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" _The Marriage of Sticks_is Carroll's npst overt fantasy in sone tine
and it also continues his recent trend of producing endings as satisfying as
one coul d hope for fromthe quality of how the novels begin and the stories
build . . . He hasn't so much stepped back as built upon the strengths of his
earlier books to give us sonething new again."

CHARLES DE LI NT
_The Magazi ne of Fantasy & Science Fiction_

"An extraordinary witer . . . an absolute original, a novelist of rare
and terrifying power."
PAT CONROY

One of the nost admired American witers of the |ast two decades,
Jonat han Carroll wites ghost fiction the way Henry James, Edith Wharton, and
Shirley Jackson used to wite it, deeply inbedded in the social surround, but
inaslick style closer to F. Scott Fitzgerald's.

And so his fiction has found a receptive readership in America,
particul arly anmong the devotees (and witers) of fantasy and supernatura
fiction. In those circles he is a cult favorite. He is a winner of the Wrld
Fantasy Award. Hi s | ast novel published as fantasy was the stunning, masterful
_Bones of the Moon_. Now he returns with _The Marriage of Sticks_.

In her thirties, Mranda Ronmanac has an interesting, successful life.

But she is also alone and adrift -- in certain essential ways lost in the
mddle of it. At her high school reunion she discovers a shattering fact that
further undermi nes the already shaky sense of who she is and where she is

goi ng. Then mracul ously she neets the remarkabl e Hugh OCakl ey and her life
does a 180-degree turn for the better. But everything has its price, and the
consum ng love affair with already-married Hugh begins to take a bitter
enotional toll.

When they nmove to a house in the country to start a new |life together,
the reality Mranda had once known begins to slip away the nonment she wal ks in
the door the first time. It is quickly replaced by alarm ng, inpossible
vi sions and strangers she somehow feels she knows but couldn't possibly
because they are all fromother tines and places. O her lives utterly alien to
her own begin to affect her and all that she loves. But that is just the
begi nning of Mranda's odyssey, because sonetines the worst thing that can
happen to us is finding out who we really are.

_The Marriage of Sticks_ is another triunph for Jonathan Carroll

"This is the kind of horror fantasy that | enjoy. Its object is not to
i nduce nausea, but rather to create the frisson of awe that the world m ght
really be as strange and terrible as this."
ORSON SCOTT CARD on _BLACK COCKTAI L_
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What would | do w tnout you?

_Bend your back to it, sir: for it will snow all night_.
-- THOVAS LUX, _Add Man Shovel i ng Snhow_

PART

1. THE DOG MAKES THE BED

IN THE END, each of us has only one story to tell. Yet despite having
lived that story, nost people have neither the courage nor any idea of howto
tell it.

| did not live this long so that now, when | amfinally able to talk
about nmy life, | will lie about it. What's the point? There is no one left to
i npress. Those who once | oved or hated me are gone or have barely enough
energy left to breathe. Except for one.

There is little else to do now but renmenber. | aman old old woman with
a head full of nenories, fragile as eggs. Yet the nenories remain | oud and
demandi ng. "Rermenber ne!" they shout. O "Renenber the dog that spoke." | say,

"Tell the truth! Are you sure? Or are you naking up nore conveni ent history
just to nake ne feel better?"

It is too easy to turn your best profile to history's mirror. But
hi story doesn't care. | have |earned that.

Mrrors and treasure maps. X marks the spot not where a |life begins, but
where it begins to matter. Forget who your parents were, what you | earned,
what you did, gained, or lost. Were did the trip _begin_? Wen did you know
you were wal ki ng through the departure gate?

My story, the X on ny map, began in a Santa Monica hotel with the dog
that made the bed.



WE' D MET RIGHT after college. For a while, for a year and a half, both
of us truly believed this would be the great |ove of both our lives. W lived
together, visited Europe for the first tine together, talked shyly about
marri age and what we woul d nane our children. W bought things we knew woul d
live in a great old house we'd have someday by an ocean. He was the best |over
| ever had.

What ruined us was sinple: at twenty-one you're too damed optimstic.
Too sure life has so many wonderful things in store that you can afford to be
careless. W treated our relationship |like a dependable car that woul d al ways
start and run, no matter how cold or bad the weather. W were w ong.

Thi ngs got bad very quickly. We were unprepared for failure and each
other's dunb cruelty. Wien you're that young, it is easy to go fromlovers to
enemes in a couple of breaths. | began calling himDog. He called nme Bitch
W deserved the nanes.

So why, twelve years later, was that very sane Dog sitting in an
expensi ve hotel room when | came out of the shower, wet hair wapped in a
towel and pleased to see he'd nade the bed? A bed we'd shared for the |last ten
hours with as great a relish as always between us? Because you take what you
can get. Winren love to talk. If you find a man who loves to listen _and_ who
happens to be a great lover, dam the rest. You're the one who has to live
i nsi de your skin and conscience. If you can visit an old | over and still revel
i n what ever things you once had between you, then they are still yours if you
want them Is it right to do? | only know that life is a series of dimnishing
returns, ending with too many days in a chair, staring. | always sensed it
woul d be that way. | wanted to be an old wonan renenbering, not conpl aining or
fretting until death rang the dinner bell

Over the years Dog and | had net when it was convenient. Al npost al ways
it was a joyous, selfish few days together. Both of us left those neetings
repl eni shed. Hs word, and it fit.

He'd made the bed and straightened the room But that was Doug Auerbach
an organi zed man and a successful one too, up to a point. | admired him but
was gl ad we had never marri ed.

The place | ooked exactly as it had the day before when we'd wal ked in.
He was sitting with his hands in his lap, watching a game show on tel evision
The oohs and aahs of the audi ence sounded sad in that cavernous lilac room |
stood | ooking at him toweling nmy hair, wondering when we'd neet again.

Wthout taking his eyes fromthe set, he said he'd been thinking about
me. | asked in what way. He said he'd been married and divorced, had only sort
of succeeded at what he'd wanted to do with his life, and generally regretted
nore than he was proud of. He saw ne as just the opposite. Wien | protested,
he | ooked up and said, "Please don't!" As if |I was about to do sonethi ng
terrible to him

Then he turned off the television and asked if | would do hima big
favor. Across the street fromour hotel was a | arge drugstore. He wanted ne to
go there with himwhile he bought a razor and some shanpoo. He knew | had lots
to do before ny plane left for New York that evening, but there was no | eeway
in his tone of voice.

| hurriedly dressed while he sat and watched me hustle around the room
What could be so inmportant about a trip to the drugstore? I was annoyed, but
also felt there was something both pathetic and urgent about his request.

The store was one of those |arge discount places that sold thirty kinds
of toothpaste, and all the customers seemed to be noving down the aisles in a
st upor.

Li ke the others, we grazed the razor and shanmpoo shelves. It was clear
he was in no hurry to find what he wanted.

"What's goi ng on, Doug?"

He turned to me and slowy sniled. "HmP"

"Why do you need nme around to buy soap?"



He didn't say anything for a monment, only | ooked at me and seened to
consi der the question. "l've been wanting to do this ever since | heard we
were going to neet. More than the talk, the sex, nore than anything. | just
wanted to go into a store with you and wal k around, meki ng believe we were
husband and wife. Just out for a few mnutes to buy some aspirin and a _TV
Qui de_, maybe a couple of ice-creamcones. It would ve been better really
late, but I didn't want to say anything | ast night.

"I'"ve always been jealous when | go into an all-night drugstore or

mar ket and see coupl es shopping together. | look in their baskets to see what
they' re buying."

"Didn't you ever do that with your wife?" | wanted to touch his arm but
hel d back.

"Sure, but | didn't _know_ | was doing it then. Now | do. Know what |
mean? Then it was just a drag, sonething necessary. Wth you, | knewit would

be alittle adventure and we'd know we were having fun while we did it. Even
if we didn't buy anything, it'd be . . ."

He | ooked at nme but didn't say anything nore. The worst part was, | knew
exactly what he was saying, and was sorry. Yet there were other things to do
and they were nore inportant to me than this. | wanted to confort hi m but

wanted to |l eave just as nuch. It nmeant so nmuch nore to himthan to ne.

W bought his stuff, went back to the hotel, and checked out. WAiting
for my cab out on the street, we hugged. | told himwe'd see each other in New
York at the end of the sunmer.

When the cab arrived he said, "You know there's a fanobus rap singer now
naned Dog. Snoop Doggy Dogg."

"Doesn't matter. You're the only Dog Man |I'I| ever |ove."

He nodded. "Thanks for the drugstore.”

THAT SHOULD HAVE been reason enough to tell ne that there was nore in
the air then than oxygen. Wiy does it take a lifetime to realize that
premoni tions are as numerous as birds in a cherry tree? During the cab ride to
the airport | saw sonething else that, in retrospect, _certainly_should have
told me to think hard about what was going on rather than just |ook at ny
wat ch and hope | didn't mss the plane.

The driver was a big old nan who wore a San Di ego Padres baseball cap
and didn't utter a sound other than a resentful grunt when he banged ny
suitcase into the trunk of his car. That was fine because | sat in the back
with a cell phone and returned calls to people |I'd avoided while in L. A | had
the practice down to an art -- call soneone and tell her you're on your way to
the airport but just had to touch base with her before you left. Then she told
you everything in a five-mnute chat she woul d have taken two hours to tel
over an expensive dinner. Wo said patience cane as you grew older? | had | ess
and | ess and was proud of it. Whatever success | had was due to keeping things
short and sweet, and expecting the sane of others.

In the mddle of my last call | had my eyes closed and didn't register
what the driver said until a nmoment | ater. Wen | opened them we were passing
an astoni shing sight: there by the side of the freeway was a woman in a
wheel chai r.

It nust have been eight at night and there were no streetlanps, only the
stab and drift of headlights across the Los Angel es darkness. Only a nonment to
glinpse her and then we were gone. But for that nmonent there she was,
illuminated by the car in front and then us: a worman sitting in a wheel chair
on the shoul der of a superhighway out in the nmiddl e of nowhere.

"Nuts. L.A is full of nuts!"

| looked in the rearview mrror. The driver was staring at ne, waiting
for ne to agree.

"Maybe she's not nuts. Maybe she's stuck there, or sonething has
happened to her."

He shook his head slowy. "No way. Driving a cab, you see things |ike



that four tinmes a day. You want to see how crazy the world is, drive a cab."

But that didn't satisfy ne and | called 911 to report it. | had to ask
the driver exactly where we'd been on the road. He answered in a curt voice.
The operator asked if there were any nore details. | could only say no,

there's a woman in a wheelchair on the side of the road and something's wong
with that, you know?

The whole flight to New York | kept thinking about that half hour in the
drugstore and then the woman in the wheel chair. Both made ne uneasy. But then
we | anded and there were so many things to do that week before | nmet up with
Zoe.

Even the idea of seeing ny old best friend and doi ng what we'd pl anned
made sone part of ny heart nervous. W were going to our high school class's
fifteen-year reunion.

Events like that always sounded great nonths before they happened. Then
as the tinme closed in, ny enthusiasmbegan to curdle Iike bad mlk. Wth this
reuni on, part of me wanted to know what had happened to certain classnmates
after all those years. The other part was both petrified and appalled to be
seen by people who'd owned ny life when | was eighteen years ol d.

_Now_ | amunconcerned by ny past, but at thirty-three | wasn't. Back
t hen, embarrassment still arrived in capital letters. | cared very nuch what
nost peopl e thought of nme. Even fifteen years after high school, | wanted to
wal k into the reunion sure that nost of ny old classmates woul d be pl eased,

i npressed, or jealous -- and not necessarily in that order

Zoe was different. Conpared to ny life since high school, Zoe Holland's
had been a shooting gallery, with her as the target. She dropped out of
col l ege freshman year and nmarried when she found out she was pregnant. The
culprit was a vain little scorpion named Andy Hol | and who, three nonths after
they were married, started sleeping around with whonever he could find. Wiy he
wanted to be married neither Zoe nor | could ever figure out. They had two
children in quick succession

Then, out of the blue, Andy announced one day that he was |eaving. Zoe
was suddenly on her own with two babi es and no prospects. The fact that she
prevail ed was inspiring because nothing she had done before prepared her for
it.

She had been one of the queens of our high school class -- high grades,
lots of friends, and the captain of the high school football team Kevin
Ham | ton, was her |ove. Everyone | ooked at Zoe and si ghed. But she was such a
ni ce person that al nbst no one resented her good fortune.

She was an optim st and, even in the nmidst of her later torment,
believed if she worked hard and remai ned ki nd, things would inprove.

She took a couple of part-tinme jobs and struggl ed through. Wen her kids
were ol d enough to go to school, she enrolled in community college. There she
met the next disaster in her life, a handsone guy who began beating her up a
few nont hs after he noved in.

Suffice it to say, Zoe's philosophy wasn't correct and throughout the
ensui ng years nore bad happened to her than good. By the time the class
reunion rolled around, she was living in a sad little house in our old
honet own; one of her children did serious drugs and the other didn't have nuch
to say for hinself.

I TOOK THE train up from Manhattan. Since ny parents noved to
California, | hadn't been back to Connecticut in a decade. The ride that hot
Friday afternoon was the beginning of a trip to the past | was anbival ent
about maki ng.

| hadn't seen Zoe for years, although we spoke on the phone now and
then. She was waiting for me at the station | ooking happy and exhausted in
equal measure. She had put on weight, but what really struck me was how | arge
her breasts were. In high school one of our constant running jokes was how
neither of us had nuch in that departnent. Now there she was in a black polo



shirt that stretched in ways that said it all. | nust have been pretty
unsubtle in nmy staring because after we hugged, she stood back, put her hands

on her hips and asked in a proud voice "Well, what do you think?"
There were people walking by so | didn't want to say anything too
obvi ous. | shook ny head and said, "Ilnpressive!"

She hugged herself a nonent and grinned. "Aren't they great?"

W got into her old Subaru station wagon and drove through town. Al the
way to her house she rhapsodi zed about new boyfriend Hector, who was the
greatest thing to happen to her since she didn't know when. The only problem
was, Hector was married and had four children. But his wife didn't understand
himand . . . You can take it fromthere.

She had the | ook of a saint in a religious painting. | kept |ooking from
her face to those novie-star breasts and didn't know what to say or think
Married Hector held her life in his hands but she seened thrilled. Fromthe
sound of it, she was just happy someone was interested enough to _want_ to
hold her life, take the weight fromher while she rested up

Her house was so small that it didn't have a driveway, so we parked on
the street in front. At first glinpse, it was the kind of house you see in
bi ogr aphi es of fanous people as the home where they were raised, or the first
one they owned when they were starting out, poor but enthusiastic.

She had arranged for her kids to be away for the weekend so we could
have the place to ourselves and not worry about them

As she funbl ed through her keys searching for the one to the front door
| felt a monentary squirt of fear go up me. Suddenly | didn't _want_ to go
into this house. Didn't want to see what was there. Didn't want to see the
concrete results of ny friend' s life on the mantel pi ece, the walls, the coffee
tabl e. Things |ike photographs of kids gone bad, souvenirs from places where
she'd been happy for a few days, a cheap couch that had known a mllion hours
of unmovi ng asses watching TV with no real interest.

But | was conpletely wong and that broke nmy heart even nore. Zoe had a
wonder ful honme. Sonmehow she had distilled all of her |love and care into those
few small roonms. Wal king through them adnmiring her taste, sense of hunor, and
talent for putting the right things in exactly the right places, | kept
wondering, Why hasn't_ it worked for her? Wy has everything gone so wong
for such a good person?

There was a small backyard that she'd saved for last to show ne because
there sat the surprise. Pitched in the mddle of it was a fanmiliar brown tent
that made me laugh loudly as soon as | saw it.

"I's that _it_?"

Zoe was beam ng. "The exact sane one! |'ve saved it all these years.

Toni ght we're going to canp out again!"

When we were teens, our weekend ritual in the sumer was al ways the
same: set up this tent, stock it with junk food and fashi on nagazi nes, then
spend the night inside gabbing and dreanmi ng out |oud. Qur houses bel onged to
our parents, but this old Boy Scout tent in Zoe's backyard was ours al one. Her
brothers were banned fromit and we took swift action when they tried to
i nvade. What we tal ked about in there all those nights was as secret and
i nportant as the bl ood nmoving through our veins.

| wal ked over and touched the tent flap. As | held it between ny
fingers, the rough famliar cloth was an instant tactile rem nder of a tine
when life still nade sense, lints were for old people, and Janes Stillman was
the nost inportant person on earth for ne.

"Look inside."

| bent down and peeked into the tent. Two sl eeping bags lay on the floor
with a Col eman | anp between them There was a box of Zagnut candy bars.

"Zagnuts! My God, Zoe, you've thought of everything!"

"I know Do you believe they still make then? Ch, Mranda, | have so
many things to tell you!"

W went back into the house. She showed nme to her daughter's room where
I changed into cooler clothes. Afterwards she suggested we take a drive around



town before dinner and have a | ook at our old stonping grounds.

Far nmore di sturbing than any spook house at an amusenent park is a ride
t hrough the old hometown if you've been away for years. Wiat do you expect to
see? What do you want to see? Having been away so |ong, you knowit'll be
different. Still, seeing the inevitable changes makes qui ck deep sl ashes
across your soul. Loss, loss. Were are all those places | once was?

lansiti's Pizza Parlor was gone, replaced by a store with a postnodern
facade that sold CDs. There were only records when | lived here. LPs, _not_
CDs. | thought about all the slices of pizza with extra cheese and pepperon
we'd eaten in lansiti's, all the dreams and teenage hornmones that once filled
that dumpy place with its stained menus and bunch of fat-bellied Italian
cousins in T-shirts eyeing us from behind the counter

"Sometines when |'mdriving down these streets, |ooking at our old
hangouts, | think I see nyself inside them" Zoe chuckled and slowed for a
yellow light in front of the bank where James's nother had worked.

| turned to her. "But _which_ you? The one you were, or the you now?"

"Ch, the one | was! | always think of nyself as seventeen here. 1've
never gotten over the fact I'mtw ce that age but still living in this town."

"Don't you feel strange going by the old places? Like your parents'
house?"

"Very. But when they died, so did it. A house is the people who live
there, not the building. I just wish | hadn't sold it when the market was so
bad. The story of ny life."

W drove by the high school, which despite some new buil dings stil
| ooked as glum as ever. Past the town park, where, one fifteen-year-old sumer
night, | almost lost ny virginity. Then down the Post Road to the Carvel ice
cream stand where Janes and | sat on the hood of his old green Saab and ate
vanill a cones di pped in heated chocol at e.

Until that monent, | hadn't been able to get up the nerve to ask Zoe
_the_ question, but seeing that cherished Carvel stand was a sign it was tine.
As casually as possible |I asked, "lIs James coming to the reuni on?"

Zoe | ooked at her watch and dramatically blew out a breath |ike she'd
been holding it for mnutes. "Phew You went a full hour w thout asking. I

don't know, Mranda. | asked around, but no one knew. |I'm sure he knows about
it."

"I didn't realize till we started driving around that this whole _town_
is haunted by him" | turned to her. "I didn't know how I'd react com ng back
but nmore than anything it's James everywhere! | keep seeing places where we

were together. Wiere we were happy."

"M randa, he was the love of your life."

"When | was eighteen! | _have_ done other things since then.'
of my voice was stiff, prissy. |I sounded too nuch on the defensive.

"Not as much as you think." She grinned and threw ne a quick | ook. "High
school is a termnal disease. It either kills you while you're there, or waits
i nside your soul for years and then cones back to get you."

"Come on, Zoe, you don't believe that! You had a wonderful time in high
school . "

"Exactly! And that's what killed _ne_. Nothing was ever better than high
school . "

"You sound so cheerful about it."

She chuckl ed. "Right now I'm | ooking forward to the reuni on because in
t hose people's eyes, no matter what's happened to me in the last fifteen
years, |'ll always be Zoe the golden girl. The cheerl eader with the great
grades and the boyfriend who was captain of the football team And you'l
al ways be M randa Ronmnac, the good girl who shocked everyone seni or year by
going out with the baddest boy in school." She sl apped ny knee.

In a bad Irish accent | said, "Aye, and God bl ess the boy!"

She raised a hand as if it held a glass and she was offering a toast.
"And God bl ess Kevin. I'malso |ooking forward to this because | hope he'll be
there. And he'll be absolutely wonderful, sweep ne off ny feet and save ne

The tone



fromthe rest of ny life."
My heart filled so quickly that | couldn't catch ny breath. It was
exactly the way | had been thinking for weeks.

I MET JAMES Stillman in geonetry class. God knows, | knew _about  him
before; he had a reputation fifteen mles |long. He nesnerized i nnocent girls
into his bed. He'd once stolen a pair of skis fromthe town sport shop, then
had the chutzpah to return there the next day to have the edges sharpened. He
and his friends were reputed to have burned down the abandoned Brody house
during one of their infanmous parties there. Al told, James was not interested
in being a solid citizen

A group of typical thugs had usually slouched around our school halls
weari ng gaudy | eather jackets and intricately piled hairdos that |ooked |ike
hood ornanents, but James Stillman's brand of bad was planets away fromthose
human cliches. What fascinated me was his great, singular style when |I didn't
even really know what that word meant yet. Despite his reputation, he dressed
like a preppy, in tweed jackets, khakis, and |oafers. He listened to European
rock groups -- Spliff and Guesch Patti -- and was even runored to | ove
cooki ng. When he was going out with Cd audia Beechman, he had a bouquet of
yel l ow roses delivered to her in gymclass on her birthday. Like nost of the
girls in the high school, | watched himfromafar, wondering if all the things
said about himwere true. What would_ it be like to know him date, kiss hinf
But that was academ c because | knew the thought of soneone as col orl ess and
wel | behaved as nme woul d never even cross his mind

"What' d he say?"

Only after a _thud_inside nmy brain did | realize that James Still man
had asked _me_ a question. He sat behind me in geonetry class but only because
seating was al phabetical. Before | had a chance to digest what had happened,
he repeated the question, this time adding ny nane to it.

