hiding inside. But there was no one; only the
usual tangle of boots, scarves, coats, fishing tackle, and his two
shot guns.

"Hugh! "

He | ooked up, because the voice was coming fromthe shelf.

It was the fox-tail. The fox-tail was talking. And Hugh
recogni zed the voice at once. It was the voice of Leland Gaunt. He
had taken the brush down, revelling again in its plushy softness, a
texture that was a little like silk, alittle Ilike wool, and really
like nothing at all but its own secret self.

"Thanks, Hugh," the fox-tail said. "It's really stuffy in here.

And you left an old pipe on the shelf. It really stinks. Wew"

"Did you want to go to another place?" Hugh had asked. He felt a
little stupid talking to a fox-tail, even in a dream

"No-1"mgetting used to it. But | have to talk to you. You have
to do something, renenmber? You prom sed

"Crazy Nettle," he agreed. "I have to play a trick on Crazy
Nettle."

"That's right," said the fox-tail, "and you have to do it as soon
as you wake up. So listen."

Hugh had 1i st ened.

The fox-tail had told himno one would be home at Nettle's but the
dog, but now that Hugh was actually here, he decided it would be w se
to knock. He did so. Frominside he heard claws cone clicking rapidly
across a wooden floor, but nothing else. He knocked again, just to be
safe. There was a single stern bark fromthe other side of the door

"Rai der?" Hugh asked. The fox-tail had told himthat was the
dog's nane. Hugh thought it was a pretty good nane, even if the |ady
who thought it up was nuttier than a fruitcake.

The single bark came again, not quite so stern this tine.

Hugh took a key-ring fromthe breast pocket of the plaid hunting
jacket he wore and examined it. He'd had this ring for a long tine,
and could no | onger even renenber what sone of the keys had gone to.

But four of them were skeleton keys, easily identified by their
| ong barrels, and these were the ones he wanted.



Hugh gl anced around once, saw the street was as deserted as it had
been when he first arrived, and began to try the keys one by one.

5

When Nettle saw Polly's white, puffy face and haggard eyes, her
own fears, which had gnawed at her |ike sharp weasel's teeth as she
wal ked over, were forgotten. She didn't even have to look at Polly's
hands, still held out at waist level (it hurt dreadfully to I et them
hang down when it was like this), to know how things were with her.

The | asagna was thrust uncerenoniously on a table by the foot of
the stairs. |If it had gone tunbling to the floor, Nettle wouldn't have
given it a second glance. The nervous wonan Castle Rock had grown used
to seeing on its streets, the wonan who | ooked as if she were skul ki ng
away from sone nasty piece of mschief even if she was only on her way
to the post office, was not here. This was a different Nettle; Polly
Chal mers's Nettle.

Cone on," she said briskly. "Into the living room [|'Il get the
t hermal gl oves."
"Nettle, I"'mall right,"” Polly said weakly. "I just took a pill

and | 'msure that in a few mnutes-" But Nettle had an arm around her
and was wal king her into the living room "Wat did you do? D d you
sl eep on them do you think?"

"No-that would have woken me. It's just . She | aughed

It was a weak, bew | dered sound. "It's just pain. | knew today
was going to be bad, but | had no idea how bad. And the thermal gl oves
don't help."

"Sometines they do. You know that sonetines they do. Now just
sit there."

Nettle's tone brooked no refusal. She stood beside Polly unti
Polly sat in an overstuffed arnchair. Then she went into the
downstairs bathroomto get the thermal gloves. Polly had given up on
them a year ago, but Nettle, it seened, held for thema reverence that
was al nost superstitious. Nettle's version of chicken soup, Al an had
once called them and they had both I aughed.

Polly sat with her hands resting on the arns of the chair |ike
| unps of cast-off driftwood and | ooked | ongingly across the roomat the
couch where she and Al an had made | ove Friday night. Her hands hadn't
hurt at all then, and that already seemed |ike a thousand years ago.