"M randa? Wat'd he say?"

He knew ne. He knew who | _was_.
The teacher had said the earth was an oblate spheroid, as | dutifully
noted in nmy book. | turned and said, "He said the earth's an obl ate spheroid."

James watched ne intently, as if whatever | said he'd been waiting al
nmorni ng to hear.

"A what ?"

"Uh, an obl ate spheroid.”

"What's that?"

| was about to say, "Like an egg that's been | eaned on,'
i nside said shut up. | shrugged instead.

A small slow grin noved his mouth up. "You know, but you're not
admtting it."

| panicked. Did he know | was playing dumb just for hinf

"It's okay to know things. | just know different stuff.” He sniled
nmysteriously, |ooked away.

After class | kept ny eyes down and gat hered nmy books as slowy as
possi bl e. That way there would be no chance of wal king out of the roomat the
sane tine he did.

but sonet hi ng

"I"'msorry."

| stood still and closed ny eyes. He was behind me. | didn't know what
to say. | didn't need to because he cane around and stood in front of ne.

"Sorry about what?" | couldn't |look at him

"About what | said. Do you think you' d ever want to go out with ne?"

Al | renenber about that nmoment was | could actually feel_ fate's
wheels turning inside ne. In the split second before | answered, | knew
everyt hing woul d now change, no matter what.

"You want to go out with ne_?" | tried to make it light and sarcastic

so | would be in on his joke if there were one.
H s face was expressionless. "Yes. You don't know how nuch |I've been



wanting to talk to you."

WE WERE | NSEPARABLE for the rest of the year. He was everything |
wasn't. For the first tine inny life, | learned with increasing joy that
_different_ could be _conplenmentary . We had worlds we wanted the other to
see. Somehow those very different worlds fit together

Remar kabl y, we never slept together, which was one of the great m stakes
of my life. James was the first man | ever loved with an adult heart. To this
day | still wish he'd been nmy first lover instead of a handsone forgettable
goof | said yes to a nonth after | got to college

| never asked about other girls before nme, but contrary to his
reputation, James never did anything | didn't want. He was gentle, |oving, and
respectful. A sheep in wolf's clothes. On top of that, he was a w ckedly good
ki sser. Don't get ne wong -- just because we never did _it_ doesn't preclude
a few thousand delicious hours horizontal, hot, and hungry.

Because we were such different souls, he seenmed delighted by ny prim
skirt-down-over-the-knee worldview He knew | wanted to be a virgin when
married and never tried to force the issue or change ny m nd. Maybe because he

was so used to girls saying yes to everything he wanted, | was like an alien
to him-- sonething peculiar, worth studying.

As is so often the case, our relationship ended when we went off to
different colleges in different states. Those first nonths apart, | wote him

furious, inmpassioned letters. He responded with only stupid two-1ine postcards
now and t hen, which was perfectly in keeping with his bad-Janmes part.
Gradually college and its different faces, as well as the rest of ny new
life's diversions, slowed ny letters to a trickle. Wen we saw each ot her
again that first Christnas vacation honme, it was warm and tender, but both of
us had new lives el sewhere. Qur reunion was nore nostal gia than buil di ng
toward any kind of future.

Over the next years |I'd heard things about Janes fromdifferent sources,
but never knew which were true and which third-hand information. Soneone said
he worked in a boatyard, another that he'd finished college and gone to | aw
school. If the last was true, he became a very different J. Stillman fromthe
one | had known. They said he lived in Col orado, then Phil adel phia; he was
married, he wasn't. Sonetines when | was restless in bed at night, or |low, or
just dream ng about what mi ght have been, | thought about nmy old I ove and
wonder ed what had happened to him The first thing that came to mind on
reading the invitation to our class reunion was _Janes Stillman_.

FOR OLD TI MES' sake, Zoe and | had dinner at Chuck's Steak House. W'd
wor ked there together as waitresses one sumer and wal ked home late all those
warm nights with nice tips in our pockets, feeling very adult. Chuck had died
years before, but his son took over and kept the place |ooking exactly the
sane.

Earlier, Zoe had said she had nmany things to tell me, but since that
afternoon a kind of delicious time warp had set in. Both of us were content
inside it talking nostly about _then_ and little about now. A half hour
sufficed for catching up on where we were in our lives. This was to be a
weekend for menories, photo al buns, "Whatever happened to . . .?" and the
sighs that come with renmenbering who you were. At dinner neither of us
expressed nmuch interest in tal king about what we'd becone or where we hoped to
go with our lives. Perhaps that woul d have cone after the reunion -- a natura
summ ng up after seeing old classmates and putting the weekend and the
experiences into context. But as things turned out, that summ ng up was done
for us.

After Chuck's, we returned to Zoe's house. Both of us were dying to get
into the tent, our old nood, those tines. W hurriedly washed, changed into
our pajamas, and by the hissing light of the Coleman | anp, tal ked until two.



The next norning she got up before | did. The first thing | remenber
about that nomentous day was a violent tugging on ny arm Not know ng what was
happening, | tried to clear ny head and sit up at the sane tine. | forgot |
wasn't in a bed but wapped in the cocoon of a sleeping bag. Held on al
sides, | started thrashing around, which only tightened the bag around ne. By
the tine | extricated nyself, ny hair was standing out fromny head, mnmy face
was heated to two hundred degrees, ny pajama top was w de open

"M randa!"

" What _? What's the matter?”

"Are you all right?"

Early as it was, | went instantly on the defensive. "Wat do you nean?"
"You know exactly what | nean. The way you were thrashing around. And
everything you tal ked about |ast night, the way you see things now. . . . You

have such a good life. You' re successful and you said it yourself; things've
wor ked out. But you're not happy. The way you talk --"

"How do_ | talk, Zoe?"

"Li ke you're old. Like you don't expect anything better to happen

because you've lived too long and seen too much to have any nore hope. |I'm
luckier than you. |I don't think life's very friendly either, but | know we
can_ control hope. You can turn it on and off like a spigot. | try to keep

mne on full blast."”

"That _sounds_ good, but what happens when things go wong? \What happens
when you're disappointed tine after tine?"

"It kills you! But you go on and when you've got the strength, you start
hopi ng again. It's our choice." She reached over and took ny hand. It made ne
very unconfortabl e.

"Maybe |'ve just learned to be careful ."

"Whuld _careful _ you have the guts to fall in love with a Janes Still man
t oday?"

The question was so accurate, so right into ny bull's-eye, that I
started crying. Zoe squeezed my hand tighter but didn't nove.

"I saw a worman | ast week in a wheelchair by the side of a road. Right
there on the side of the L. A freeway with all these cars zoom ng by. | was
so frightened for her. Qut in the mddle of nowhere. What was she doi ng? How
did it happen? | haven't been able to stop thinking about her and I didn't
know why until right now

"I't was me, Zoe."

"You? How?"
"I don't know. Her hel pl essness, the danger, the _wongness_ of her
being there. The longer | live, the nore careful | get. It's |like you stop

using certain |linbs because you don't need them or because you only used them
as a kid to swing on trees. Then one day you realize you can't even _nove_
that |eg anynore --"

"And you end up in a wheelchair."

"Right, but even that's okay because everyone el se around you is in one
t oo. Nobody we know clinbs trees anynore. But sooner or |later we cone to the
freeway and we're alone; no one to help and we've _got_to get to the other
side. W're stuck, and it's dangerous."

"So you're stuck?"

"Wirse; I'm _careful _ and | don't know how to stop it. | wouldn't fal
inlove with Janes now. 1'd get one sniff of what he's like and run away. O
push ny wheel chair as fast as | could to get out of there. He's too
dangerous. "

"' Cause he _has_ |egs?"

"And arns and . . . a tail! He could swing fromtrees with it. That's

what was so wonderful about him what was so wonderful about those days -- |
was using all nmy arns and legs and |loved it. Today |I'd be too scared of the
risk. I wish I knew the flavor of mny happiness."

She | ooked at me while |I continued to cry. Life had come to a stop on a
nice sumer's day in ny oldest friend s backyard. I had no desire to go to the



reuni on now, even if James was there. Seeing himwould only make things worse.

2. WHAT THE DEAD TALK ABOUT

"DO YQU EVER wonder what the dead tal k about ?"

W stood elbow to elbowin front of the mrror in her tiny bathroom
putting the final touches on our makeup

"What do you nean?"

She turned to me. One of her eyes was perfectly done, the other bare and
young- | ooki ng. Made up or not, her eyes were too small to contain the anmpunt
of life behind them In a corner of the rooma small radio played Billy Idol's
"Whi te Wedding. "

"I was just thinking about ny parents --

"No, go back to what you said: what the dead tal k about."

She pointed her mascara stick at me. "Well, | believe in an afterlife.
don't know what kind, but |I'msure sonmething's waiting. So if there _is_, is
it one big place? Do you get to be with people you knew? Assune for a mnute
that you do. | was thinking about my parents. What if they could see us now,

getting ready to go out tonight? Wiat would they say?"

"They'd say it was cute.”

"Maybe. But now they know so much nore than we do. Wenever | see a
hearse go by or hear sonmeone's died, that's the first thing that cones to
m nd: Now they _know . Always, the first thing. Now they know. "

" Hm "

"Even the smallest, nost forgettable little . . . termte of a person
Sonme guy who sat on the street in Calcutta all his life, begging, dies and
suddenly knows the biggest answer of all."

"Alot of good it does himwhen he's dead. Wiy are we having this
conversation, Zoe? Are you trying to get us in the nmood for the reunion?"

"I"mthinking out loud to ny ol dest friend."

It was nmy turn to stop. "Do you have a lot of friends? The kind you can
really talk to, cover a lot of ground with?"

"No. It gets harder the ol der you get. You're less patient. You need so
much patience for a good friendship."

"Al'l right, you're the optimst: What _does_ get better as we get ol der?
You get wrinkles, you're less patient, you're supposed to know nore, but
that's not true. At least not as far as inportant things are concerned."

She didn't hesitate a second. "Appreciation. | appreciate things much
nmore. My kids when they're around. Or sitting with Hector in a bar that snells
musty and old . . . things like that. | was never aware of what things

snelled_ |ike when we were kids, you know? Too busy wondering if | | ooked

right or what was going to happen next. Now7 |I'mjust happy if the mnute is
right. When there's peace in the air and | don't want to be anywhere else in
the world. | always wanted to be sonewhere else -- even when | was having a
good tine. | was always sure there had to be better."

W | ooked at each other and, as if on cue, slowy shook our heads.

"Don't you wi sh you could go back and tell yourself what you know now?
Say, 'Zoe, it doesn't get any better than this so _enjoy_it, for God's
sake.""

"It wouldn't make any difference. | tell that to ny kids all the tine
but they look at me like I'mnuts."



Fi ni shed with the makeup, we carefully | ooked each other up and down.

"Why are we so worried about how we | ook?" she asked. "All the nen wll
be wearing plaid pants and white | oafers.™

In as deep a Lauren Bacall voice as | could find, | said, "Janes
Stillman woul d never wear white shoes.” Then | added, " |I'm_ not worried about
tonight: twelfth-grade ne is.”

"Bull shit!"™ W both |aughed. "Let's go."

Even though it was evening, her car had been sitting in the sun all day
and it felt as if we were riding inside a deep fryer. Neither of us said nmuch
because we were trying to steel ourselves for whatever was com ng

THE PARKI NG LOT at the country club was full of cars, but not so ful
that it didn't send a chill up ny spine.

"What if we're the only ones who cane?"

"No way. Look at all the cars.™

"But Zoe, there aren't nmany! Wat if only Bob Zartell and Stephanie
ainka cone?"

Just saying the nanmes of the two nost awful people in our class made ne
laugh. It was terrible, but | couldn't help it.

"Bob Zartell is worth a zillion dollars."

"Get out!"

"Real |l y! He owns a huge condom comnpany."

"Condons? That adds new nmeaning to the word _di ckhead_.

W parked and got out. | was already so sweaty that | had to peel the
dress off ny back. A bunch of dark sweat patches would nake ny grand entrance
conplete. Why hadn't | gotten tan before tonight? O worn nore of a power
outfit, one that radi ated noney and cool ?

Before | had a chance to think nore such happy thoughts, Zoe put her arm
t hrough mne. "Let's go."

The only other tine | had been to Spence H Il Country Club was in tenth
grade when a girl invited ne to spend a sunmer afternoon there. She had a face
the color of wet cenent and a personality to match. After a few hours, | got
so tired hearing about how she hated everything that | excused nyself early
and went home. \Wat | remenber nost about that day was arriving hone so happy
to be there that | sat in the kitchen and talked with my nother till dinner.

"Here we go, Mranda."

"I have to go to the bathroom™

"Zoe? Zoe Hol | and?"

W turned and there was Henry Ballard, the nicest person in our class,
| ooki ng exactly as he had fifteen years before.

"And M randa! Both of you. How great!"

It was the best way to begin the evening. Henry, |ike Zoe, had been
everyone's favorite. In a nonent, we were all gabbing away while peopl e wal ked
around us into the building. Sone said hello, others smiled, sone we even
recogni zed. For the first time all day | felt rel axed. Maybe everythi ng was
going to be all right.

"I guess we'd better go in?"

He nodded, but turned and | ooked behind. "I'mjust waiting -- ah, there
he is!"

A nondescript guy in a beautiful blue suit waved and hurried toward us.
Zoe and | exchanged gl ances but neither could place him

"Sorry I'"'mlate. | dropped the car keys; they hit ny knee and slid
_under _ the car." The man sniled and their ook said everything.

Wiy did it jolt me? Because Henry had played football and dated sexy
Erma Bridges? Because |I'd once nmade out with himat a novie and could stil
renenber how gently he kissed? Or because sonme obnoxi ous part of me couldn't
accept he'd lived a life where he'd | earned he |iked nmen and ended up ki ssing
them the same tender way we'd once ki ssed?

"Zoe, Mranda, this is Russell Lowy."



W shook his hand and tal ked as we noved slowy toward the door. Henry

kept touching Russell in the way one does when a relationship is new and stil
sendi ng of f sparks. |'ve never been able to figure out if those touches are to
reassure yourself the person is still there, or just the delight of know ng

they' re cl ose enough _to_ touch whenever you IiKke.

"Henry told ne about you. He made sure | was well prepped on who's who
tonight so | don't make any serious faux pas."

| stopped and asked, "What'd he say about ne?"

Russel | narrowed his eyes and pretended to be scrolling through a nental
file. "Mranda Ronanac. Snart, attractive rather than pretty. Big crush on her
in tenth and el eventh grades. Several serious make-out sessions. Mst of all
Henry said you were the first girl he ever wanted to hang around with."

"Ww That's a conplinent."

"That's what he said."

Suddenly | was overwhel ned by famliar faces that shot a cannonful of
fifteen-year-old nenories at nme. | was | ooking for James anmpbng t hem

Sone | ooked good, sone terrible; some were inpossible to recognize
unl ess they introduced thensel ves or were pointed out as so-and-so. W entered
the ballroomand the four of us beelined for the bar. W stood with big
drinks, wearing the kind of tight, phony snmiles North Korean dipl omats use.

There was no way | was going to circulate, at |east not until | got the
lay of the land. Surveying the room | was amazed to remenber how nuch of an
af fect sone of these people had once had on ne. There was beautiful Melinda
Szep, who'd saved ny life in Algebra 2 by letting ne cheat off her tests.

Li nda d son, who one night in tenth grade had the kindness to explain and
answer a hundred questions about what really happened in bed with a man. It
was a turning point because hearing what she said allowed nme to relax. Then
there was Steve Sol onobn, who'd been the first person on earth to put his hand
on ne _down there .

Even seeing classmates |'d never had much contact with filled ne with a
delightful warmh and nostalgia. At a table in one corner were Terry Wst and
Eric Maxwel |, class party boys, dumb and sweet as cows. Both were fat and
red- cheeked now. They | ooked so happy to be together again. Had they kept up
over the years? Had their |ives been good?

Only a few couples were dancing. It was still too early in this
danger ous eveni ng. Like us, nost people were snmiling uneasily or trying to
remain invisible until they got their bal ance.

"I's that M ke Sesich and Kathy Aroli?"

"Yup."

"He I ooks so _old . Do we |ook that bad?"

"I hope not. But she | ooks good. Too good."

I finished ny drink and ordered another. Were we going to spend the
whol e evening like this, figuring out who people were and then either envying
them or feeling aghast?

Henry and Russell excused thensel ves and went off to mngle.

"Just because they're happy doesn't mean they can abandon us!"

"What do you think? Henry and Russel | ?"

"Adorabl e, but | keep remenbering the time we made out at the novies.
It's strange."

"I"mjust having trouble adjusting nmy gyroscope. |'m okay, but | have to
go to the bathroom Don't nove. Stay right here.”

| nodded and wat ched her wal k away. Brandon Brind came to the bar and
ordered a drink. Here was a guy |I'd always liked. After a hesitant greeting,
we fell into easy conversation. He'd done all right. Fromthe way he spoke
about his life, he sounded happy and sane and | ooking forward to what tonorrow
had to offer.

W talked a long tinme. | didn't realize how long until Zoe came back
fromthe bathroom | ooking very shaken. She was pl easant to Brandon and asked
several questions, but it was plain she needed to tell me sonething. | excused

nmysel f and we took off.



"Look at us, running off to the bathroomto tal k. \Wat? Wat happened?”

"Ch, Mranda, you can't believe --"

"What, what's the matter?"

As we were about to enter the bathroom from out of nowhere cane one of
t he eeriest human voices | have ever heard. Hearing a voice |like that, you
instinctively know sonething is terribly wong with whoever owns it. A
m dget's voice? No, it was higher. | wondered if it was a joke, a gag
recording. It came frombehind me, so | didn't have a chance to turn before
seei ng Zoe's expression freeze, then nelt to pure dread.

"What, going to the bathroom _again_? Wiat's wong with your bl adder?
What's the matter with you, Zoe?" It started out playful but ended aggressive.

Then | heard, "Hello, Mranda."

| turned, and the first thing that registered was his haircut. It was
the worst haircut in the world. Not even in U an Bator could a nan get worse
Thi ck and unkenpt in sonme places, it was nuch too short in others. It |ooked
i ke soneone had random y hacked away at his hair with a pair of scissors,
then grown tired and sinply stopped.

Then | recognized his face, the eyes particularly because they stil
cont ai ned sone of the same jollity they'd once had. But now there were ot her
things in themtoo -- |unacy, anger, and confusion like no other. You could
not | ook for |ong.

And you didn't want to | ook because everything there was wong, _off _:
his expression, the way his eyes wouldn't stay on you for nore than a second
before sliding away then back, then away.

" Kevin? "

He smiled and twisted his head to the side, |like a dog when it's
confused. Kevin Hanmilton, Zoe's bel oved Kevin. Captain of the football team
Dart mout h Col | ege, the halest fell ow you ever net. Now he was so bizarre that

my mind flooded and all its circuits shorted out.

"Aha! | _knew_ you'd be here! | told Zoe when | saw her, | bet M randa
Romanac's here. And | was right. | was right."

| was speechless. | |ooked at Zoe. She stared at himhorrified,

fasci nat ed.

"I came back to town just for the reunion. W live in Orange now. Know
where that is? In New Jersey. W have ever since ny dad died. But | forgot
your tel ephone nunber, Zoe, so | couldn't call to tell you I'd arrived. My

sister said | shouldn't call, but | said, 'Look, we were going _out_ for
years.

He went on and on like that in a high-pitched, weirdly sonorous,
di sconnected ranbl e about hinself, the reunion, Zoe, his "research." | was

gl ad because it allowed nme to absorb the shock and watch himclosely w thout
seem ng rude

Wthin seconds you knew he was mad, but what species of madness was hard
to say. Although he spoke strangely, much of what he said was coherent, even
intelligent. Seeing himthis way, | had to keep rem nding nyself that Kevin
Ham | ton had been one of our class scholars. W were sure he would do great
things. | had heard al nbst nothi ng about hi mexcept that he had graduated from
Dart mout h and gone to Warton School of Business, but that was expected. Even
at eighteen, you knew you'd see himinterviewed a decade |later on TV or read
about himin _Time_ magazi ne.

Apparently others at the reunion knew about Kevin, because no one got
near us while we stood with him A couple of times | saw others | recognized
and smled. They sniled back and started over, but on seeing himthey quickly
veered away. He kept tal king.

Gradual | y what had happened cane out. He was the ol dest of four
children. His father, with whom he was very close, died suddenly when Kevin
was in graduate school. Kevin had had to quit and come hone to take care of
the others. Sonewhere along the line, the pressure sent cracks up and down his
psyche and he sinply fell apart. He was institutionalized and since then had
been on heavy medi cation. He spent his days in the library researching things,



but when | asked what, he | ooked at me suspiciously and changed the subject.

| could not imagi ne how Zoe was feeling. Watever she had brought wth
her to this night -- dreanms, expectations -- had been net at the door by this
human ni ght mare of everything gone wong, all hope abandoned. Once again ny
poor friend had | ost.

"Excuse me, Kevin, but we have to go." | didn't care if | hurt his
feelings. | took her by the armand we fled into the | adies' room He was
still tal king when the door whooshed shut behind us.

Luckily no one el se was in there. Speechless, we stared at each ot her
It was as if a beautiful piece of crystal had dropped and shattered on the
floor. OF course you sweep it up, but first you rmust accept the fact that it
i s gone forever.

Zoe went to the sink and turned on both spigots. She | owered her head
and cuppi ng handful after handful, threw water on her face. Then she squirted
out a handful of bright green hand soap fromthe dispenser and thoroughly
washed her face clean of all the makeup she'd so carefully applied an hour
bef ore.

| wanted to be so nmuch smarter than | was, able to come up with

sonmet hing right to say that, even for a noment, might fill the black space
knew was in her heart and would be for a long tine.
"Where did | learn ny cliches?" She was | ooking in the mrror. Her face

was bl ank and shone from water

"What do you nean?"

"Love never dies. Hope springs eternal. The one thing we should have
| earned by nowis to put a seat belt around our heart. The road is dangerous
but we never put the damed seat belt on."

"Zoe --"

"He said something to me once |I'Il never forget. He said, 'We'll start
to rem nisce when we're a hundred and four because till then we'll be too
busy.' | was going to bring Hector tonight. He could have conme. But | thought
about Kevin, you know, and maybe there was a chance that something m ght
happen . . . so | didn't."

VWhere was my w sdon®? | kept licking ny Iips and scouring ny brain but
not hi ng cane. She continued to |l ook blankly in the mrror, as if seeing her
face for the first tine.

The door opened and Kathy Herlth sauntered in. She was as gorgeous as
ever but still carried the icy wind of disdain for everything on earth that
froze the rest of us humanity to death.

"God, did you see Kevin Hamilton? He's got to change his | obotom st!
He's standing out there talking like a Klingon. Sort of |ooks |ike one too."

It was so cruel and true that Zoe coughed out a huge laugh. | did too.

Kat hy shrugged. "I knew I shouldn't have cone to this. It's so
depressing. _You_ two have sure cone full circle tonight. Kevin's nad and
James is dead. That ends that chapter, huh?"

"What ?" The word canme out nuch slower than | wanted. My hand froze as |

was about to wipe tears of laughter off ny cheek. | | ooked at ny hand when she
spoke again. It had already nmade a fist. | didn't feel it. | didn't feel
anyt hi ng.

She | ooked surprised. "Wat do you nmean? About what ?"

"About Janes."

"James? What about hin? Onh God, Mranda, didn't you _know ? He's _dead_.
He died three years ago. In a car crash."

Everything was so clear, incredibly sharp and accentuated: Zoe's gasp,
the sound of water hissing in the sink, Kathy's high-heel scrape across the
tile floor. Their faces -- Kathy's cool but interested, Zoe shocked beyond her
own new trauma. These things were clear, but sone essential part of me had
already left. Something left my body and floating high above the room | ooked
down, taking one last glinpse before | eaving forever

The part that had | oved Janmes Stillman with the energy and abandon only
begi nners have. The part that had snmoked twenty delicious cigarettes a day,



| aughed too loud, didn't worry about dangerous things. The part that wondered
what sex would be like and who would be the first. The part that | ooked too
long in mrrors at the only flaw ess face | would ever see there.

Fearl ess teenage nme, so sure one day |I'd find a partner with whom ny
heart would rest happily ever after. A man | would put on like lotion. James
taught me that, showed ne great happi ness was possible right fromthe
begi nni ng. He was dead.

"Jesus, Mranda, | thought you _knew . It happened so |ong ago."
"How --" | stopped to swallow. M throat was dry as cork. "Un, how did
it happen?"

"I don't know. Diana Wse told ne. But she's here tonight! You can ask.
| saw her before.”

Wt hout another word, | wal ked out of the room Zoe said something but I
kept going. | needed to find Diana Wse i mediately. Wthout the facts, a
preci se description, Janmes Stillman's death would stay liquid in my brain and
it had to be solid, real

Hadn't the ballroom been billiard-chalk blue before I1'd gone into the
bat hroon? Blue with white borders? | could have sworn it was; yet nowit was a
weak ocher, the color of young carrots. Even the colors had changed with the
terrible news.

Peopl e mul |l ed around talking, |aughing, and dancing. Toni ght they could
be eighteen _and_ thirty-three at the sane tine. It was wonderful. Muths were
full of teeth and shiny tongues. Wbrds surrounded nme as | moved. | felt like a
vi sitor from anot her planet.

"They noved to Dobbs Ferry --"

"I haven't seen _him_ since, Jesus, | don't know --"
"The whol e house was carpeted with the nost ugly brown shag --"
When we were eighteen, people still listened to records. There were

three speeds on a record player: 33 1/3, 45, and 78. The only time you ever
used 78 was when you wanted to |laugh. You turned it up there and played 45s on
it. Hearing famliar voices transformed to a high silly chirp was al ways good
for a laugh. As | wal ked nore and nmore quickly through the room searching for
Di ana, thinking about Janes, thinking about himdead, the world around ne
switched to 78. Voices becanme a speeded-up nuddl e. This whizzing chaos becane
so strong that | had to stop and close nmy eyes. | breathed deeply a few tines,
telling nyself not to panic. Wien | opened ny eyes, Zoe was standing in front
of me.

"Are you okay?"

"No. Have you seen Diana? | can't find her."

"W will. Cone on, she's got to be here." She took my hand and we wal ked
together. Later, when ny nind cleared, | thought, How kind of her. Zoe had had
her own nightmare only mnutes before. Yet here she was, holding ny hand and
hel pi ng when she could just as well have been shut off in her own pain from
nmeeting Kevin Ham|ton.

"There! Over there.”

Unli ke so many others at the reunion, D ana Wse | ooked al nost exactly
as she had when we were in school. Interesting face, |ong black hair, the sexy
snmle of an Italian novie star. W had been alnost-friends in high school, but
she was so nmuch maturer than we that we had al ways hel d her in awe.

"Di ana?" She was talking to a man | didn't recognize. Hearing her nane,
she turned and saw ne. Touching the guy on the hand as a good-bye, she took ne

by the arm
"Mranda. |'ve been | ooking for you." Her voice was strong and assured.
The expression on her face said she knew what | needed. | was grateful not to

have to ask the question. Not to have to say the words out loud, into the
world: Is it true? Is he really dead?

The three of us wal ked through the | obby back out into the summer
evening. It was warm and beautiful, the air still heavy fromthe day and ful
of the vol uptuous snell of honeysuckle. | was enpty and scared. | knew what
was conmi ng. Even though answers were what | wanted, | knew that when | heard



them there would be no way back to a part of nmy life that, until a few hours
before, was still intact.

"Di ana, what happened to James? How did it . . ." | couldn't say any
nor e.

She put a hand into her long black hair and drew it slowy away from her
face. "I bunped into hima few years ago in Phil adel phia. He was working for a
conpany that had sonmething to do with art -- selling it, dealing it? | don't
really remenber. Maybe it was an auction house, |ike Sotheby's. Anyway, we ran
into each other on the street. He | oved what he was doing. He was so revved
up. Remenber how excited he could get about things?"

| wanted to tell her how I'd seen that excitenment, seen his whol e being
gl ow about sonething that had grabbed his attention

"W were both in a rush and only able to have a quick cup of coffee
toget her. He sounded wonderful, Mranda. Said for the first time in his life
he felt Iike he was on the right track. Things were where he wanted them He
had a girlfriend. He was absolutely _up_, you know?"

"How did he | ook?" | wanted a picture, an inmage of himgrown up | could
hold on to.
"d der of course, thinner than he was in school, but still those great

eyes and snile." She paused. "He |ooked |ike Janes."

| began to weep. Those words held everything | did and did not want to
hear. Zoe put her arms around me. The three of us stood on the lawn, a few
feet -- and light-years away fromall the happi ness and goodw Il inside the
bui I di ng.

When ny storm had nostly passed, | asked Diana to go on

"W exchanged nunbers and prom sed to stay in touch. W called a couple
of times but | didn't go back to Phil adel phia, and who ever cones to
Kal amazoo?

"One night three years ago, very late, | got a call. A woman asked for
me two tinmes. She was so upset that | had to _convince_ her who I was. She
said she knew | was a good friend of Janes's and wanted me to know he'd been
killed in a car accident.

"He'd been in New York and gotten a call fromhis girlfriend in
Phi | adel phi a. She wanted to break up with hi mbecause she'd net soneone el se.
Apparently she was that cold -- wanted out and there was nothing nore to talk
about .

"As soon as he got off the phone, Janmes junped in his car and drove
strai ght down there. It was very icy and the roads were bad. He nmade it to
Phi | adel phia but was driving too fast. Wen he tried to get off the turnpike,
the car skidded and went off the road. She said he died instantly."

"I nstant!|y?"

"That's what the worman said."

"Who was she?"

"I don't know. She wouldn't give a nane, even when | asked. | bet it was
the girlfriend.

"He asked about you, Mranda. Wien we had coffee, he asked if | had
heard anyt hi ng about you."

My heart lurched. "Really?"

"Yes. He was di sappoi nted when | didn't know "

W were silent while nusic fromthe reunion filled the air around us.

"I's there anything el se?"

"No. | told you | asked the woman for her nane but she wouldn't say. She
hung up right after that."

Zoe sighed and | ooked at the ground. It was such a final, nothing-Ileft
si gh.

"Thank you, Diana. It makes it clearer."

W hugged. She stepped back, hands on ny el bows, and | ooked at ne a
nmonent nore. Then she turned and started for the buil ding.

"Di ana?"

"Yes?"



"Real |y, he was happy?"
She only nodded. Which was better than any words. It allowed nme nmy own
vocabul ary for his happiness.

"Thank you."

She reached into her handbag, took out a card, and handed it to ne.
"Call if you want to talk, or if you' re ever in Kal amazoo, M chigan."

Zoe and | stood in silence in the middle of the [awm. After tinme had
passed | said, "I don't want to go back in there. I'Il call a cab. Could you

give nme a key to your house?"

"Let's go soneplace and drink a lot."

I nstead we ended up driving around again. Past the same places we'd seen
that afternoon, which now felt like a mllion years ago. | turned on the radio
and, as if they knew our mood, all the stations seemed to be playing only
songs we'd | oved when we were young. Wich was all right because we finished
bei ng young that night and it was right to be imersed in it one last tine.

| hadn't been paying attention to where she was going, and realized
where we were only when she slowed and turned into the parking lot of the
Carvel ice cream stand.

"Cood ideal"

"If we're not going to get drunk, we'll get fat."

W ordered the old usual -- vanilla cones dipped in heated chocolate --
and went back to her car. In our party dresses we sat on the hood and ate.

"They're still delicious."

"I haven't had one in years. | used to bring the kids when they were

young, but they wouldn't be caught dead with me in public these days."

W wat ched peopl e cone and go. Back at the country club, our classmates
were dancing and reliving happy times. But Kevin was back there too and so was
Janes.

"Zoe, what do we do now?"

"Hope, honey. Same thing as | said before.”

"Not much hope in Midville tonight."

"Did | ever tell you about the time | found Andy's gun?"

That stopped nme. "You're kidding! Andy, your slimy ex-husband?"

"Yup. It was the first year we were nmarried. | was putting away cl ean
underwear in his drawer. Sitting on top of his Fruit Of The Looms was a gun."

"Why' d behave it?"

"The nmost interesting thing was, the nmonent | found it, the only thing
that went through my mind wasn't_ 'He's got a gun!' Wat hit nme was, 'The
world is an amazing place.' You know how it is when you're first with someone
and | ove him you think you know everything about him Then you open a drawer

one day and there's something -- an old love letter, a diary, a gun. It's
i mpossi ble to connect with the person you thought you knew
"I't was kind of wonderful, Mranda. | knew no matter what happened, life

was al ways going to be interesting."

"Because you found a gun?"

"No! Because it was part of Andy too. | really didn't know hi mand that
excited me. There were all these new things to discover. In the end we
di vorced, but back then, life was still opening up. It excited ne. It stil
excites me. You should let it do that. You should | et that happen.”

3. A YOGURT TRI LOGY



"YOU RE A TH EF, Mranda."

| rolled ny eyes. "Yes, Jaco."

Sniffing the air as if sonmething stunk in the room he went on as if |
hadn't spoken. "Perhaps the nmost unscrupul ous | have ever done business with."

| tapped my front tooth with a fingernail. "Jaco, we've had this
conversation before. You always say the sane thing: |I'ma crook, a bitch .
al ways the same spring rolls. But | find the books you want. You wanted a
signed first edition of _The Gallery_; | got it for you. You wanted a letter
fromEiot, |I found it for you --"

"True, but then you charge so nuch that | have no noney left!"

"You'd have to live another four hundred years before you ran out of
nmoney. Don't buy it! You know Dagmar will if you don't." It was a rotten thing
to say, but | was so disgusted with himat the nmonent | couldn't resist.

As usual, her detested nanme straightened his back and narrowed his
greedy eyes.

Dagnar Breece. Jaco Breece's nemesis. Al | had to do was wave her nane
in front of himand the nean old man started snorting |ike Ferdinand the Bull.

Dagnar and Jaco Breece had two passions: cashnmere and twentieth-century
aut hors. That was great when they were narried and ran a sweater comnpany
toget her for four decades. The business was successful, they had a coupl e of
nice children who grew up and away, they shared a passion for collecting. Then
when she was sixty years old, Dagmar fell in love with another man and
promptly noved out on her husband. Good ri ddance.

What gall ed Jaco nore than | osing her, however, was her saying he could
keep the rare book and manuscript collection they'd spent years amassing. She
woul d start another with the help of her rich new boyfriend.

That's how | came to know them Several years before, when they were
still together, Dagmar cane into the store and bought an Edward Dahl berg
manuscript | had listed in a catalog. After that, | found a nunber of things
for them both when they were narried and after she left. | |iked Dagmar but
not Jaco. Not one bit.

St andi ng there watching himfume, | wondered how he woul d have reacted
if he'd known I was going to a dinner party at her apartnent that night.

"What el se do you have that's new?"

"Sone Rilke letters --"

"Everyone has Rilke letters. He wote too many."

"Jaco, you asked what's new. | have sone letters -- Noooo, wait! | have
something else that' Il interest you!"
My store is small, so it was only three steps to the sideboard.

di sli ked the whol e ponmpous | eat her-and- dar k-oak | ook of mnpbst rare book

deal ers' stores, so mne was furnished with 1950s Heywood Wakefield bl ond wood

furniture and a very warm red-and-white Chinese rug. Together they nmade the

roomlight, slightly odd, and, | hoped, welcom ng. | |oved books and

everyt hing about them | wanted custoners to know that when they wal ked in.
The difference between ny business and t he busi ness of other book and

manuscri pt dealers was that | sold anything else | fancied too.

Opening a drawer, | took out the long thin case made of crocodil e skin.
It |ooked like the kind Victorian gentlenen used for carrying cigars. \Wat |
had i nside was nuch better than that. Qpening it, | put it down on the counter

in front of Jaco, knowi ng he would go into cardiac arrest when he realized
what it was.

"I don't collect fountain pens, Mranda."

"It's not a pen. It's a Mabie Todd."

"Then maybe Todd would like it."

"Very funny. Look at the barrel.”

He | ooked at nme like | was trying to pull a fast one but in the end he
pi cked up the largest fountain pen |I'd ever seen

"So? It's a pen.”

"Jaco, turn it around. Look closely."



He turned till he saw the name engraved in gold lettering on the black
barrel. Wen he spoke again, his voice was al nbst a whisper, as if his tongue
had grown too big for his throat. "No! Is it?"

| nodded. "I have authentication."”
"How did you --"
"At a Sotheby's auction |last week. | saw it in their catalog. | think it
cane fromLord Esher's estate.”
"Rolfe." He read the nane reverently. "I remenber fromthe Synons
bi ography, he was supposed to have always witten with a huge fountain pen."
"That's right."

Exasperated and snmiling for the first time, he shook his head. "M randa,
how do you find these things? How did you find Frederick Rolfe's fountain
pen?"

"Because | love what |'mdoing. Hunting for things, having themin ny
hand for a while. | love selling themto people |ike you who care."

"But you never keep anything for yoursel f?"

"Never. You have to decide whether you' re going to collect or sell.

Col l ecting woul d exhaust me. 1'd never be happy with what | owned. | would
al ways want nore. This way, | can enjoy things for a while and then sell them
to the right people.”

"Li ke Dagmar ?"

"Li ke Dagmar, _and_ you. Do you want this?"

"Of course | want it!"

| WAITED A good half hour after he left before | nade the call. Jaco had
the di sconcerting habit of returning in a rage to denand a better price for
somet hing he had just bought. In the beginning I'd been cowed by his fury, but
not anynore.

"Hel | 0?" Her voice was soft and el egant, as sexy a woman's voice as |
knew.

"Dagmar? It's Mranda. Jaco was just here. He bought the pen.”

"Of course he did, darling. It's exactly what he would want. That's why
| bought it. It's a fabul ous piece."

"But why sell it to hin? Didn't you want it for your collection?"

"Yes, but he would love it nore. Baron Corvo is one of his few heroes."

"I don't understand. You finally left himafter all those years of

unhappi ness, but you're still giving himthings?"

"Not giving, _selling_. Loving Jaco was like sitting on a cold stone:
you give it all your heat but it gives none back. You end up with a chill in
your behind. | couldn't take it anynore. But |eaving doesn't erase nost of ny
adult life. I still love himfor a few things and always will. Not that I

necessarily want to. Sometinmes you can't control who you |ove."

"But you're happy you left?"

"Blissfully. The only time | | ook back is to check to make sure | | ocked
the door. Tell me how Jaco reacted when he saw the pen." | could al nost hear
her smle through the tel ephone.

"He ni pped. He was in heaven."

"No doubt. Hadrian the Seventh_is his favorite book. No wonder -- the
story of a miserable, undeserving person who's chosen to be pope. Jaco
identifies totally."

“I'"1l bring you a check tonight."

"No hurry. Today |'m beyond nadness anyway. The caterer called and said
he won't be able to nmake the yogurt trilogy for dessert, which essentially
ruins the dinner. But we have to be strong."

"Yogurt trilogy?"

"Don't be cynical, Mranda. One taste and you'd be a believer. Plus our
apartment snells like a wet washcloth, _and_ | have to go have ny hair done.
Sonetimes it would be nice being a man. For them a haircut is nine dollars.
For a wonman it's a religious experience. So | have to go, sweetie. If I live



t hrough today, 1'll be imortal. Be here at seven. |I've invited three Scud
m ssiles for dinner and told each you' re the catch of the century."
"That's tough to live up to."
"But you are!"

FEW PEOPLE CAME into nmy store to browse. For the nobst part, the
clientel e knew exactly what they wanted. | lived a good deal of the time on
the road, tracking down their specific and often expensive desires. You could
page ne on my wistwatch or call me on the smallest portable tel ephone | could
find. I was happy when | could spend even a few weeks at a time in the store
straightening things up paying bills, reading catal ogs and faxes. Yet | was
al so happy in airports, hotel rooms, restaurants that served regi onal dishes |
had never heard of. There was no man in ny life. | was free to come and go as
I pl eased.

In college | had majored in sociology, but realized junior year how
unsati sfyi ng denmographic charts and ternms |ike _geneinschaft_ and
_gesellschaft _ were. For extra noney | found a job at a used book store and
was | ucky enough to be there the day a man came in with two cardboard boxes of

books to sell. Anong themwas a signed limted edition of Faul kner's _The
Ham et _, which happened to be on the reading list of a course | was taking.
Knowi ng it was valuable, | showed it to the owner of the store. He said
could keep it because |'d been honest and was a good worker. | took the book

to class to show the professor. His eyes widened and he asked if | would sel
it to himfor a hundred dollars. There was sonething in his tone that nmade ne
suspi cious. | | ooked up the tel ephone nunbers of several rare book deal ers and
called to ask what the book was worth.

Not hi ng i s permanent, but books are one of the few things that cone
cl ose. Hearing how val uabl e the Faul kner was, | realized | had been nmade privy
to one of life's small secrets, which was that there are objects that nean
nothing to nost people, but everything to sonme. Wat's nore, if you knew
anyt hi ng about the subject, you quickly discovered collecting books was one of
the last real treasure hunts possible in this age. There are ol d books
everywhere and nost people don't care about them The few who do will go to
remar kabl e | engths to possess them

As | continued, | realized | was good at the job -- this initself is a
great reward. | loved ny customers' excitenent and delight with what | found.
| loved the serendipity of the hunt. My heart still pounded on seeing
somet hi ng uni que or inmportant in a junk store, second-hand shop, a Sal vation
Arnmy bin in the bad section of some downtown. Slowy reaching out, |I would
take it in ny hand, knowi ng one of the greatest pleasures of all was here.
Opening the book, | would check the first pages to make sure it was what |
t hought. Yes, there was the proof if you knew what to look for -- the letter
A, or the even nore obvious first edition_. Qther indications, enblens,
marks . . . the secret al phabet and | anguage of book collectors. On the inside
front cover soneone would have carelessly witten in pencil, _$1_ or _50¢_. |
paid ten cents in Louisville for the nost beautiful first edition of _The
Great Gatsby_ |'ve ever seen. Five dollars for _The Enormous Room. | coul dn't
under stand why nore people weren't doing this. Even if you knewonly a little
about the subject, it was |ike |ooking for gold everywhere you went.

After reading the journals of Edward Weston and Paul Strand, | becane
i nterested i n photography. That opened up an altogether new world, not to
menti on business opportunity. On a trip to Los Angeles, | discovered a | arge

box of photographs at a yard sale. Most were of strangers, but some subjects
were fanmous novie stars of the 1930s and '40s. Wat struck ne was how
beautifully the pictures were lit and how naturally the people had been posed.
On the back of each was a stanp with the photographer's nane, Hurrell, and
address. | bought them and never forgot the | ook on the wonan's face as |
handed her money: it said | was a sucker and she was the w nner. But even

t hen, wi thout ever having heard of the great photographer George Hurrell,



knew she was w ong.

"M randa?"

| came out of a daze to see one of ny favorite people in the world
standi ng at the door.

"Clayton! I"'msorry, | was daydream ng."

"The sign of all great mnds. Gve your old boss a hug."

W enbraced and, as usual, he had on another mysteriously beautiful
col ogne that nade nme swoon

"What are you wearing today?"

"Somet hing French. Called D ptyque, which | think is appropriate for a
booksel l er, wouldn't you say?"

"Absol utely. Where have you been, Clayton? | haven't heard a word from
you in nmonths." | took his hand and led himto a chair. He sat down and | ooked
slow y around before speaki ng. He must have been sixty, but |ooked years
younger. A full head of hair -- and the winkles on his face came nostly from
smling. | had gone to work for himin New York after college. He had shown ne
everyt hing he knew about the rare book business. Enthusiasm and generosity
were at the heart of his personality. Wien |I left to open ny own store, he
lent ne ten thousand dollars to get started.