It occurred to her that pleasure, no natter how deep, was a
ghostly, epheneral thing. Love mght nake the world go round, but she
was convinced it was the cries of the badly wounded and deeply
afflicted which spun the universe on the great glass pole of its axis.

Oh you stupid couch, she thought. ©Ch you stupid enpty couch, what
good are you to me now?

Nettl e came back with the thermal gloves. They |ooked Iike
quilted oven mitts connected by an insulated electric wire. A plugin
cord snaked out of the left glove's back. Polly had seen an ad for the
gl oves in Good Housekeeping, of all places. She had placed a call to
The National Arthritis Foundation's 800 nunber and had ascertained that
the gloves did indeed provide tenporary relief in some cases. Wen she
showed the ad to Dr. Van Allen, he added the coda which had been

tiresonely famliar even two years ago: "Well, it can't hurt."
"Nettle, I"'msure that in a few mnutes-" -you'll feel better,”
Nettle finished. "Yes, of course you wll.

And nmaybe these will help. Hold up your hands, Polly."
Polly gave in and held up her hands. Nettle held the gloves by



their ends, squeezed them open, and slipped themon with the delicacy
of a bonb-squad expert covering packets of C-4 with a bl ast-bl anket.

Her touch was gentle, expert, and conpassi onate.

Polly didn't believe the thermal gloves would do a thing ... but
Nettl e's obvious concern had already had its effect.

Nettle took the plug, got down on her knees, and slipped it into
t he baseboard socket near the chair. The gloves began to humfaintly,
and the first tendrils of dry warnth caressed the skin of Polly's
hands.

"You're too good to ne," Polly said softly. "Do you know t hat?"

"I couldn't be," Nettle replied. "Not ever." Her voice was a
trifle husky, and there was a bright, liquid shine in her eyes.

"Polly, it's not ny place to tell you your business, but | just

can't keep quiet any longer. You have to do sonething about your poor
hands.

You have to. Things just can't go on this way."

"I know, dear. | know." Polly made a huge effort to clinb over
the wall of depression which had built itself up in her mnd

"Why did you cone over, Nettle? Surely it wasn't just to toast ny
hands. "

Nettle brightened. "I nade you a | asagna!"

"Did you? ©Oh, Nettle, you shouldn't have!"

"No? That's not what | think. | think you won't be up to cooking
today, or tomorrow, either. "Il just put it in the refrigerator.”

"Thank you. Thank you so nuch.™

"I"'mglad | did it. Doubly glad, now that | see you." She
reached the hall doorway and | ooked back. A bar of sun fell across her
face, and in that nmoment Polly might have seen how drawn and tired

Nettle | ooked, if her own pain had not been so large. "Don't you mnove,
now "

Pol Iy burst out |aughing, surprising themboth. "I can't! I'm
trapped!"

In the kitchen, the refrigerator door opened and closed as Nettle
put the | asagna away. Then she called, "Shall | put on the coffee?

Woul d you like a cup? | could help you with it."

"Yes," Polly said, "that would be nice." The gl oves were humr ng
| ouder now, they were very warm And either they were actually
hel ping, or the pill was taking hold in a way the one at five o'clock

hadn't. More probably it was a conbination of the two, she thought.

"But if you have to get back, Nettle-" Nettle appeared in the
door way.

She had taken her apron out of the pantry and put it on, and she
held the old tin coffee pot in one hand. She wouldn't use the new
digital Toshiba coffee-maker ... and Polly had to adnit that what camne
out of Nettle's tin pot was better

"I"'ve no place to go that's better than this," she said.
"Besides, the house is all |ocked up and Raider's on guard."
"I"'msure," Polly said, smling. She knew Raider very well. He

wei ghed all of twenty pounds and rolled over to have his belly
scrat ched when anyone-nail man, neter-reader, door-to-door sal esman-cane
to the house.

"I think she'll leave ne al one anyway," Nettle said. "I warned
her. | haven't seen her around or heard fromher, so | guess it
finally sank in on her that | neant business."

"Warned who? About what?" Polly asked, but Nettle had al ready
| eft 