"Do you still have that nice Stevens? | have a buyer. A Scientol ogi st
from U ah.'

"A Sci entol ogi st who reads Wl l ace Stevens?"

"Exactly. 1've been out west, drumm ng up business. Bumped into sone
very interesting people. One man lived on a strict carrot diet and coll ected
not hi ng but Wndham Lewis. That's why | haven't been around. | don't know
about you, but books haven't been flying off my shelves recently. That's why
|'ve been traveling. How are things for you?"

"So-so. They go in waves. | sold a bunch of Robert Duncan in L. A a
coupl e of nobnths ago. That put ne back on track. Do you know who | saw when |
was out there? Doug Auerbach.™”

"Ah, the Dog. Wat's he been doi ng?"

"Maki ng conmercials. He makes a | oad of noney."

"But you said he wanted to be Ingmar Bergman. | can't inagine tnaking
dog food ads satisfies that desire. Does he still mss you?"

"I guess. | think he msses the tine when his life had nore
possibilities."

"Don't we all? Well, Mranda, |'ve conme to see you, but |'ve also cone

on a mssion. Have you heard of Frances Hatch?"

"Am | going to be embarrassed sayi ng no?"

"Not really. She's a well-kept secret to all but a few Frances Hatch
was a kind of Jill of all trades, mstress of none, in the twenties and
thirties. Although she was_ mstress to an amazi ng nunber of fanous peopl e.
She was a sort of lunatic conbination of Alma Mahler, Caresse Crosby, and Lee
MIler.

"She cane frombig noney in St. Louis but rebelled and ran away to
Prague. She went at the right tine to the wong city. Things _were_ going on
there, as in the rest of Europe in the twenties, but it was nowhere near as
interesting as Berlin or Paris. She stayed a year studying photography, then
nmoved to Bucharest with a Romani an ventriloquist. Hi s stage nane was 'The
Enor mous Shunda. ' "

"To Bucharest with The Enormous Shunda? | |ove her already."
"I know -- a strange choi ce of geography. But she was al ways bei ng towed
somewhere by one man or another and willingly went along for the ride. Anyway,

she left after a short tine and ended up in Paris, alone.”

"Not for long, right?"

"Right. Wonen |ike Frances never stay alone long." He opened his
bri ef case and took out a photograph. "Here's a self-portrait she took around
that tine."

| looked at the picture. It was a beautiful black-and-white shot,
rem ni scent of the work of Walter Peterhans or Lyonel Feininger: angul ar



stark, very Germanic. | laughed. "This is a joke. You're joking, right,

C ayton?" | |ooked again. | didn't know what to say. "It's a self-portrait?
It's wonderful. Fromthe way you described her, | thought she'd just be a
ditz. 1'd never have imagi ned she was so talented."

"And?" He pointed to the picture and, eyes twinkling, started to snile.

"And, she | ooks |ike a schnauzer."

"My first thought was an enu."

"What's that?"

"They | ook like ostriches."

"You're telling me this emu was the |over to fanous people? She is ugly,
Gl ayton. Look at that nose!"

"Have you heard the French phrase _belle |aide_?"

"No. "

"I't neans ugly enough to be desirable. The ugliness adds to the
sexi ness. "

"This woman is not _belle_ anything."

"Maybe she was great in bed."

"She'd have to be. | can't believe it, Cayton. Part of me thinks you're
bul I shitting. Who was she wth?"

"Kazant zakis, G aconetti. Her best friend was Charlotte Perriand.

O hers. She lived a fascinating life." He took the photo fromne. After
glancing at it once nore, he put it back in his briefcase. "And she's stil
alive! Lives on 112th Street."

"How ol d is she?"

"CGot to be way up in the nineties."

"How do you know her?"

"Frances Hatch is runored to have letters, draw ngs, and books from
t hese people and others, the likes of which would make any deal er weep. Very
i nportant stuff, Mranda, just sitting there growi ng yellow For years she
made noi se about wanting to sell, but never did till now Her conpanion died a
few nonths ago and she's afraid of being alone. Wants to nove into an
expensi ve nursing hone in Briarcliff but doesn't have the noney."

"It sounds great if you can get her to sell you the stuff. But why tel
ne?"

"Because at age ni nety-whatever, Frances no |onger |ikes nmen. She had
some kind of late-life revelation and becane a | eshian. Wth the exception of
her | awer, she deals only with wonen. |'ve known her for years and she says
she's really willing to sell now, but only if it's done through a wonan
dealer. If she'll sell, 1'Il go fifty-fifty with you." He nmade no attenpt to
hi de the desperation in his voice.

"That's not necessary, Clayton. I'mglad to help if |I can. Besides, |'ve
al ways wanted to nmeet an enu. Wien woul d we go?"

He | ooked at his watch. "Now, this norning, if you'd like."

"Let's go."

BEFORE CATCHI NG A cab, O ayton said he needed to find a market, but not
why. | waited outside. In a few mnutes he reenerged with a bag full of
serious junk food. Things |ike pink Hostess Snowballs, fluorescent orange
Cheet os, Twi nkies, Ding Dongs, Devil Dogs, Yankee Doodl es.

"Those aren't for _you ?"

"It's the only food Frances eats. Anyone who visits her is expected to
bring a bag full of this nerde."

"No wonder she's ninety! If she ate those all her life she's probably
ei ghty percent chenically preserved. Wen she dies, her body will have the
hal f-1ife of plutonium™

He took out a package and | ooked at it. "Wen was the last tinme you ate
a Ding Dong? They all sound obscene -- Devil Dogs, Ding Dongs. . . ." He tore
open the wapper and we contentedly ate them as we rode uptown.

Ms. Hatch lived in one of those beautiful turn-of-the-century buil dings



that | ooked like fortresses. It had outlived its nei ghborhood but was falling
to ruin. There were gargoyles on the front facade and a long courtyard with a
fountain in the center that no | onger worked. It was the kind of building that
deserved quiet and reserve, but as we wal ked across the courtyard, sal sa and
rap musi c swept down from open wi ndows and crashed on top of us. Sonewhere a
man and wonan yelled at each other. The things they said were enbarrassing. As
of ten happened in situations like that, it struck ne how people feel no shane
anynore tal king publicly about anything. While riding the subway recently, 1'd
sat next to two women tal king |oudly about their periods. Not once did either
of them | ook around to see if people were listening, which they were.

When | mentioned this to Cayton, he said, "No one's concerned with
dignity today. People want either to win or to be confortable." He gestured
toward the wi ndows above us. "They don't care if you hear. It's like the TV
talk shows: those idiots don't mnd your knowi ng they slept with their nother
or the dog. They think it nakes theminteresting. Here we are. This is it."

The hal lway snelled of old food and wet paper. Illegible graffiti had
been spray-painted big and bl ack across the mail boxes. A yellow baby carriage
wi t hout wheel s was pushed against a wall. The el evator didn't work.

"What floor does she live on?"

"Third, but she never goes out. Sonetimes | wonder how nmany ol d peopl e
are prisoners in their apartnents in this city. Too scared, or they can't
climb the stairs. There's got to be a lot of them"

W clinbed in silence. | noticed here and there signs of the onetine
beauty of the building. The banister was bird s-eye maple, the ironwork
beneath it intricate and pretty. The stairs were nmade of dark green stone with
swirls of black inside, like a frozen cycl one.

There was | ots of noise everywhere. Misic, people talking, the genera
white noise frommany tel evision sets going full blast. It nade nme appreciate
my own buil di ng, where the neighbors were unfriendly but quiet.

On reaching the third floor, we wal ked down a long hall to the end.

Unli ke the others, which |ooked Iike the police had periodically beaten them
in, Frances Hatch's oak door was immacul ately preserved. There was a small
brass plagque with her nane engraved on it. It had recently been polished.
Clayton rang the bell. W waited quite a while.

The door opened and | think both of us took a step back in surprise. A
short bald man with a noon-round face and no chin, dressed in a dark suit,
black tie, and white shirt stood there. His face said seventy or eighty, but
he stood so straight that he could have been younger

"Yes?"

"I"'m d ayton Blanchard. Ms. Hatch is expecting ne?"

"Come al ong."

The man turned and wal ked stiffly back into the apartnment, as if
rehearsing for the march of the tin soldiers. | |ooked at dayton. "I thought
you said she only spoke to wonmen?"

Bef ore he had a chance to reply, the soldier called out, "Are you
com ng?" W scurried in.

| didn't have a chance to | ook at anything, but my nose noticed how good
it snelled in there. "Wat's that snell?"

" Appl es?"

"I'n here, please."

The man's voice was so conmanding that | felt | was back in high school
bei ng sunmoned to the principal's office.

| saw the light before entering the living room It was blinding and
cane through the door in a white flood. W walked in and | was in |ove before
I knew it. Frances Hatch's living roomwas full of Persian rugs, rare Bauhaus
furniture, and the largest cat | had ever seen. The rugs were all varying
shades of red -- russet, cerise, ruby. Wich mxed brilliantly with the stark
chrone furniture. It softened the starkness but al so made individual pieces
stand out in their pure sinmplicity, alnost as if they hovered over the varied
redness bel ow. Hi gh wi ndows went all the way down the room taking in as much



light as the day had. On the walls were a | arge nunmber of photographs and
paintings. | didn't have a chance to | ook at them before another inperious
voi ce called out, "Over here, |I'mhere."

As if it knew what she had said, the cat stood up, stretched
| anguor ously, and wal ked over to where Frances Hatch was sitting.

It stood | ooking up at her, tail sw shing.

"How are you, C ayton? Cone over here so | can see you." He wal ked to
her chair and took the |arge bony hand she held out.

"Cold. Your hands are always cold, Cayton."

"I't runs in ny famly."

"Well, cold hands, warm heart. \Wo have you brought with you?"

He gestured for ne to cone over. "Frances, this is ny friend Mranda
Romanac. "

"Hello Mranda. You'll have to conme cl ose because | can barely see. Are
you pretty?"
"Hello. 1'm passable."

"I was always ugly, so there was never any question about that. Ugly
peopl e have to work harder to get the world' s attention. You have to prove
you're worth listening to. Did you neet lrvin?"

| looked at the man with the big voice.

"Irvin Edel stein, these are ny friends Cdayton and Mranda. Sit down. |

can see you better now. Yes. You _do_ have red hair! | thought so. Very nice.
I love red. Have you noticed my rugs?"
"I did. | love the way you' ve done this room"

"Thank you. It's ny magic carpet. Wien I'min here | feel just alittle
bit above the earth. So you're a friend of Clayton. That's a good sign. \Wat
el se do you do?"

"I'ma bookseller too."

"Perfect! Because that's what | want to tal k about today. Irvin is here

to advise me on what | should do. | have very val uabl e things, Mranda. Do you
know why |'ve decided to sell thenf? Because all ny life |I've wanted to be
rich. In one nonth I'll be a hundred. | think it would be very nice to be rich
at a hundred."

"What will you do with the noney?" It was a rude question to ask,
especially after having just been introduced, but | |iked Frances already and
sensed she had a good sense of hunor.

"What will | do? Buy a red Cadillac convertible and drive around,

pi cking up men. God, how long has it been since | was with a man? You know,
when you're nmy age, you think about who you were all those years. If you're

| ucky, you grow very fond of that person. The men |I knew were silly nost of
the tine, but they had nerve. Sometines they even had the kind of guts you
usual ly only dreamof. Quts are what matters, Mranda. That's what Kazantzakis
told me. God gave us courage but it is dangerous nusic to listen to. That nman
had no fear. Do you know who his hero was? Blondin. The greatest tightrope

wal ker who ever lived. He wal ked across a rope over N agara Falls and hal fway
there stopped to cook and eat an onelette.”

"Clayton said you |lived enough for three normal |ives."
"I did, but that was because | was ugly and had sonething to prove. |
was a great |lover and sonetinmes | had courage. | tried to tell the truth when

it was inportant. Those are the things |I'm proud of. Someone wanted nme to
write ny autobiography, but it's my life. | don't want to share it with people
who care less about it than | do. Anyway, by then | was too old to renmenber if
| was telling the truth about everything, and that's very inportant. But Irvin
gave me this little giznp and it's a great confort." She reached into her |ap
and held up a small tape recorder. "I sit here and feel the nagic carpets
under my feet and the light through the wi ndow is warm and when an especially
nice nenory comes, all | have to do is press this button. | tell the nachine
somet hing | haven't renmenbered for a long tine.

"Just this norning, right before you arrived, | was thinking about a
picnic | had with the Henmi ngways at Auteuil. Lewis Gallantiere, Hem ngway, and



mad Harry Crosby. Wiy those two nen ever got al ong was beyond me, but it was a
| ovel y day. W ate Westphalian ham and Harry | ost three thousand francs on the
hor ses. "

Amazed, | |ooked at Clayton and silently nouthed, "Hemni ngway?"

"I think of Hemingway a | ot. You know, people never stop talking about
himand G aconetti, but they always describe themin such distorted, frenzied
ways. People want to believe they were wild and dissolute because it fits a
romantic inmage. But Gallantiere said sonmething before he died that nust be
renenbered: Al the great artists put in a good day's work every day of their
[ives when we were all living in Paris. People want to think those books and
paintings arrived out of the ether, whole cloth. But what | renmenber nost is
how hard they worked. G aconetti? He would have nurdered you if you came to
his studio while he was working."

CLAYTON GAVE ME many wonderful things over the years, but the

i ntroduction to Frances Hatch was the nmost inportant. | will remenber that
first norning with her as long as | live. Afterwards we nmet frequently, both
to settle the business of her collection and because | |oved being in that
roomw th her and her crowded menories. In college 1'd read a poem by Wit nman
about an old man in a boat, fishing. He has lived a full life, but is tired

now and waiting peacefully to die. Until then, he's content to sit and fish
and renenber.

Even as a kid, full of pepper and brass, | was enchanted with the idea
of living so fully that at the end you had nothing left you wanted to do and
were willing to die.

When we | eft her apartnent that day, | felt like I had been in a room

with pure clarity and understanding, if such things are possible. As if they
were concrete substances |1'd been allowed to hold in nmy hand awhile and |I'd

gotten their weight and feel. It proved such things were feasible and it
lifted me.

| went back to ny store feeling supercharged. | buzzed through the rest
of the day wi shing only that | had soneone inportant with whomto share the
experience. | was glad for the party that night, glad | could mngle and talk

and hope for sone of the common magi ¢ Frances had found all of her life.

I'd been to Dagmar Breece's hone for several dinner parties. Frequently
they were | oaded with both interesting people and strange people. In contrast
to Jaco, who didn't |ike anyone stealing his thunder, Dagmar and her boyfriend
Stanl ey had the nodesty and good sense to invite an intriguing crowd and | et
them steer the evening. What was al so nice was that you weren't expected
either to dress up or to perform Showoffs were di scouraged, and only if they
were engagi ng were egos permitted to flourish

I went home at five and changed. The phone rang while | was dressing. It
was Zoe, calling to chat. W spoke too long and | barely had time to finish
up. Luckily Dagmar and Stan's buil ding was only a few bl ocks frommne --
al t hough in a decidedly nicer neighborhood.

One of the reasons why | liked living in Manhattan was that the city
woul d share your nmpod the nmoment you wal ked out the door. If you were in a
hurry, everything el se was too, even the pigeons. You shared the sanme speed
and sense of urgency to get wherever you were going.

When you had time to kill, it was happy to give you things to | ook at
and do that easily took up whole days. | didn't agree with people who said
Manhattan was a cold, indifferent town. Sure it was gruff, but it was al so
pl ayful and sonetinmes very funny.

Al the way to Dagmar's the traffic lights were green for nme. Wen | got
to her block, | said a little thank-you. Seconds later, a madman pushing a
baby carriage heaped with junk wobbled by. Wthout saying a word, the nman
smled and tipped an imaginary hat at ne, as if he were the city's spokesnman
acknow edgi ng nmy thanks.

On the back wall of the elevator was a large nmirror. Riding up, | had a



| ook. My hair was shorter than a nmonth before. Wiy do wonen cut their hair
shorter the ol der they get? Because they don't want to be bothered? Because
few faces can bear to be franmed so luxuriously after a certain age? Looking
nore closely, | saw a lot nore gray in ny hair than | had been expecting by
age thirty-three. The lines around ny nouth were okay, but the beauty creans |
used were getting nore expensive because they were supposed to work that mnuch
harder. | held up both hands and turned them back and forth to see how _they_
were doi ng. The el evator stopped. Dropping ny hands, | turned around quickly.

The doors opened and | stepped out into the corridor. To ny surprise,
Dagmar was standing outside their apartnment with a chanpagne glass in each
hand.

"M randa! There you are.”

"What are you doi ng out here?"

"Hiding fromthe men. They're in there tal king about boxing."

"Aren't there any wonen?"

"Not yet. Men always cone early to parties when they know there are
goi ng to be gorgeous wonen."

"You _did_ invite other wonen, | hope."

"OfF course. And couples too. | wouldn't throw you conpletely to the
[ions."
"Now |' m nervous. "
"Don't be. Just take off your clothes and wal k right in. Conme on." She
handed me a gl ass and we went in.

Unli ke the Hatch apartment, Dagmar and Stan's was very sparsely
furni shed. Jaco had been there once and spitefully said you could clean the
whol e place with a fire hose and three Brillo pads. That wasn't true, but it
was not cozy and | never understood how two such warm people coul d be
confortable living in a hi-tech igloo. Wal king down the hall to the living

room | heard a bunch of men burst into |aughter
The living roomwas full of people, but the bal ance was about
hal f - and-hal f. Doing a quick scan, | recogni zed a bunch of them and waved to a

few. The unfamiliar men | saw on first glance | ooked good but not interesting.
To a one, they had hair that was either slicked back with gel, gangster style,
or falling over their shoulders in the chic of the monent. | knew it was an
unfair assessnent, but that's how | went about things: Quilty until proven

i nteresting.

Dagmar squeezed ny shoul der and went off to talk to the caterer. A man
I'd met there sone nonths before cane right up and introduced hinself. He was
a broker who specialized in railroad stocks. For the next few mnutes, we
chatted about train rides we had known and | oved. That was fine because he did
nost of the tal king, which allowed ne to continue | ooking.

A waiter cane around with a tray of hors d' oeuvres. Their nice snell
rem nded nme that the only thing | had eaten that day was a Ding Dong and a cup
of coffee in the taxi with Cayton. Railroad Man and | took what |ooked Iike
cavi ar - and-egg bi scuits and popped theminto our nouths.

The hors d' oeuvre was so lethally hot and spicy that it expl oded on
contact. | barely had enough presence of mnd to slap a hand across ny nouth
before squealing like a stabbed rabbit. He did al nost exactly the sane thing.
W stared at each other. It was so unexpected and shocki ng. Thank God he
funmbled in his pocket, brought out a package of tissues, and handed ne one.
Wthout a second thought, we spat the bonbs into the tissues and w ped our
mout hs. | think we m ght have gotten away with it, but some people had seen us
and were watching. He | ooked at me and nade the sound of a train whistle:
"Wbo- OO Wo! "

| laughed and gave hima push. My eyes were tearing, nmy nouth was on
fire, and I was enbarrassed as hell but couldn't stop |aughing. "Everyone's
staring!"

"So what? My life just passed before ny eyes.”

Everyone _was_ staring, but that made us | augh harder. Stan cane over
and asked what was wong. W explained and, sweet nman that he is, he ran to



stop the waiter fromoffering the hors d' oeuvres to other people.
Who woul d have guessed that nonent on fire woul d change everythi ng?
Hal f an hour | ater dinner was announced. As we nmoved into the dining
room a man | didn't know came up and asked if | was all right. In his
forties, he had a big thatch of unruly brown hair a | a John Kennedy, and the
ki nd of warm broad smile that made you like himright away, whoever he was.
"I"'mfine. | just ate an hors d' oeuvre fromhell and it paral yzed ne."
"You | ooked like you'd seen a goat."
| stopped. "You nean a ghost?"

There was the smle. "No, like you'd just seen a goat walk into the
room Like this." In an instant, he wore an inbecilic expression that made ne
gi ggl e.

"_That_ bad?"

"No, inpressive! |I'm Hugh Cakley."

"M randa Romanac."

"This is nmy wife, Charlotte."

A knockout, she had the kind of unique beauty that only deepened and
became nore interesting with age. Her eyes were Prussian blue, the hair as
whi te- bl ond and swept as a neringue. My first inpression was that everything
about Charlotte Oakley seened Nordic and . . . white. Until her mouth, which
was thick and sexual. How many nmen had fantasi zed about that mouth?

"Hell o. W& were worried about you."

"I thought 1'd eaten a flare."

"Make sure to say a little prayer to Saint Bonaventure of Potenza before
going to bed tonight," Hugh Cakl ey said.

"Excuse ne?"

"That's the saint invoked agai nst di seases of the bowels."

"Hugh!" Charlotte pulled his earl obe. But she was smling, and oh, what
a smle! If I'd been a king, | would have traded ny kingdomfor it. "One of ny
husband' s hobbies is studying the saints."

"My new favorites are Codel eva, who protects against sore throats. O
Hormobonus, patron of tailors.™

"Come on, Saint Hugh, let's eat."

"Don't forget -- Saint Bonaventure of Potenza."

"I"'mpraying already."

He touched ny sleeve and noved away with his wife. W continued to our
pl aces at the tables. By coincidence, Hugh and | were seated at the same one,
al t hough there were peopl e between us.

Unfortunately, ny neighbor took a shine to ne and all through the first
two courses asked personal questions | didn't want to answer. Sonetines |
| ooked over and saw Hugh Cakley talking with a well-known SoHo gal |l ery owner
They seermed to be having a great time. | wished | were in their conversation
and not mi ne.

Because | wasn't paying attention to what the guy on ny right was
saying, it didn't register when he began to touch me as he spoke. Not hing bad,
just a hand on the arm then a few sentences later fingers on ny el bowto
enphasi ze a point, but | didn't want it. Once when his hand stayed too | ong on

mne, | stared at the hands until he slowy pulled his away.

" _Oops_. Sorry 'bout that."

"That's okay. |'m hungry. Can we eat ?"

The silence that foll owed was wel come. The food was good and my hunger
had returned. | dug into the chi cken-whatever and was content to eat and | et
the talk flowin and out of nmy mind. If it hadn't been for that, | wouldn't

have heard what Hugh sai d.

"James Stillman woul d have been one of the best! It was a tragedy he
died."

"Come on, Hugh, the guy was uncontrollable. Don't forget the Adcock
di saster."

Hugh's voice was angry and |oud. "That wasn't his fault, Dennis.
Adcock' s husband had us all fooled."



"Yeah, your friend Stillmn nost of all."

| leaned so far forward I felt my chest touching the table. "Did you
know Janes Still man?"

They | ooked at me. Hugh nodded. The other man snorted dism ssively.
"Sure, who didn't? Half New York knew him after the Adcock thing."

"What was that?"

"Tell her, Hugh. You're his big defender."

"Damed right | am" He glared, but when he spoke to ne his voice
dropped back to norrmal range. "Do you know of the painter Lolly Adcock?"

"Sure."

"Right. Well, a few years ago her husband said he had ten of her
pai nti ngs no one had ever seen. He wanted to sell them and contacted
Bart hol omrew s --"

"The auction house?"

"Yes. Adcock wanted themto handl e the auction. James worked for
Bart hol onew s. They thought _very_ highly of him so they sent himto Kansas
City to verify if the paintings were real."

The ot her man shook his head. "And in his great enthusiasm M. Stillman
cut a deal with the wily M. Adcock, only it turned out the paintings were
fakes. "

"It was an honest mi stake!"

"It was a stupid m stake and you know it, Hugh. You never would have
done it that way. Stillnman was fanous for going off half-cocked. Half-cocked
Ad- cocked. | never thought of that. Very fitting."

"Then expl ain how he found the Messerschm dt head that had been | ost for
a hundred years."

"Beginner's luck. | need another drink." The man signaled a waiter
Whil e he was giving his order | grabbed my chance.

"Did you know himwel| ?"

"James? Yes, very well."

"Can we -- Um excuse nme, would you mind if we switched seats? |I'd
really like to ask Hugh sone questions.™

The gall ery owner picked up his plate. As we were changi ng, he asked
"Were you also a Stillman fan?"

"He was my boyfriend in high school."

"Really? | didn't know he _had_ a past."

| felt the hair on the back of my neck go up. "He was a good man."

"I wouldn't know. | never cared to spend tinme with him"

When | sat down | was so angry | couldn't speak. Hugh patted nme on the
knee. "Don't mind Dennis. He needs Saint Ubald."

"Who's that?"
"Patron saint against rabies. Tell me about you and Janes."
W tal ked through the rest of dinner and dessert. | didn't eat a thing.

Hugh Oakl ey was an art expert. He traveled the world telling people what
t hey owned, or should buy. Listening to himtalk, | quickly understood why he
| ooked so young. Hi s enthusiasmfor what he did was infectious. H's stories
about unearthing rare or marvelous things were the tales of a boy with a
treasure map and a heart full of hope. He loved his work. | |oved hearing him
tal k about it.

Years before, he had given several lectures at the Tyler School of Art
i n Phil adel phia, and that's where he net Janmes. Hugh described Janmes as a
young man who was | ost but convinced there was sonething significant waiting
for him Sonething that would arrive one day out of the blue and | ead him
horre.

"After ny last lecture he cane up, |ooking so bew |dered that | was
concerned. | asked if he was all right. The only thing he could say was, "I
want to know about this. | _have_ to know nore about this.' |'d felt that sane
excitement at Col unbia when | heard Federico Zeri speak. Do you know his book
_Behind the Inage_? You nust read it. Let ne wite the title down." He slipped
a hand into his pocket and brought out a Connolly | eather notebook and a



silver mechanical pencil. He wote down the title and author's nanme in
distinctive block lettering. It was not till later that | learned it was the
typeface known as Brenmen. Another of Hugh Gakley's many hobbi es was
meti cul ously copying in various faces poens and stories he |iked and then

like a nonk fromthe Mddle Ages, illumnating themin paints he nmade from
scrat ch.

| was so absorbed in what he was saying that it took a while to realize
I was hogging himfromthe rest of the party. | worried what his w fe would
t hi nk. Looking around, | was relieved to see her deep in conversation with
Dagmar Breece.

Sonehow we' d gotten off the subject of James. | needed to know as nuch
as Hugh was willing to tell.

"What exactly _did_ happen to Janes?"

"The idiot heart."

"What do you nean?"

"'Hope gleans in the idiot heart.' It's a line froma Mayakovski poem
Hs girlfriend had those words -- the idiot heart -- tattooed on the inside of
her wist like a bracelet. Can you imagine? But it's the _age_ of tattoos,
isn't it?

"Her nane was Kiera Stewart. She was a graduate student at Tenpl e.

Beauti ful Scottish girl from Aberdeen. Janmes was nuts over her, but you only
had to neet her once to see she was an ocean of bad news. Winen |ike that give
you wonderful for the first few nonths, but then start taking it back bit by
bit as the relationship goes on. After a while you' re wondering if that great
stuff ever really existed at all. But you're so hooked on them by then and the
tidbits of delicious they parse out, it's |like being addicted to drugs.

"The tragedy was, Janes was just coming into his own around the tine
they met. He'd found what he wanted to do with his life. And he was so good at
it that the right people were already watching to see what he'd do next.

"The good is always the eneny of the great. Fromthe begi nning, he had
the rare ability to discern between them The trouble was, in our business
i nsight often comes slowy and through neticul ous detective work. James
constantly wanted to achieve right now, this second.” Hugh shook his head. "He
once said he had a lot to prove but didn't know to whom

"So everything happened at once. Not many people can handle that. H s
star was rising, he'd net a wild woman who sent hi m spinning, and then his
bosses sent himto | ook at the Adcock paintings. Janes thought he was
invincible. For a while it |ooked |ike he was.

"Then it all crashed. He made a big m stake. Adcock's husband turned out
to be a clever crook, but not clever enough. The deal blew up in Janes's face.
That was bad enough, but then Kiera got wi nd of what happened. Over the phone
she told himtheir relationship was finished. Over the _phone_. O assy, huh? A
platinumbitch. He got in his car in the mddle of the night, drove down to
Phi | adel phia to see her but never made it. That's the story, Mranda. |I'm
sorry | can't tell you nobre. He was a great favorite of mne."

"You haven't _touched_ your desserts!”

Startled, | felt a firmhand on my shoul der and | ooked up to see Dagnar
glaring at us.

"I"'msorry. W were talking --"

"No excuses! That is a yogurt trilogy, which | had to torture a man into
maki ng. So eat!"

She stood there until we picked up our spoons and started shoveling it
in. Tasted like yogurt to ne. Everyone el se was finished and | eaving the
table. Charlotte Oakley cane by.

"What are you two tal king about? You | ook Iike you' re sharing atomc
secrets.” She was smiling and her voice was only friendly. A beautiful nice
worman. Anyway, why should she be worried? She won any contest in the room
Whenever |1'd | ooked at her, 1'd noticed at least two men staring at her each
time. Who woul dn't?

"Charlotte, the nost amazing thing! Janmes Stillmn was Mranda's



boyfri end when they were in high school ."

"Real ly? | |loved Janes. He rem nded ne of Hugh when he was young."
_That _ was it! I'd not been able to put a finger on why | |iked Hugh
OGakl ey so much. The instant she said it, | realized a great part of ny

attraction to her husband was that he seened to have the sanme kind of roaring
spirit and curiosity as Janes.

"I hadn't seen himsince high school. Then | went to our class reunion
and heard he was dead."

She frowned. "A bad place to hear sonething like that. Janmes was the
Prodi gal Son al ways sneaki ng back in through the dog door. The original Bad
Boy, and always a pleasure! Any time we spent tine together he absolutely
nmelted ny underwear. | would have eloped with himany tine. But that
_girlfriend_, Kiera! She went fromzero to bitch in tw seconds.”

"What happened to her?"

"Wait a minute, | have a picture of them"™

"You do?" Hugh sounded as surprised as | did.

"Sure. The tinme we all went to Block Island?" Charlotte carried a small
purse but had a large wallet wedged into it. She took it out and runmaged
t hrough. "Here you go."

She passed nme a photo and although I took it, | couldn't | ook
i medi at el y.
"What's the matter?"
"It's hard -- the life I never lived is right here. On this piece of
"Nah. Do it, Mranda. Then you won't be haunted.”
| took a deep breath and | ooked. Janes, Charlotte, and Kiera were
smling at the canera. He had short hair, which was a shock, because when we
were together he wore it down to his shoulders. He | ooked ol der. There were
wri nkl es, and the gaunt face he'd had in high school had filled out sonme, but
there was that sane snmile with the white, white teeth. Long artistic hands.

paper .

My eyes filled. "I can't stand it."
"He was great. You would have | oved him"
"I _did_." | looked at Charlotte and tried to snile

4. BABE RUTH S SMALL HEAD

IN THE MONTH that followed |I didn't think much about the Gakl eys.
Busi ness picked up, and I met a man who went from Promi sing! to Forget It! in
just four dates. Do(u)g Auerbach came to town and we devoured each other for
the weekend he was there. Twice | had tea with Frances Hatch, After the second
time, she said there was a brain behind ny face and she liked ne. That nmade ne
feel very good. | said | liked her too. She responded playfully "But do you
want to love, or _be_ loved?" For a long tine the question fluttered around ny
mnd |ike birds that fly into a building but can't get out again.

Doug said that while in Gernmany he had watched a TV docunentary about
peopl e who had sexual fetishes for anputees. The show was very cal m and
i nformative and wi thout any attitude. They showed sni ppets from anputee porno
films, magazines, social clubs, and even comi c books.

"I"'ma hip guy. You know, try not to judge others, be as open as
possi ble. But | saw this show and ny nouth dropped open. | kept wondering, do
| live on the same _planet_ as these peopl e?"



Frances liked to talk about sex, so | told her about it.

"What's the matter with you, M randa?"

"What do you nean?"

"You sound so prissy. Wuldn't you go to bed with a man without a leg or
an armif you | oved hin®"

"Yes, of course."

"What about a worman?"

"I can't inmagine loving a woman that way."

"“A child?"

"Frances, you're just trying to provoke ne."

"How old is a child to you? How old would they have to be before you
woul d sl eep with then?"

"l don't know, seventeen?"

"Ha! A lot of men nmade |ove to ne before | was seventeen and that was
ei ghty years ago."

"Yes, but you've led a pretty unique life conpared to nost people.”

"So what ? Know when _|I_ think a person is old enough to make | ove? Wen

t hey becone interesting. She held a cane in her hand and knocked it on the
fl oor.

"I don't think you should run for president on that platform Frances.
They mi ght burn you at the stake."

"I know. I"'mtoo old. My heart doesn't live here anynore. That's why
menories are good: you wake up every norning and put themon |ike hand cream
That way, the days can't dry you out.

"Listen, Mranda, | have a favor to ask. Do you know the painter Lolly
Adcock?"

Hugh OCakl ey's face cane instantly to mnd. "Funny you ask. Someone was
tal ki ng about her just the other day."

"A _mserable_ woman, but quite a good painter. | have a snall
wat ercol or by her | want to sell. Wuld you be willing to | ook into the best
way for me to do it?"

| told her about Janes Stillman and me, about his dealings with the
Adcock estate, and what happened to him afterwards.

"Too bad you two didn't meet when you were ol der; you'd probably be
happily married with a house full of kids. But that happens: we keep neeting
peopl e or having experiences at the wong tinme. The greatest love of ny life

was a man named Shunda, but | didn't know that till | was ten years smarter
When we were together, | was just a kid auditioning different nen for nad | ove
affairs. | was |ooking for heat, not |ight.

"You know how we | ook back and say, 'Gee, | was dunb when | was
seventeen.' What if you ook at it the other way -- seventeen-year-old

M randa | ooks forward at you now. What would _she_ have to say about what
you' ve becomnme?"

"What woul d seventeen-year-old ne think of me now?" | |aughed.

"Exactly. She'd probably be furious you _didn't_ marry this James and
save him"

Hugh had given nme his business card at the party. | called and we nade
an appoi ntnent to neet. Frances gave ne the Adcock painting to show him | was
surprised she was willing to trust me with something so val uabl e.

"You can only steal it. But if you do, then you won't be able to cone
back and visit. I'd rather know me than rob ne."

The day before our nmeeting, Hugh called to say he had to go to Dublin
i medi ately. We could cancel the nmeeting, or he could arrange for one of his
assistants to see ne. | said the assistant would be fine. If necessary, we
could nmeet after he returned. Wien | put the phone down | was di sappoi nted,
but not hi ng nore.

An hour before the appointment, | had a confrontation with the man | had
been dating. He cane into the shop all excited about a new video canera he'd
j ust bought.

Wthin fifteen m nutes he was insulting ne. He said | was cold and



calculating. 1'd squeezed himenpty |like a tube of toothpaste, then dropped

himin the trash. I let himgo on until all he had left was splutter

"I have an appoi ntnent now. | have to go."

"That's it? That's all you're going to say?"

"Haven't you said it all?" | stood up.

| don't know what ny face said at that nmonent. My heart and stomach were
calm More than anything, | was glad it had come to this. Now | wouldn't have
to diplomatically sashay around himanynore. |I'd have guessed ny expression

was not hing but enpty. Wio knows? Whatever was there, his eyes w dened and he
sl apped nme across the face.

St aggeri ng backward, | banged into a nmetal filing cabinet. The edge of
it stabbed me in the small of the back. Crying out, |I fell to my knees. | saw
his feet comng toward me. | curled ny body inward, sure he was going to beat

ne.

He started | aughing. "Look at you! That's where you bel ong, on your
fucking _knees_. Let nme get a picture of this. | want to remenber it."

| heard a whirring sound and, fearfully |ooking up, saw the canera up to
his eye, pointing at ne.

"This | gotta have. What a nenory!"

It went on forever but | wasn't about to do anything to anger him
further.

"M randa, get off your knees, honey. You don't have to beg nme for
anything. You're the |liberated woman." He dropped the camera to his side and
wal ked out .

MY MOTHER USED to hit ne. Long after I'd grown up and could talk to her
about such things, | asked why. She refused to admit she ever had. | said,
"Don't you remenber the tine | broke your purse and you sl apped ne?"

"Ch, well of course, _then_. Dad gave ne that bag."

"I know, Mom but you _hit_ nme!"

"You deserved it, dear. That's not hitting."

Al grown up, on ny knees, petrified he would come back and do worse to

me, | wondered if | deserved this too.

| could call the police, but what might he do then? | felt helpless. So
tough and clear in business, | easily held ny own in nost situations, but npst
situations didn't scare you to your marrow where a child still lives and
cowers at the real monsters wal king the earth.

Hugh OCakley's office was in a building on Sixty-first Street. | went in
spite of what had happened. | knewif | didn't, | would have gone hone and
been afraid. | needed sonething to do. This neeting wasn't so inportant that
if | started crying again in the mddle of it, | couldn't |eave fast.

When | got out of the elevator, | took a couple of deep breaths and

tried to pull nyself together. For the next few minutes | could be cool
crisp, and professional. Try to avoid ny fear that way. But when it was over |
woul d have to return to the world where he_ |lived. What could | do about
t hat ?

The door was marked sinply QAKLEY ASSOCI ATES in the same |letters Hugh
had used to wite down the book title for ne at the party. As | put ny hand on

t he brass doorknob, | heard, faintly, a violin inside the office playing
somet hing sprightly. | felt a jolt of joy. The unexpected music said there
were still lovely things on earth. | went in.

The outer office was furnished with antiques and paintings, but there
was no sign of a receptionist. The phone on the desk was lit with blinking

lights.

The nusic grew nmuch [ouder. | made out a flute and bass along with the
violin. I know nothing about Irish nusic, but fromthe junp and flow, | had a
hunch.

A few steps farther into the office, | called out a tentative hello.

Not hi ng. More steps, another hello. The nusic kept going, light and gay as a



dance. | thought, Wat the hell, and went toward it. There were several roons.
One was open and | peeked in. The place | ooked |like a |aboratory. Test tubes
and Bunsen burners. . . It rem nded ne too nmuch of high school chem stry cl ass
and | noved on.

At the end of the hall was another open door and that's where the nusic
was. It abruptly stopped and a wonan said | oudly, "Dam!"

"That was good! Why'd you stop?"

"Because | blew the dammed passage again!"

"Who cares?" Hugh said.

"I care."

Wal ki ng over, | knocked on the door. "Hello?" Slowly poking ny head in,
| saw Hugh, a man, and a wonan sitting in straight-backed chairs with nusic
stands in front of them Hugh had a violin on his |lap, the woman had sonme ki nd
of flute, the man an acoustic bass guitar

"Mranda, hi! Cone in!"

"Am | interrupting?"

"No, we're just practicing. Mranda Romanac, this is Courtney Hill and
Ronan Mariner. W work together."

"Your music is wonderful."

"Qur lunch hour. Cone on, sit down. We're going to run through this

again and then we'll talk. We're playing 'Ferny Hll." Do you know it?"
"I"'msorry, | don't."
"You'll love it. Let's go."

They started playing. | started crying. | didn't realize it unti
Courtney | ooked at nme and her eyes w dened. Then | felt tears on ny cheeks and
gave a gesture that said it was the nusic. And it was, nore than anything
el se. Nothing could have been a nore perfect antidote to what happened
earlier. Irish folk nusic is the nost schizophrenic | have ever heard. How can
it be so sad and happy at the sane tine, even within the sane note? Sinple and
direct, it tells you yes, the world is full of pain, but this is the way
through. As long as you're in the nmusic, the bad things stay away. They
performed the tune perfectly. For those few minutes, | cried and was nore
content than | had been in days.

Finishing with a flourish, they | ooked at each other |ike kids who had
sail ed through a great adventure without a scratch

"That was beautiful."

"It _was_ good, huh? But let's get down to business. \Wat have you
brought us?" Hugh | ooked at me and obviously saw the tears but said nothing. |
i ked that.

| undid the strings and paper around the painting and held it up so al
three of themcould see it at once. They |ooked at it, then at each other

"I's that what | think it is? A Lolly Adcock?"

"Yes."

Hugh took it fromme. They huddl ed over it, making quiet conments,
poi nting here and there.

"Hugh didn't say anything about you bringing in an Adcock."

"I would have, if 1'd gone to Dublin," Hugh said.

Ronan rubbed his mouth. "You know what ny gut reaction is? Stay the hel
away fromit, Hugh. Even if it's real, after the Stillman fiasco, people are
goi ng to be gunning for anyone who aut henticates an Adcock."

Hugh brought it close to his face and sniffed. "Doesn't snell fake."

"I't's not funny, Hugh. You know exactly what he's saying."

"I do, Courtney, but that's our business, isn't it? W call themas we
see them If we're wong, then we're wong. Wo knows, we may find out it's a
fake when we check it out."

"I still agree with Ronan. Whatever we mght get out of it, it's not
worth the trouble.” She | ooked at the painting and shook her head.

"Fair enough, but would you begin to check it for ne?" He spoke quietly.
The others got quickly out of their chairs and headed for the door

W sat and listened to them wal k down the hall. Far away, a door cl osed.



"Why were you crying?"

"I thought you were going to ask where | got the picture."

"Later. Why were you crying?"

"Does it matter?"

"Yes. When you cane in, your face was sonmewhere el se. Sonepl ace bad."

"Excuse ne?"

"You weren't expecting this.”" He held up his violin. "You had a
different face on and you had to change it very fast. For one second | could
see you brought something awful in fromoutside. The tears proved it."

"You're a good detective, Hugh."

"It's only because | care."

What could | say to that? We sat |ong nonments in silence.

"Soneone hit ne."

"Do you need help with thenf"

"l don't think so."

"Why woul d soneone want to hit you?"

"He thinks I'ma bitch."

Hugh took two yell ow hard candies froma shirt pocket and handed ne one.
As | unw apped it, he opened the other and popped it in his mouth; then he
pi cked up the violin and began to play quietly.

"I don't think I'"'ma bitch."

He smiled. "Wio is he?"

"A man |'ve been dating."

He nodded, silently saying, Go on. He played the Beatles' "For No One."

| started out slowy but was full speed ahead in a few nonents.
descri bed how we'd net, the dates we'd had, things tal ked about, what 1'd
t hought of himright up until the fateful slap

"A painting licker."

"What do you nean?"

"There's a man in Engl and who goes around _licking_ the paintings he
| oves. Locking's not enough for him He wants a nore intimate experience with
his favorite pictures, so when he's at a nuseum and guards aren't watching, he
licks "em He has a postcard collection of each one he's done.™

"Crazy."

"It is, but I understand it. | think that's what happened wi th your man:
he coul dn't have you and it drove himcrazy. So he did the only thing he
_could_ do to own you for a few m nutes: scared you. It always works. For
t oday, or however long you're going to be afraid of him he _does_ own you."

"Dam it! Damm that power nen have. Wenever they don't |ike sonething,
they can always _hit_ us. You'll never know that feeling. Always that little
bit of fear in our heart."

"Not all men hit wonmen, Mranda."

"But you _can_, and that's the difference."

A small white bullterrier ran into the room and over to Hugh.

"Easy! Mranda, this is Easy. Wenever we play, she runs and hides. The
only dog |'ve ever known that actively dislikes nusic."

"That breed al ways scares ne."

"Bullterriers? She's a creampuff. She only _looks_like a thief."

She | ooked nore |like a bleached pig, but her face was sweet and her tai
was waggi ng so furiously that | couldn't resist reaching out to pat her. She
nmoved over to nme and | eaned |ike a stone against ny |eg.

"Why do you call her Easy?"

"My daughter naned her. No reason. | brought her home fromthe kennel
Brigit took one | ook and said her name was Easy. Sinple as that."

"How many children do you have?"

"A daughter and a son. Brigit and G sin. Oy-sheen.”

"asin? Is that Irish?"

"Yes. Both kids were born in Dublin."

"By the way, why didn't you _go_ to Dublin?"

"Because you were com ng. Wen you said you' d be happy to see ny



assistant, | thought, Uh oh, when would | see her again? | knew | had to be
here.”

Once again | tried to figure out how to respond.

"You say things that throw nme off, Hugh."

"People say I'mtoo direct. | didn't go to Dublin because | had to see
you again. It's that sinple.”

Courtney called out fromdown the hall, asking himto come. He stood up
put the violin on the chair, and started out of the room "I was going to cal
you the other day but you called me. | didn't want to wait any |onger. Ever
since we net, nost of ny days seemto be about you."

He left ne sitting with Easy | eaning against nmy leg. It took a while
before ny body started shaking, but when it did, it came on strong. So strong
that it roused the dog from her doze. She | ooked up at ne. | closed ny eyes.
My heart pounded inside its cage of bones. | couldn't wait for himto return.

HERE | AM an old woman with a shaky hand and a cheap pen, witing about
sex. |Is there any greater irony? Most of the time | cannot even recall what
ate yesterday. How do | presunme to renmenber and wite honestly about that nost
evanescent act, fifty years after it happened?

I will stand up and walk to the kitchen. On the way 1'll think about how
to do it. There are sone chocol ate cookies left. | want to eat two and drink a
glass of cold water. Eating is sex for old people.

This is my home, what's left of alife inits final few rooms. There are
some phot ographs. My parents. Hugh and me. Zoe on the porch of this house. The
only piece of furniture | have kept over the years is Hugh's easy chair.

Despi te having been re-covered two times it is shabby-looking now, but | would
never give it away. On the table nearby is a photograph of Frances in her New
York apartnment. All of her possessions surround her, the paintings and rugs,
that | ush abundance of color so rmuch a part of her being. The difference is,
Frances _wanted_ to renenber everything. | don't. Better to keep ny | ast
surroundi ngs sinmple. Avoid any fatal nmenory or mal evol ent connection from
things best left to their uneasy sleep in ny heart.

Certain things nust be here. Most inportantly the pile of sticks in the
fireplace. Every one of those pieces of wood is inportant. Witten on each is
a date and a reason. | have never counted, but would guess there are twenty
now. Hugh's collection was much [ arger, but he started his years before I did.

It was his idea: Wen anything truly inportant happens in your life,
wher ever you happen to be, find a stick in the immediate vicinity and wite
the occasion and date on it. Keep themtogether, protect them There shoul dn't
be too many; sort through themevery few years and separate the events that
remai n genuinely inportant fromthose that were but no | onger are. You know
the difference. Throw the rest out.

When you are very old, very sick, or sure there's not nuch tinme left to
live, put themtogether and burn them The marriage of sticks.

AN HOUR AFTER | visited his office to have the painting apprai sed, Hugh
OGakl ey and | were wal ki ng through Central Park. He told me about the marriage
of sticks and suggested | start my collection right then. I was so nervous
about what was about to happen that without thinking, |I did. It was froma
copper beech tree. | knew nothing about trees then. Foliage, plants, things
that grew. | was a city girl who was hurrying to a hotel to have sex with a
man | knew was happily married with two children

"What's the matter?" He stopped and turned nme so we were face to face.
W were hol di ng hands. A nonment ago we'd been racing to get to a hotel. |
assuned he'd been there before. How many ot her wonmen had he sped al ong |ike
this, rushing to get theminto bed?

"You | ook miserable."

"I"mnot mserable, Hugh, I'm _unstrung_! Sonebody hit ne this norning,



and now |'mhere with you." | stared at our clasped hands and kept staring

while | spoke. "I don't do things like this. It's everything together, ful
vol ume. Dangerous, right, wong . . . Everything. | thought you'd be in
Ireland. | thought your assistant was going to appraise the painting and 1'd

go home. Not this. This is all newterritory for ne.

He | ooked around and, seeing a park bench, pulled me toit. "Sit down.
Listen to me. What you're doing is _right_. It's your heart and the
adventurous part all saying _go_. Qur checks and bal ances hol d us back too
much from risking anyt hi ng.

"Don't let them Mranda. Do it. If nothing else, you'll remenber this
later and say it was crazy but you're glad you did it."

My eyes were closed. "Can | ask a question? WII you answer honestly?"

"Anyt hi ng. "

| straightened my back. "Are you worth it?"

| heard himtake a sharp breath to answer but he stayed silent a |ong
monent. "l think so. | hope so."

"Do you go to hotels a lot with wonen?"

"No. Sonetinmes."

"That doesn't makes nme feel special."

"I"mnot going to apol ogi ze for the person you didn't know till today."

"That's facile, Hugh. This is a big thing for ne."

"I'"ll do whatever you want, Mranda. We can stay here and talk. Go to a
nmovi e, or go sonewhere and make love. It's all the sane to nme. | just want to
be with you."

Two Rol | erbl aders pounded by, followed by a bunch of kids in crooked
caps, carrying a big boom box.

W wat ched the parade pass before | spoke. "Know what | want to do?

Bef or e anyt hing el se?"

"What ?"
"Go to the Gap and buy a pair of khakis." It was a test, plain and
simple. | said it only to see how he woul d react.

Hs face Iit up and he smled. It was genuine. "Sure! Let's go."
"What about the hotel ?"

He paused. Wen he spoke his voice was slow and careful. "You don't
_get_it, do you? I'"'mnot twenty, Mranda. | don't ride ny cock around like a
witch on a broonstick. | want to _be_you. If that's in bed, great. If not,

then together is all the matters."

"Then why were we going to a hotel ?"

"Because | _do_ want to touch you. | thought you felt the sane. But |
was wong. Big deal. Let's go buy your trousers."

"Real | y?" The word cane out scared

He put his hand on ny cheek. "Really."

VWE WALKED QUT of the park as fast as we'd wal ked in. | would have given
a nonth of ny life to know what he was really thinking. He took my hand again
and we kept squeezing back and forth as if to say, |'mhere, I"'mstill with
you. No matter how this day ended up, | knew |I'd be running the replay in ny
brain for a long tine.

| didn't need new pants. The only reason |I'd even said it was because a
few m nutes before I'd seen an ad for the Gap on the side of a crosstown bus.

"Here we are."

I'd been thinking so hard about what was happening that | didn't realize
we had arrived at the door of a Gap store.

"You get your khakis and I'Il buy a cap. It'll remnd nme of today.
You' |l have your first stick and I'Il have a baseball cap."

"Are you angry, Hugh? Tell the truth.”

"I"'m _excited_." Wthout another word, he pushed the door open and
gestured for ne to go in.

"I'n what way?"



"Il tell you later." W wal ked in. He noved away from me and pi cked up
a green sweatshirt.
Not hi ng el se to do but find the dammed pants. \Wen a sal eswoman came up

and sweetly asked if she could help, | snarled out, "Khakis! |I'm]looking for
khaki s, okay?" As she backed off, her face was one big "Unh-oh."
| didn't care. | was in a dammed Gap store, shopping, instead of having

devil -may-care sex with a fascinating man. Wiy was | a coward with hin? 1'd
done it before in a blink. That tinme outside the China Mon Restaurant in San
Franci sco? O with the nodel in Hanburg on the bed with the broken spring?
hopped into bed with other nmen and things had worked out fine. The nenories
were happy and guilt-free.

| 1 ooked around the store and saw Hugh trying on baseball caps in front
of a mrror. Anice-looking man in his forties in a dark suit, pushing boys
hats around on his big head. Wy _not_ with hinP

Because | could love him

It began in his office when he said, "It's only because | care." As
honest and sinple as a piece of white paper with those words printed | arge and
black on it. H's candor disturbed ne because | loved it. It seemed everything

he said was either honest or interesting, usually both. He knew so nmuch, and
even if a subject had never mattered to me before once he began speaking | was
hooked. Like the words he'd | earned in Khal kha when he was in Mngolia

resear chi ng Genghi s Khan, or James Agee versus (G aham G eene as a film
reviewer, or the plunbing system Thomas Jefferson invented for Monticello

H s face was all animation, all angles and eyes. H s chin was square,
his teeth were snoker's yellow. There were deep winkles down either side of
his mouth. When he smiled they al nost di sappeared. Hi s eyel ashes were | ong and
thick. I didn't want to kiss himyet, but wouldn't say no if he tried to kiss
me. When he asked ne to lunch | said yes. Wen we wal ked out of his office and
his coll eagues stared | didn't care. When we stood on the street and Hugh said
he wanted ne, | said okay w thout hesitating.

In the store | wal ked up behind himand talked to his reflection in the
mrror. He was wearing a green baseball cap tipped slightly to the right.

"WIl you cone with ne and see how these | o0ok?" | held up the pants. | had no
i dea what size they were. | had picked up the first pair 1'd seen on the
shel f.

"Sure. Did you know Babe Ruth had a small head for a man his size? Seven
and three-eighths."” H s expression didn't change. | asked a passing sal eswoman
where the changing roons were. Wen she pointed themout, | took his hand and
pul I ed hi m behi nd ne.

Anot her sal esworman st ood outside the dressing roonms, but she didn't seem

surprised when we entered together. It was very narrow inside. | whipped the
curtain across, dropped the pants on the floor, and turned to him A foot
apart, | could smell himfor the first time. W had never been this close.

O ange- and- ci nnanmon col ogne, tobacco, a slight sourness that was al ready
del i ci ous.

Reaching up, | slid his cap off and kissed him Hi s |ips were softer
than | had i magi ned. They gave nothing yet because it was up to me now and we
both knew that was necessary. | slid ny arns up his back but didn't pull him

cl ose.

He reached up and stroked the back of ny head. W stared.

"WIl we be friends too?" | slid a finger down one of the wrinkles
al ongside his nmouth. It was so deep

"It can only work that way." He took ny finger and kissed it.

"I want to lick your spine."

Not hi ng el se happened. W made out for a steaming minute or two, then
left the dressing roomsniling like lottery winners. Hugh insisted on buying
the cap as a souvenir. He wore it the rest of the day as we wal ked around the
city and deeper into each other's lives.

What ever bad thoughts came to ny mind -- his nice wife, his children --



had al rost no gravity. The good thoughts, the hopes, the thrilling
possibilities had the weight of nountains. | knew this was the begi nning of
somet hing bad for all concerned, no matter how cleverly it could be justified.
| had never been with a married man al though there had been anpl e

opportunities. | believed what goes around cones around. If | did the snug
dance with someone's husband, surely the gods would find an appalling form of
payback.

W stood outside a subway entrance. Qur day was over. He was goi ng back
to his other life where his famly waited for himand suspected nothing. W
| ooked at each other with the increased hunger separation always brings.

"Are you going to get your dog?"

"Yup. Then I'Il wal k her home and thi nk about you."

"I'"'mthinking about your fanmily."

He shook his head. "That does no good."

"But I'mnewto this. Sooner or later it's going to come out."

"M randa, sooner or later we're going to _die_. | used to think a |ot
about sooner or later, but you know what? Sooner suddenly becane |ater and
realized I'd wasted too nuch tinme worrying about it, rather than living it."

"Afriend of mine asked if | would rather |Iove or be loved. |I'd rather
| ove."

He nodded. "Then that's your answer. | have to go."

We ki ssed; he touched ny throat, then noved toward the subway steps.

Hal fway down them he turned and his face lit up in the greatest smle. "Were
have you been? \Where have you been all this tinme?"

| DDN' T HEAR from himfor two days. |nagine how |oud that silence was.
On the third, worried and resentful, | stopped at the mailbox on ny way to the
store. Inside were the usual bills and advertisenents, but the | ast envel ope
in the bunch was the jackpot. My name and address were witten in Hugh's
handwiting. My heart started gall opi ng.

There was a postcard inside.

A Wal ker Evans photograph of a tired roomwith only a bed and a side
table with a water pitcher on top of it. The wall paper had | ong since died and
been consuned by the water stains everywhere. Over the bed, the slanting
ceiling indicated the room probably sat right under a roof. Wthout the bed,
it was a whore's roomin _Tropic of Cancer_, or one froman early Hem ngway
short story about |iving poor in Paris.

But |ike al cheny, the inprobable whiteness of the sheets and pillow
transformed it into a space of sex and infinity. A roomyou would go to with
someone you wanted to fuck again and again. Then the two of you would fal
asl eep wrapped round each other. There was not hi ng speci al about the room

except how carefully the bed had been made with ironed, brilliantly white
sheets and cases. In those dismal surroundings, the two plunped pillows stood
out like crisp clouds. The bedspread was a patchwork quilt. | could snell the

stal eness of the room feel its tenperature on nmy skin, and then the touch of
whoever woul d take ne there. Nothing was written on the postcard itself, but
on a separate sheet of paper, this:

This is all | want with you now a sinple room one light in the nmddle
of the ceiling hanging on a long line, the kind you see in cheap apartnments or
hotel rooms no one ever renenbers staying in. At night the sad weak |ight
never reaches the far corners. It droops over a roomfull of shadows. It
doesn't care.

But for us, light doesn't matter here. The roomis clean and bright in
t he day. Maybe there's a good view out the window. It is the _room | want, a
bed wi de enough for us to lie in confortably. Faces close enough to feel each
other's breath.

Your skin is flushed. Wth nmy finger, | trace a line fromthe |edge of



your chin down the neck, your shoulder, arm It nmakes you smle and shiver.
How can you shiver when it's so warmin here?

I want this room | want this roomw th you in it, naked beside nme. |
don't know where we are. Maybe by the sea. O in the niddle of a city where
t he noi se through the window is as busy as we are.

The afternoon is ours. The evening and the night too. W'll be tired by
then but we'll still go out and eat a huge neal. Your body will be wonderfully
sore and raw. It will nake you smile when we walk to the restaurant. |'I1l | ook
at you and ask if anything is wong. You'll say no and squeeze ny arm W'|

need this time out in the world to rem nd ourselves there is sonething el se
besi des us today, that room our bodies.

In a noisy restaurant we'll talk quietly. Voices and faces snoot hed by
all those hours in bed. Anyone watching us will know we have been fucking. It
i s so obvious.

Later again in the roomwhen nothing is needed, | want to sleep a few
hours, and then wake with you pressed agai nst nmy side. Maybe I'll reach for
you. Maybe | will only touch your wist and feel your sleeping, secret pulse.

The rest can wait. There's time now

Keep this picture with you. Put it on a table, a desk, wherever you are.
I f soneone asks why you have it, say it's a place where you' d be happy. Look
at it and know | amwaiting. Look at it again.

| wal ked out of ny building on | egs made of wet spaghetti. Qut on the
street, the world was the sane as yesterday but it took two or three blocks to
regain ny bearings and recognize | was still on planet earth. Wen | cane to,
| realized | had been walking with the letter clutched tightly in both hands
behi nd ny back. To hold the joy as long as | could, | stopped where | was,
cl osed ny eyes and said aloud, "I nust remenber this. | must renenber it as
long as | live."

Opening nmy eyes again, the first thing I saw was James Still man.

My heart recognized hi mbefore any other part did. And it was calm It
said, "There he is. Janes is across the street." He | ooked the way he had when
I'd known himfifteen years before. He was unm stakable, even in the rush of
peopl e surroundi ng him

He wore a suit and tie. | stood frozen in place. W stared at each ot her
until he lifted an armand waved to nme, slowy, fromside to side. The kind of
exagger ated wave you gi ve soneone who is driving off in a car and you want to
be sure they see you until the very |last second.

Wthout thinking, | started out into traffic and was met by screeching
brakes and angry horns. Wen | was hal fway across, he began to wal k away. By
the tine | reached the other side he was already far ahead. | began running,

but somehow he stayed way in front of me. He went around a corner. \Wen | got
there and made the turn, he was twice as far as before. There was no way |
could catch up. Wien | stopped he did too. He turned and did sonething that
was pure Janes Stillman: He put his open hand agai nst his forehead, then noved
it down to his nouth and blew me a big kiss. Wenever we parted he woul d do
that. He'd seen it in an old Arabian N ghts film and thought it the cool est
gesture -- hand to the forehead, to the lips, big kiss. My Arabi an Knight,
back fromthe dead.

"I SAWA ghost and I'min love with a married man."

"Wl come to the club.”

"Zoe, |'mserious."

"Married nmen are _always_ nore delicious than single, Mranda. That's
where the challenge is. And |'ve believed in ghosts all ny life. But tell ne
about M. Married first because |I'mthe expert on that subject.”

W were having lunch. She had conme into town for the day. Married
boyfriend Hector had ended their relationship and she was at the end of her



peri od of nourning. For weeks |'d suggested a day in the city doing girl
things together to take her mind off himand finally she said yes. Now | was
doubly glad to neet so | could get her input on my new tw light zones.

"The ghost was Janes Stillman."

"CGreat! \Were?"

"On the street near ny apartnent. He waved to nme in that old way,
renmenber?" | did the gesture and she snil ed.

"Avery romantic fell ow, no doubt about it."

"But Zoe, | _saw_him He | ooked exactly like he did in high school."

She fol ded her napkin a fewtimes and put it on the table. "Remenber
when we used to do the Quija board and contacted all those old spirits, or
what ever they were? My not her believed when sone people die, their souls get
tossed into a |linmbo between Iife and death. That's why you can talk to them on
a Quija board or in a seance -- they're half here and half there."

"Do you believe that?"

"Why el se would you want to hang around life if it's over for you?"

"He was so _real . Solid. No ectoplasmor Caspar the Friendly Ghost,
hovering a foot above the ground in a white sheet. It was Janmes. Conpletely
real ."

"Maybe it was. You'd have to ask an expert. Wiy woul d he conme back now?
Why not before?”

W didn't talk about it rmuch beyond that. Neither of us knew what it
meant, so further discussion was pointless.

"Tell me about your new man. The alive one."

| told her in great detail, and along the way we kept having nore drinks
to help us anal yze ny new situation.

"You know what just hit nme? What if Janmes cane back as a sign to tell ne
not to do this?"

Zoe threw up her hands in exasperation. "Ch, for God's sake! If you're
going to feel guilty, don't blane ghosts. |I'msure they' ve got better things
to do than keep tabs on your sexual behaviour."

"But | haven't slept with himyet!"

"M randa?"

Heari ng ny name spoken in a famliar voice, | turned and saw Doug
Auer bach. He was staring at Zoe.

"Dog! What are you doing here? Wiy didn't you call?"

"I didn't know | was comng till yesterday. | was going to call later
' m supposed to have lunch here with a client."

| introduced himto Zoe and he sat down. Soon it was cl ear he was
interested only in my oldest friend. At first she smled and | aughed politely
at his jokes. Wien his interest hit her, she transforned into a sexy fox. |
had never seen her like that. It was fascinating how deftly she handl ed both
Doug and her new role.

Naturally | was disconcerted. Part of ne was jeal ous, possessive. How
dare they! The rest renmenbered Doug's small place in ny life, and Zoe's

goodness. At the appropriate nmonent, | "suddenly remenbered” | had anot her
appoi ntnent -- and would they mind if | left?

Qut on the street again |ooking for a cab, | felt like Charlotte Cakley,
the unwanted third. | shuddered and started wal king as fast as | coul d.

ONE AFTERNOON WHEN his family was away for the weekend, Hugh invited ne
to their apartnent. Easy the bullterrier followed nme fromroomto room | had
on tennis shoes, so the only noise was the tick-tick of Easy's long toenails
on the wooden fl oors.

This is where he lives. Where _she_ lives. Each object had its own
i nportance and nenories. | kept |ooking at things and asking nyself why the
OGakl eys had them or what they nmeant. It was a strange archaeol ogy of the
[iving. The man who coul d decipher it all for me sat in another room reading
t he newspaper, but | wasn't about to ask any questions. Pictures of his



children, Charlotte, the famly together. On a yellow sail boat, skiing,
sitting beneath a large Christmas tree. This was his hone, his famly, his
life. Wiy was | here? Wiy put faces to his stories, or see gifts brought back
fromtrips for these people he I oved? On the piano was a crystal box full of
cigarettes. | picked it up and read the nane Waterford_ on the underside. A
| arge red-and-white stone ball stood beside it. Crystal and stone. | stroked
the cold ball and kept noving.

When |'d asked to see his hone, Hugh had not hesitated a noment. They
owned a house in East Hanmpton. The family usually went there on weekends in
sumer. The first time they went wi thout Hugh, he called and told nme the coast
was clear. And it _was_ a coast of sorts; they lived on the east, | lived on
the west. If | had been his wife, I would have been enraged to know anot her
worman was in ny home, looking at ny life, touching it.

So why was_ | here? If | was going to be with Hugh, why didn't | work
to keep his two worlds separate and be satisfied with what | had? Because

was greedy. | wanted to know as nuch about himas | could. That included how
he lived when | wasn't around. By seeing his apartnent, | figured, | would be
| ess afraid of what went on there.

| was right: wal king through the roonms, | felt cal mer seeing that only
people lived here, no master race or gods, all inpossibly better, stronger
and nore heroic than | could ever hope to be.

As a girl, | read every fairy tale and folktale I could find. A story
that began, "In an ancient time, when ani mals spoke the speech of men and even

the trees tal ked together was my chocol at e puddi ng. Mre than anyt hing,
| wished my own small world contained such nagic. But grow ng up neans
learning the world has little magic, animals talk only to each other, and our
years go over the tops of the nountains wi thout many marvel s ever happeni ng.

What carried over frommy chil dhood was the secret hope that wonders
lived sonewhere nearby. Dragons and pixies, Difs, Cu Chulainn, Iron Henry, and
Mamadr eqj a, grandmother of witches. . . | wanted themto _be_and was stil
mesmneri zed by TV shows about angels, yetis, and nmiracles. | snatched up any
copy of the _National Enquirer_ that headlined sheep born with Elvis's face,
or sightings of the Virgin at a souvlaki stand in Oregon. On the surface | was
a briefcase and a business suit, but ny heart was al ways | ooking for w ngs.

They were in his study waiting for me, but | wouldn't know that unti
many years |l ater. The room was | arge and bare except for a pine table Hugh
used as a desk. It was piled with papers, books, and a computer. On the wall
facing the desk were four small paintings of the same woman.

"What do you think?"

I was so involved in looking at themthat | hadn't heard himconme in. "I
don't know. | don't know if they're fascinating or they scare ne."

"Scare you? Why?" There was no anusenent in his voice.

"Who i s she?"

He put his hands on my shoulders. "I don't know. Around the tine we net,
a man came into the office and asked if | wanted to buy them He didn't know
anyt hi ng about them He'd just bought a house in Mssissippi and they were in
the attic with a bunch of other stuff. | didn't even haggle about the price."

"Way do | feel like I know her?"

"Me too! There's sonething very fanmiliar_ about her. None of them are

signed or dated. | have no idea who the artist was. | spent a good deal of
time researching. It makes them even nore nysterious."
She was young -- in her twenties -- and wore her hair down, but not in

any speci al fashion that gave you an idea of the time period. She was
attractive but not so much so that it would stop you for a second | ook

In one picture she sat on a couch staring straight ahead. In another she
was sitting in a garden |looking slightly off to the right. The painter was
excel | ent and had genui nely caught her spirit. So often | |ooked at paintings,
even fanobus ones, and felt a kind of lifelessness in the work, as if beyond a
certain invisible point the subject died and becane a painting. Not so here.

"Hugh, do you realize that since we nmet, | got beat up, saw a ghost,



made out in a Gap store, and now am | ooki ng at pictures of soneone |'ve never
seen but _know_ | know. "

"It's the story of Zitterbart. Do you know it?"

"No. "

" Zitterbart_ means "trenbling beard." It's a German fairy tale, but not
fromthe Brothers Gimm There was a king naned Zitterbart who got his nane
fromthe fact that whenever he grew angry, his beard shook so nuch his
subjects could feel its breeze in the farthest corners of his kingdom He was
feroci ous and whacked off people's heads if they so nuch as sneezed the w ong
way. But his weak spot was his daughter Senga.

"The princess was madly in love with a knight named Bl asius. Zitterbart
approved of a marriage between them but one day Blasius went to battle and
di ed while fighting another knight naned Cornelts Brom"

"Bl asius and Bron? Sounds |ike stomach nedicine."

"Senga was shattered and swore she would kill herself at the next new
nmoon. The king was so frightened that he had the ki ngdom scoured for every
good- | ooki ng man and swore if any of them caught her fancy, he would permt
the marriage. But no luck. Al the nost interesting nen were brought before
her, but she'd take one |ook and turn to the window to see if the new noon had
arrived yet. Zitterbart grew nore and nore desperate. He sent out a decree
that _any_ man who pl eased his daughter woul d have her hand.

"Cornelts Brom heard about it. He'd al so heard how beautiful Senga was,
and he decided to have a | ook. The thing about Brom was, he was the
pl ai nest-1ooking man in the universe. Hs face was so forgettabl e people would
break of f conversations with himin the niddl e because they forgot he was
there. They thought they were talking to thenselves. That was why he was such
a great warrior: he was essentially invisible.

"As a child he realized if he wanted to nake his mark in the world he
woul d have to excel at something, so he becane the best fighter around. Plus
when he was actually _in_ a sword fight --"

"Hi s opponents forgot he was there."

Hugh snmiled. "Exactly. But Senga wasn't interested in great fighters,
and besides, this man had killed her boyfriend! Brom was cl ever though and,
with his forgettable face, had no problem sneaking into the city for a | ook at
her .

"Every Tuesday the princess went with her lady-in-waiting to the
mar ket pl ace to shop for food. Brom stood right next to her and wat ched her

squeeze tomat oes, haggl e over the price of cucunbers, and fill her basket.
"He instantly pitied her, and pity is a bad place for love to begin. He
knew she really would kill herself because he had seen that sanme dooned

expression of absol ute hopel essness on nen's faces in battle when all they
want ed was the peace of death. A special despair that cones only when people
have | ost the way back to their own hearts. It was Broms fault this had
happened to Senga and he was genuinely sorry. Because he was a decent man, he
swore that if it were the last thing he ever did, he would hel p her

"Living outside the city were three m nor devils named Nepornuk, Knud,
and Gangol f. They did a good business trading wishes for parts of people's
souls. If you wanted sonething, you wlent to these little shits and said, 'l
want to be rich.' They'd look in their |edgers and say, 'We want your joy.

G ve us your ability to feel joy and we'll make you rich.' Most people were
willing to do it too, not knowi ng that as soon as they did, they'd give up
somet hi ng much nore val uabl e than riches."

When he said "little shits" | |laughed out |oud and rubbed ny hands
toget her in expectation. He sat down next to ne.

"Bromwent to the devils and said he wanted to nake the princess happy
again. This confused them because they were sure that, with his face, he would
wi sh to be handsonme. Then they got into a fight anmpong thensel ves. Neponuk
wanted Bromi s plain face because he knew t hat woul d make hi m vul nerabl e on the
battlefield. Gangolf wanted his sense of hunor because no fighter is ever
great without the ability to |l augh. Knud insisted on his fear because anyone



living without fear is either a fool or dead.

"In the end, they settled for his courage. Bromdidn't hesitate: 'Take
my courage in exchange for the princess's happiness.' There was a | arge cl ock
in the corner of their house. Al three devils went over and blew on it. The
clock stopped in md tick and the deal was fixed.

"Back at the castle, the princess stopped |ooking for the new noon, put
a hand over her heart, and started singing. She didn't know why, but she
couldn't help herself.

"At the sane tine, Bromstood in the doorway of the devils' house,
unabl e to nove because he was afraid of everything. What he didn't realize was
that the devils had given him Senga's fear, which was what had made her want
to die. Life is full of surprises, but if you' re convinced all of themw | be
bad, what's the point of going on?" Hugh junped down fromthe table and,
taking me in his arnms, started waltzing us around the room

" _And?_"

"And what ?"

"And what happened to Bron®?"

"I don't know. | haven't figured it out yet."

_You nade all that up?_"

"I did." He dipped ne backward.

"What does it have to do with me?"

"When you find your way back to your own heart, amazing things happen
You see ghosts, you fall in love; anything' s possible. | was trying to think
up a great end to the story that would tell you all that. But | couldn't
figure out what happened and

"I wanted to tell a story that would convince you it's time, Mranda.
Time to let go and start trusting nme. Let it happen.”

"I _do_ trust you. I'mjust scared.” | pulled away and swept an armin a
wide arc to include his room his home, his fanmly. "But |I'malso ready. Let's
go to nmy place.”

5. NEVER PET A BURNI NG DOG

THERE USED TO be a nei ghborhood dog | liked. Since |I didn't know his
nane, the second tinme he visited | started calling himEasy, after Hugh's
bullterrier. The dog didn't seemto mnd. A mixed breed, he had the col or and
mar ki ngs of a cow -- brown spot here, white there. Mdsized, short haired,
cal m brown eyes, a real _dog_ dog. He came by once or twice a week on his
rounds. A gentleman, he invariably stood at the bottom of the porch steps and
waited for ne to invite himup. | was always happy to see him Wen you are ny
age you have few visitors.

Usually I would be sitting in the rocking chair with a magazi ne or book
or just my old woman's thoughts. That's one of the things |I |ike about this
house -- it has a good sitting porch where whol e chunks of a day can be spent
daydreanmi ng and contentedly watching this small district of the universe cone
and go. My house is just off Beechwood Canyon in Los Angel es. During the day
nost of ny neighbors are away at work and their children are in school, so it
is surprisingly quiet and peaceful for a street ten mnutes from Hol | ywood
Boul evard. Generally the only sounds are occasional snatches of conversation,
the hiss of sprinklers or roar of a | eaf blower, and the nuted but constant
hum and thunmp of traffic on the Hollywod freeway a mle away. It is a good



house in which to be old. One floor, a few roonms, not much work to keep it
cl ean. The porch has a view of a peaceful street and good-natured nei ghbors
who wave or smile when they pass.

Whenever Easy canme to visit | would give himtwo Oreo cookies. He knew
that was the limt and even if | had the package with ne, he would make no
attenpt to ask for nore. The dog had his dignity and never begged or stared
with "gimre nore" eyes. | liked that. | also liked the way he sat beside ne on
the porch for a while after he had slowy eaten his cookies. He was ny
conpanion for a small part of his day, and we watched life's passing parade
while 1'd tell himwhat | had been thinking. W wants to listen to you when
you are ol d? A synpathetic dog is better than an enpty chair.

Soneti mes odd things happened. Once a bird flew so low that it al nost
hit him Once a child fell off its bike directly in front of us. Easy | ooked
at me to see if these things were all right -- if the world was still in
order. | said, "It's okay, nothing major," and he went back to watching or
sleeping with his head between his paws. Dogs are here to renmind us life
really is a sinple thing. You eat, sleep, take wal ks, and pee when you nust.
That's about all there is. They are quick to forgive trespasses and assumne
strangers will be Kkind.

After | heard that soneone had poured gasoline over this dog and set it
on fire, | realized I could no |onger wait for you. These nany years, your
coming was the only thing | had left to hope for. |I genuinely believed it
woul d happen one day. Although |I had no idea what woul d occur when we net,
I've thought about it constantly. But after Easy was nmurdered | realized | had
to finish this account as soon as possi ble because we mght _not_ neet before
| die. Whether we do or not, this diary will be here to help you. To explain
where you really cane from Perhaps that know edge will save you from sonme of
the awful experiences | have had because not knowi ng my own history ruined ny
life.

What is inportant about the death of a dog when so rmuch el se has
happened over the years? | can only say it brought the realization it was no

| onger inportant whether | continued living or not. |I'd thought that noment
had come years ago, but | was wong. Ad age arrives like the first days of
fall. One afternoon you | ook up, or smell sonething in the air, and know
instinctively things have changed. | suppose the same thing is true about our
own death. Suddenly it's near enough that we can snell it.

Despite that, | nust continue to tell this story. Wiether I amstill

alive or not when you read it, you nmust know what really happened and _why .

Is IT POSSIBLE to properly describe the nonths right after Hugh and
first became |overs? That means descri bi ng happi ness, and no words bear the
wei ght of real joy. | can tell you about neals and weekend trips,
conversations wal king down a street on Block Island in August when the sumer
air was thick as breath because it was about to rain and the afternoon was
suddenly purpl e everywhere

Qur hearts were always too full. But what does that nean? That each of
us had our separate, inpossible hopes, which we had brought along like secret
extra suitcases.

H's small touches on ny arm hair, hand always reni nded ne of a schoo
of silvery fish that swam up, intensely curious, made contact, then fled at ny
slightest nmovenent. But | was always nmoving _toward_ Hugh, not away, and after
a whil e when he touched nme his hand woul d stay.

| have never felt so loved in ny life. It nmade me suspicious at first.
Like a turtle, | kept pulling ny head back into ny shell because | was certain
a blow was inmnent. But as our bond grew stronger, | left my head out and
realized how nuch I had been missing ny whole life.

The great surprise was how qui ckly we understood each other. Even in the
best relationships |I'd had, certain things were never conmunicated or
understood. No matter how fluent you are in a | anguage, situations arise that



stunp you for ways to express exactly what needs to be said. Being with Hugh
gave nme the words, which in turn hel ped me to know mysel f better. Trusting
him | opened up in an entirely new way.

Sexual |y he was marvel ous because he had had so much experience. He
admtted that for years wonen had drifted in and out of his life like incense.
Hs w fe knew about many of these affairs but they had cone to a truce about
them so |long as he was discreet and never brought home any part of these
other relationships, Charlotte turned a blind eye. Was theirs then only a
marri age of conveni ence? Did she have |l overs too? No. She didn't believe in
affairs and no, the marriage was strong and inportant.

_If that _ was true, why had he allowed ne to cone into his apartnent?

"Because | was already gone for you by then. Gone |ike never before.
woul d have done anything. | broke every one of my rules.”

"Why, Hugh? Way ne_ after all those other wonen? The way you descri be
some of them they were incredible."

"There's never a satisfying answer to that. No matter what | say, it
won't assure you or |essen your doubts. Love is like an autistic child when it
cones to giving good explanations. Sometinmes we |love things in others they're
not even aware of. O they think are ridiculous. | |ove your purse.”

"My _purse_? VWy?"

"I'"ve never seen a woman with such a Zen purse. You keep only the nost
necessary or beautiful things in there. It says so nuch about you, all of
which | cherish and adnire. | love the way you put your forehead agai nst ny
neck when we sl eep. And how you put your arm over ny shoul der when we're
wal ki ng down the street. Like two pals.”

"You _are_ ny pal. My dearest pal. Wenever | wite you a letter that's
how I'"Il start it -- Dearest Pal."

What did | feel about his w fe? What one woul d expect, made all the nore
difficult by a quality |I liked very nuch in Hugh: he said only good things
about Charlotte, no matter the context. From his description, she was a
| ovi ng, generous woman who nmade |ife better for everyone.

Marri ed people often feel compelled to deride their spouse to a new
lover. | knew it frommy friends, and particularly from Zoe's accounts of
ex-boyfriend Hector. It makes sense, but it's neither honest nor brave. W
have affairs because we're greedy. Don't blame that greed on soneone el se.
Peopl e are brilliant at justifying their nmotives. It's one of our ugliest
talents. Hugh and I wanted each other and were willing to hurt others if it
meant the survival of our relationship. There were other explanations and
rationalizations, none of themtrue. W were sinply greedy.

When did Charlotte find out about it? I think a couple of nmonths on
Hugh never said, directly, "She knows," but things came up in conversation
that indicated she did. Strangely, the nore involved we becane, the nore |ike
her | _ became in not wanting to know about his other life. In the beginning
was fascinated to know what they did together. O what kind of wonan he was
married to. But one day that stopped. As best | could, | tried to shut her out
of my thoughts and ignore the fact she was there.

It worked for a time, but six nonths on | answered the ringing phone and
al nrost threw up when the tranquil voice on the other end said, "This is
Charlotte QCakley."

"Hello."

"I think you know why I'mcalling."

"Yes." | wanted a conposed voice too. One that said, |I'mready for this,
ready for you; nothing you say will change how | feel

"My husband told ne he was in love with you. | said | was going to cal
you. He nade ne pronmise not to, but sone things need to be said before this
goes further. | think you should know t hem

"He was very frank about your relationship. I don't know you so | can
only go on what he said. Hugh | oves wonen and has had many | overs over the

years."
"He told ne." Was _this_ the tack she was going to take? Try to



hum liate ne by making ne feel l|ike just another of his sweeties? Sonething
inside lightened imredi ately. | pushed hair off ny face that had fallen there
a nonent before, when | sat with it hanging down, like the guilty party.

"I"'msure he has. That's Hugh's way. Wnen | ove ny husband because he is
so honest. And funny and pays so nuch attention that you feel l|ike he's your
alter ego.

"What you _don't_ know is his habit of choosing the same kind of woman
again and again, Mranda. They're always pretty and very intelligent. They
have sonething to say. They do interesting things with their lives. But when
you get down to the fine print in his job description, they nust al so be
_needy_. Hugh wants to save you from your dragons. He's a chivalrous man. |I'm
sure you need help and he's here to give it."

"I"'mgoing to put the phone down."

For the first tine, her voice becanme cross. "I'mtelling you sonething
that will save _all_ of us time and pain! If you are anything like his other
girlfriends, you |l ove himbecause you need himand not the other way around.
You'll fall into this relationship until you're hel pl ess without him Maybe
you already are. But | warn you, once it happens and he grows bored with your
weakness, he'll |eave. He always has. That's just his way. He'll do it sweetly
and it'll seemhe's in so nuch pain that you'll think it's your fault, but it

isn't --"

"How can you say these things about your husband?"

She | aughed and the tone scared me; it was relaxed, _knowing . Here was
a subject she knew a great deal about. Talking to ne, the beginner, was
amusi ng.

"Has he given you the Kazantzaki s autobi ography to read yet? _Report to
Greco_. He will. There's a line in there he |loves: They were sparrows and |
wanted to nmake them eagles.'"

I hung up. | had never done that before in ny l[ife. | wanted to dism ss
her but coul dn't because what she said was right: | _was_ weak. | _did_ need
hi m

For mi nutes afterward, | hated Hugh and nyself equally. Wy couldn't it
just be an affair? | would have been content with that. Wy couldn't we just
have driven our car up to that point on the road and stopped? Wose fault was
it that we had gone so far?

An hour later, | was still sitting in the same chair when he called. |
told himabout the talk with his wife and that | didn't want to see hi m again.

"Wait! Wait, Mranda! Please, you have to know sonmething else. D d she
descri be our whol e conversation? Did she tell you how it happened? | told her
| wanted to separate.”

" _What?_"

"I told her I was so in love with you that I wanted a separation.”

| took the receiver away fromny ear and | ooked at it aghast, as if it
were he. "What are you sayi ng, Hugh? You never told nme this!"

"Yes | did, but you didn't believe it was true."

"No, not like that you didn't! | don't know what's going on. I _am |I|ike
your other girlfriends. Charlotte's right: |I'manother weak little bird in
your fan club. Wiy do you want to | eave her --"

"Because | |ove you!"

"You'll leave a wife of twenty years and your kids and . . . Bullshit! |
don't want that responsibility. O that guilt. |I have to go."

"No, please --"

| put the phone down.

I TRIED TO go back to life before Hugh Cakl ey and al nost succeeded. You
can create as nmuch work for yourself as necessary. The problemis the tine
_between_ things, when thoughts and nmenories burst out of your brain |ike
shr apnel

| took trips to California, Boston, and London. In a dreary secondhand



bookstall near the Hayward Gallery | found one of the nmpbst val uabl e books I'd
ever seen, selling for five pounds. Any other time, | would have done
somersaults. This tinme, tears came to ny eyes because the only person | wanted
to show the treasure to was Hugh Cakl ey.

He called constantly. If I _was_ hone, |1'd force nyself to let the
answering machine kick in. H s nessages ranged fromquiet to tornmented. He
sent letters, flowers, and tender gifts that stopped ny breath. What he
_didn't_ do was show up at either ny apartnent or the store. | was grateful
The last thing | needed was to see him He nmust have understood and accepted
that, thank God.

| told both Zoe and Frances Hatch what had happened. They di sagreed on
what | should do. Zoe had had her share of married nen and was even nore
skeptical than | about the possibility of Hugh's |leaving his w fe.

"Forget it! They all say that till they know t hey have you back in their
power. Then they get wiggly again. A married man wants the excitenment and
newness of a lover, conmbined with the confort and peace of his famly. It's an
i mpossi bl e and _unfair_ conbinati on. How could you ever give himboth when
you've only been in his life a few nonths? Soneone said the first wife breaks
the man in, while the second gets all the goodies, but | don't think that's
true. Just the opposite. Even if he leaves his wife, you'll be carrying ten
tons of his guilt around on the back of your relationship until the day you
di e.

"Do you know the joke about the man who goes to get a new suit nade? The
tail or measures him and says cone back in two weeks. The guy does and puts on
the suit. It looks terrible. The left cuff comes down five inches too |ong,
the [ apels are conpletely uneven, the crotch hangs |like harempants. It's the
worst suit in the world. The guy conplains but the tailor says he's seeing it
all wong: 'What you've got to do is pull up the left sleeve and hold it there
wi th your chin. Then ooch your right shoulder up five inches so the lapels are
even, put your right hand in the pocket of the pants and pull up the crotch

" You get the idea.

"So the man does all this and ends up | ooking |ike the Hunchback of
Notre Dane. But when he looks in the mirror again the _suit_ | ooks wonderful
The tail or says, That's the new style these days.' So the jerk buys the suit
and wal ks out of the store wearing it.

"He's staggering down the street |ike Quasinodo and passes two nen. They
turn around and watch himlinp away. The first guy says, 'l feel so sorry for
t he handi capped.' The other says, 'Yeah, but what a fabulous _suit !’

"It's the best netaphor |'ve ever heard for how we try to make
rel ationships like this work. O what we do to ourselves to make _anything_

i mportant work. Don't do it, Mranda. You' ve got so much going for you. You
don't need him no matter how good you think it is."

"But what if thisis _it_, Zoe? Wiat if | walk away and it turns out
this was the nost inportant relationship in ny I[ife? Wiat if the nenory's too
bi g and ends up crushi ng nme?"

"If we're lucky and find M. Right, seventy or eighty percent is there
fromthe begi nning. The other twenty you have to create yourself. This is a
ot nmore than twenty percent, Mranda. But if you have to do it, then do. Just
make sure to put on a helnmet and |learn to recognize the sound of incom ng
shel s when they start dropping. Because they will, in _clusters_!"

A LETTER CAME from Hugh:

| had a dream |l ast night and have no idea what it means. But | wanted to
tell you because |I think it has to do with us.

I"'min Los Angeles and need a car, so | go to a used car lot and buy an
O dsnobile 88 fromthe 1960s. It's canary yellow and in good shape, especially
the radio. But what's really extraordinary is, the engine is a | arge potato!



Soneone replaced the original with this giant spud. For sone wonderful reason
it works perfectly. I'mdriving around L.A. in ny old new car with a potato
engine and feeling great. | have the only autonobile in the world whose engi ne
you could cook and eat if you were hungry.
One day | stop at a light and the engine stalls. That worries ne,

especi ally because the thing has well over a hundred thousand miles on it. So
| pull into a gas station and tell the nmechani c what happened. He opens the
hood and isn't surprised at what he sees. He tells ne to drive it into the
garage. He and anot her guy wi nch the potato out of the car and throw it on the

ground. It breaks in half. I'"mhorrified.

Inside, like any normal tired out engine, it's glutted with thick black
oil and gunk. | ask how rmuch it'll cost to replace it. They say they can only
put in a new, norrmal notor but it's not expensive -- a few hundred doll ars.

Ri ght before | wake up, | can't decide what to do. | keep thinking, Wy can't
they put another potato in there. | don't want a regul ar engi ne. \What does

this mean, M randa?

"How do | know what it neans, Mranda?" Frances Hatch said. "I'm not
Carl Jung!

"Your boyfriend had a dream about potatoes and you're asking _nme_ to
interpret it? I'mjust old. Being old doesn't nmean you know nore; it neans you
ate enough fiber. Mdst of ny life, people didn't have psychiatry to rely on
If you had a bad dream it was either sonething you ate last night or a vivid
i magi nation

"I don't believe in interpreting dreans. You should avoid it too. Don't
worry about what Hugh's dream says; worry about what he says when his eyes are
_open_. If he's not anxiety-ridden about his wife and kids, don't you be! Are
you his conscience or his lover? | think it's great he'll throw everything
over for you. That's the way romance shoul d be!

"It's arrogant to think you know what's right. Mrality is only
cowardi ce nost of the time. We don't avoid m sbehavi ng because it's not
proper; what we're really afraid of is how far down it |ooks to the bottom It
_is_far, and you may _get_ killed when you hit. But sometines you survive the
junp, and down there the world is a mllion times better than where you're
[iving now "

WHEN | CALLED to say | wanted to see him Hugh asked what had changed ny
mnd. | said the days were dead without himand | couldn't stand it anynore.

W net on neutral ground -- a favorite restaurant -- but we were out of
there and back in my bed within an hour

If 1'd had any fears he woul d | eave, they di sappeared quickly. He noved
into ny apartnent within two weeks. He brought so little with himthat |
worried he m ght be thinking of the move as a test drive: since all of his
bel ongi ngs were still at his place, he could always go back to themif we
fail ed.

But one Saturday when he was at his office, the doorbell downstairs
rang. A furniture store was there to deliver a big cushy chair | hadn't
ordered. \When they said a Hugh GCakley _had_, | clapped ny hands. Hugh | oved
reading at night but said it could only be done in a perfect chair. Now he had
bought one for his new hone.

Charlotte refused to let me neet their children. She was convinced | was
only a blip on the screen of her husband's Mdlife Crisis. Consequently, when
he cane to his senses, they would reconcile and 1'd be yesterday's news. Wy
expose their children to further confusion?

Hugh didn't care what she felt and was adamant about mnmy spending tine
with them | said no. They lived in a parallel universe | was not yet part of.
There would be tine in the future. Secretly | was petrified of what would
happen when we did neet. | imagined two children glaring with fiery eyes that



would nelt ne before I had a chance to say | would do anything to be their
friend.

He missed his kids terribly, so | encouraged himto see them whenever he
could. | knew in certain ways he m ssed Charlotte too. | was sure there were
conversations and neetings goi ng on between themthat he never told ne about.
H s enotions tacked back and forth like a sailboat in a gale.

What could | do to help? Be his friend. Let himknow how nuch | |oved
and appreciated him Hold ny tongue when necessary; try to be considerate when
the first instinct was to snap at anything | didn't understand or that
threatened ne. For all of my adult life, Hugh Cakley had lived in marriage, a
foreign country I had never known. It was easy to imagi ne what the place was
like, but imagining was |ike reading a brochure at the travel agency. You
could never really know the place itself till you got there.

"HAVE YQU EVER heard of Crane's View?" Frances was smling and her eyes
were closed. She was sitting by a window in her red-carpeted living room her
face lit by the nmorning sun. A few mnutes before, when I'd cone in and ki ssed
her cheek, it was al nost hot.

W were drinking gunpowder tea and eating English muffins, her favorite
br eakf ast .

"What's Crane's View?"

"A town on the Hudson about an hour away. | discovered it thirty years
ago and bought a house there. It's a small place, but it has a spectacul ar
view of the river. That's why | bought it."

"I didn't know you owned a house, Frances. Do you ever go there?"

"Not anynore. It makes ne sad. | had two good |l ove affairs and a nice
dog in that house. Spent nmost of a year there once when | was angry with New
York and was boycotting it. Anyway, | was thinking about it |ast week. Houses

shoul dn't be enpty. They should either be lived in or sold. Wuld you like to
have it?"

| shook ny head and put down the cup. "You can't just give away a house.
Are you crazy?"

She opened her eyes and slowy brought the muffin to her mouth. A blob
of marmal ade started a slow slide off the edge. Very carefully she caught it
with her thumb and shoved it back onto the top. She | ooked at ne coldly but

didn't say anything until she had finished chewi ng. "Excuse ne, | can do
whatever | want. Don't be obnoxious and treat ne like an old nitwit. If | want
to give you ny house, I'll give you ny house. You don't have to _take_ it, but
that's your choice."

"But --"

"Mranda, you've said at |least four times how you and Hugh would like to
nmove. Your apartment is too small and you need sonepl ace where you can start a
new life together fromscratch. | agree. | don't know if you'd like Crane's
View It's a small town. There's not much to do there. But both of you could
conmute to the city. It's only an hour on the train and the ride is pretty --
right alongside the river the whole way. At |east go have a | ook. What do you
have to | ose?"

The next Sunday we rented a car, picked up Frances, and drove to Crane's
View It was the first tine she had left her apartment in nmonths. She was both
thrilled and scared to be out in the world again. Mst of the day she woul dn't
let go of ny armbut was so excited she didn't stop talking for a mnute.

Fromtheir first nmeeting, Frances and Hugh |iked each other very nuch.
Her |ife and the people she'd known fascinated him Her greatest pleasure was
tal ki ng about her experiences to someone who cared. They al so argued all the
time, but Frances |oved a good fight. Despite her great age, there was still a
big fire in her that longed to be fed. Hugh sensed this i mediately and to ny
di smay started an argunment with her the first time they net. The | ook on her
face was pure joy. In the nmddle of the battle, Frances slapped a hand down on
her birdie knee and proclainmed, "If you hadn't said that, someone el se would



have. _That's_ the difference between the clever and the great," Hugh hooted
and said he was going to pray to Saint G |das, who protected people from dog
bi t es.

As we were | eaving, she pulled nme aside and said, "He's so different
fromyour description, Mranda. So nmuch better and so nuch nore annoyi ng!"

W visited her together after that. Wen Hugh did our shopping he
i nvari ably brought back a variety of Ding Dongs, Pinwheels, Tw nkies, and
other sweets for her. Wien | told Frances he was the one who bought her the
junk food, tears canme to her eyes. But the poster won her heart forever.

Seeing it the first time, | asked how the hell he'd found it. Hugh said
only that he'd been lucky. H s assistant Courtney later adnmitted Hugh had al
of his European contacts on the | ookout for nonths before they tracked one
down in Woclaw, Poland. It was a large color poster fromthe Ronacher Theater
in Vienna advertising a 1922 performance by The Enornous Shunda, "world
renowned" ventriloquist and, of course, the great |ove of Frances Hatch's
life. On the poster he is standing with arns crossed, |ooking huge, confident,
and nysterious in a tuxedo and full-length cape. He's a handsonme man with
gl eam ng bl ack hair conbed straight back and a wicked little goatee. Wen
Frances saw the picture, she touched her cheeks and excl ai med, "That goatee!
He always put Florida Water on it first thing in the nmorning before he did
anyt hing el se. You never snelled anything so good in your life."

As we drove out of New York City that day, she started tal king about him

again. "In a funny way, Shunda gave ne Crane's View. Not directly. He was gone
years before | ever cane up here. But Tyndall |ived here, and he was Shunda's
bi ggest fan."

| turned around and | ooked at her in the backseat. She was wearing a
tomato red wool cap and a fur coat that had seen better days.

"Tyndall, the oil man?"

Frances nodded. "Yes. W net himin Bucharest in the twenties. Back
there he was just another fan of Shunda. W kept in touch over the years. In
the early fifties he invited me for a weekend to Crane's View | fell in |ove
with the place and kept coming back. It was the perfect escape from New York
and Lionel was always glad to have ne.

"They had a nurder there last year." She didn't say anything for a while
and when | turned to check her, she was asleep. That was one of the few
synmpt ons of her al nost hundred years: she fell asleep faster than any person
['d ever known.

W rode in confortable silence a long time. | |ooked out the w ndow and
wat ched the city turn into suburbs and then al nbst country. Hugh put his hand
on ny knee and said softly. "I |ove you. Know that?"

| looked at himand said, "No one in the world could be happier than
amright now. No one."

W didn't wake Frances until we saw the first exit sign for Crane's
View In fact, we didn't wake her at all: a nmle before the turnoff, we both
j unped when she called out, "Take the next right!"

| turned the rearview nirror to see her. "How d you know when to wake
up?"

She patted away a yawn. "Lionel Tyndall always had a crush on me. He was
as ugly as an egg sal ad sandwi ch, but that was okay. |I'mno prize in that
department nyself. No, ny nistake was sleeping with hima fewtinmes. He didn't
know what he was doing. But _|I_did and that nade hi munreasonable. The guy
didn't know the difference between his big head and his little one. Now go
right, Hugh. That's it. W're alnost there."

She continued talking as we drove toward the town. | didn't know what to
expect, but what was there pretty nuch fit what | had imagi ned. Crane's View
itself was cute and small. The stores in the town center were the basics --
food, clothes, hardware, and newspapers -- with a couple of specialty shops.

It was a town built on hills and fromthose hills you often caught glinpses of
t he Hudson River below Driving around that first day, | kept thinking, It's a
nice place, a real 1950s snall upstate town. But there was nothi ng special



about it. | wondered why Frances said she loved it. Crane's View was
everything Frances Hatch wasn't -- quiet, slow noving, unsurprising.

"Stop here! This is the place for lunch. They've got the best pizza in
the county."

Hugh braked hard and swerved into a parking spot in front of a
dunpy-1 ooki ng pizza joint. W got out of the car and Frances | ed the way
i nside. W were wel coned by the delicious snmell of hot garlic. A couple of
town studs | eaned agai nst the counter and gave us the sl ow once-over. W each
ordered a slice of _pizza_; when they arrived, they were each as big as an LP
record. Frances shook crushed hot pepper all over hers. W took soft drinks
out of a refrigerator and sat down at a scarred table.

While we were eating, a handsone nman in an expensive-| ooki ng
doubl e- breasted suit cane in. He stopped when he saw us and his face lit up
with a big whol ehearted smile.

"Frances! \What are you doi ng here?"

"Franni el"

He cane over and they enbraced. "I amreally happy to see you, old
worman! Why didn't you call and say you were coning? We coul da had a di nner or
somet hi ng. "

"I wanted to see the | ook on your face when you saw | was still alive
Frannie, these are ny friends Mranda and Hugh. This is Frannie MCabe, chief
of police. |I've known himfor twenty-five years. How are you, Chief?"

"Good! I"'ma married man again. Magda and | finally did it, though | had
to carry her kickin' and screamin' to the altar."

"Good for you! Magda McCabe, huh? That's a nice nane. Listen, we're
going to ny house after lunch. Is everything all right over there?"

He crossed his arnms and | ooked at the ceiling, exasperated. "Frances,
have we had this conversation before? You _know_ | keep an eye on the house
for you! How many tinmes do | have to tell you? It could use a paint job, but
we' ve tal ked about that. Oherwise it's fine. You going to start living there
agai n?"

"No, but they may. That's why we came up to see it."

McCabe pulled out a chair and sat down. "It's a nice house, but if
you're going to live there, it needs work. Definitely a paint job, and the
basement gets danp. | could introduce you to sonme people who'd do the job

ri ght and not charge too nuch."

Frances finished her pizza and brushed of f her hands. "Frannie is the
king of Crane's View. He knows everybody. If they're not in his famly, they
used to be in his gang. He was a juvenile delinquent when he was a kid. That's
how we got to know each other: he broke into ny house when he was fifteen but
| happened to be there at the tine." She turned toward him "Wy don't you go
over there with us?"

"I would, but | have too much stuff to do. There's a zoning neeting this
afternoon and | gotta be there. The conpany that bought the Tyndall house sold
it after the nurder there last year. Can't say as | blame them Now a
consortiums sniffing around. They want to tear it down and build a hotel or
somet hing. What's a dull little town like ours going to do with a hotel? Wo's
going to stay there, Rip Van W nkl e?

"Anyway, | gotta go. If you two need anything, she has ny phone nunber.

I wish you _were_ noving back, Frances. |I'd rather visit you here than down at
that creepy apartnent in the city.'

They ki ssed and we shook hands. Starting for the door, he was called
back by the smirking counterman, who held out the pizza he'd ordered. MCabe
grinned and went back for it.

"I's there much crime here? You nentioned a nurder before.”

Hs smle evaporated and he stared at ne before answering. "That was a
one-time thing. There were a Il ot of extenuating circunstances. Crane's Viewis
a quiet town. Dull nost of the time. Lotta blue-collar people here, sone
conmut ers. Everyone works hard. On the weekends they now their |lawn or watch a
gane. |'ve been a cop here a long tine. The worst crine we have is, once in a



whi | e soneone gets his car boosted. That's all

"Listen, | really gotta go. Ms. Hatch, I will talk to you soon. And |et
me know if you folks are going to nove in. I'll send some peopl e over before
you do to straighten the house up so at least it'll be livable when you first
get in."

The counterman yodel ed out, "Byyyyye, Chief!"

McCabe gave himthe finger and smled. "I don't get no respect." Then he
was gone. | watched himget into a beautiful silver car and drive away.

"Drives a very nice car for a policeman."

Hugh had wat ched too, and he nodded. "Did you see the wistwatch he was
wearing? That was a Da Vinci! W're tal king about _serious_ noney for that
ti mepi ece. "

Frances shrugged. "He's | oaded. He doesn't need to be a cop, but does it
because he likes it. Made a lot of nmoney with his first wife. Sonething to do
with television. He told nme once but | forget."

"I like him He's a tough guy." Hugh put up his fists and pretended to
box.

"You _do_? He reminds nme of one of the gangsters in _Goodfellas_, |
woul dn't want to mess with him"

Frances patted ny hand. "No, you wouldn't. He's like a Russell's viper
if you cross him But a great friend and one of the few people you can depend
on completely. Shall we go? I'mexcited to see ny house."

This time Frances sat in the front seat and directed Hugh to the house.
As we drove through Crane's View, | kept inmagining nyself there, wal king down
this street, shopping at that store. Letters to us would arrive at the small
gray post office at the end of Main Street. After a while, we would know t he
nanes of the nen on the orange garbage truck stopped at a corner. Young Kkids
rode bicycles in woozy |lines down the sidewal k. Dogs crossed the road at their
own pace. Two girls had set up a | enmonade stand on one side of a tree-lined
street. The sun through the | eaves dappled the girls and they frowned at us
when we drove by.

"Hugh, | ook!"

A pretty teenager was wal king a bullterrier that |ooked |ike Hugh's. The
two were in no hurry. The dog sniffed sonmething on the sidewal k, tail wagging
slowy. The girl wore a Wal kman and waited for himwi th arnms crossed. She
| ooked up as we passed and waved. Frances waved back

"That's Barbara Flood. Good-looking girl, huh? Her grandfather was
Tyndal | 's gardener. Turn right here."

"She's the first black person |'ve seen here."

Frances gave Hugh a shove. "Don't start with the |iberal agenda. There
are plenty of blacks in Crane's View. The mayor is black."

He caught ny eye in the mirror and wi nked. "I was just making an
observation."

"Yeah, well it weighed ten pounds. This is it. Stop here."

" _This_ house? You're joking."

Frances's voi ce slashed down like a karate chop. "Wat's the matter with
it?"

| bent forward for a better |ook. "Nothing's the matter. It's just big.
You said it was small. This is not a small house, Frances."

It was blue, sort of. Blue with white trim But the years had faded the
paint to the color of a pair of old jeans. The white around the w ndows and
door had yell owed and was peeling off everywhere. MCabe was right -- the
first thing it would need would be lots of paint. The house was square, shaped
like a hatbox, with two floors and a |arge porch in front. The night before we
drove there, Hugh and |I had spent a whol e di nner wondering what it would | ook
like. Neither of our imaginings had cone even close to this.
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"Here Hugh, you open the door. | want to take a | ook around." Frances
handed hi m keys and wal ked toward the porch steps. Leaning forward, she kissed
t he wooden newel post. "Haven't seen you in a long tine." Slowy clinbing, she
patted the banister as she went. At the top, she reached out and pressed the
doorbell. It rang |oudly inside.

Hugh put his armaround ny shoulder. "Did you hear that? A _real _ bell
_Ding dong !"

| quietly asked, "Wat do you think?"

"I like it! Reminds ne of a house in an Edward Hopper painting. It'll

need a |l ot of work, though. | can see that already." He put his hands on his
hi ps and | ooked appraisingly at the house.
"It's sure a lot bigger than I'd imagined. | thought it would be a kind

of |arge bungal ow. "

Frances wal ked to the end of the porch and stopped. Her back was to us.
She didn't turn around for the |ongest tine.

"What's she doi ng?"

"Remenbering, probably. Let's go inside. | can't wait to see what it's
like." Hugh slotted the key and turned it in the |Iock a couple of tines.

Bef ore pushing the door open, he slid his hand back and forth over the
surface. "N ce door, huh? Cak."

It swng open. The first odors of our new hone drifted out to say hello:
dust, damp, old cloth, and sonmething in conplete contrast to enpty-house
bouquet. Hugh entered while | stood in the doorway, trying to figure out that
one snmell. Clean and sweet, it was not at all appropriate in a building that
had been cl osed and unused for years. It was fresh, delicious. | couldn't put
nmy finger on what it was.

"M randa, are you comi ng?"

"In a second. Go ahead."

| heard Hugh wal k across the floor, then a door creak open. He said a
quiet "Ww' to sonething in there, then his feet started across the floor
again. What _was_ that snmell? | took a few steps into the house, | ooked
around, and cl osed ny eyes.

When | opened them a nonment later, the hallway was full of people. Ful
of children, rather, with a few adults standi ng around watchi ng the show Kids
were running, junping, meking faces at each other, and playing. They ran back
and forth fromroomto room stonmped up and down the staircase, ate yellow and
bl ue cake (_that _was it -- cake snell!), blew plastic horns, hit each other
Most wore pastel party hats. Seeing them | realized what this was -- a kid's
birt hday party.

I was not surprised. | nust repeat that, because it is very inportant.
From one second to the next, Frances Hatch's enpty house was in a flash ful
of the happy chaos of a child's birthday party, but none of it surprised nme. |
simply wat ched and accepted it.

One little boy in a crooked party hat stood in the mddl e of the hal
wat ching the party whirl around him He wore a white button-down shirt, stiff
new bl ue jeans, and zebra-striped sneakers. He | ooked |ike a m niature Hugh
OGakl ey, even to the color and texture of his long hair and the broad grin on
his face. Asnile | knew so well now and | oved. This had to be Hugh's boy.

He | ooked directly at ne and did the nost wonderful thing. Slowy
closing his eyes, he shuddered all over. | knew it was fromdelight at the
party around him For it was his party, his birthday.

H s nane was Jack Cakl ey and he was eight years old. He was the son Hugh
and | _would_ have when we lived together in this house. W had al ready tal ked
a | ot about having children, joked about what their names woul d be. Jack and
Cara. Saint Cara of Tipperary who put out fire with her prayers. And now
here was our Jack Gakley standing in front of nme, eight years old today,
| ooking Iike his father. There was sone of nme in himtoo. The high forehead
and upward curve of the eyebrows.

| didn't nmove, scared if | did, this gorgeous vision of our future would



go away. The boy | ooked at nme and, still snmiling, threw his small hands in the
air as if they were full of confetti.

"M randa?"
Startled, | jerked ny head to the left. Hugh wal ked toward nme, smiling
just like his son. Qur son. | |ooked back to where the boy had been standi ng.

Everyt hi ng was gone -- Jack, the kids, the party.

"Are you okay?"

"W have to live here, Hugh. W _have_to live in this house."

"But you haven't even | ooked around yet! You haven't noved fromthis
spot. Come on, |'ve got to show you sonething.” He put his arm around ny
shoul ders and gently pushed ne along. | went but | ooked back once, tw ce, just
in case Jack was there again. The little boy, our little boy, cone to show us
how wonderful it would be for all of us here.

6. THE TARZAN HOTEL

| STOOD AT the bottom of the stairs and took a | ong deep breath.
Thirty-four steps. After thirty-four steps | could stop and rest awhile. Just
intine too because ny arns were beginning to feel |ike pieces of chewed gum
I was hol ding a heavy cardboard box. Across the top was witten "Sky Average."
Don't ask what it meant because the contents of the box were Hugh's. Already

that nmorning |I'd taken "Pontus Harmon." "Tarzan Hotel." "Ugly Voila," and now
"Sky Average" up to the roomhe would use as a study. The first tinme I'd seen
himwiting those strange phrases onto boxes in New York, I'd | ooked at them

at Hugh, then at the boxes again.

"Am | m ssing sonething? How do you know what's inside?"

He capped the thick marking pen he was using and slid it into his back
pocket. "I'm a nood packer. Free form Things go in a box that connect with
each ot her, but |eave enough room for surprise when | open it again and
di scover what's there.”

"So what does 'Tarzan Hotel' nean?"

"I made it as a kid. | took a Buster Brown shoe box, cut it up, and
painted it. | was seven. | nmade it into a hotel for some of ny favorite toys.'

"And you kept it all these years?"

"No." He | ooked at me and shrugged.

"Soo00, the Tarzan Hotel _isn't_ in your Tarzan Hotel box?"

"No. "

"Hugh, | think we've left the highway here. Should | put it into
f our -wheel drive?"

"No. Hand ne that tape, wllya? The Tarzan Hotel was where | kept
favorite things. So inside _this_ box are sone of ny favorite things. My
pocket kni fe collection, fountain pens, sonme great books. That novel you gave

me -- _The Story of Harold_. Qther stuff too, but I didn't wite it down so
"Il be surprised later."
"You're a strange fellow, but | |ike you."

HUGH HAD MADE packi ng up ny apartnent bearable. | had never I|iked
nmovi ng. Who does? But his conpany and unbroken ent husi asm made the work
tol erabl e and soneti nmes even fun. Frequently | would get nmanic and feel we had
to have everythi ng done/ packed/finished in this or that period of tine. He was



much nore relaxed about it and that nood cal med me down. Often he cane to ne
hol di ng sone object -- a lamp, a figure, a pair of German binoculars -- and
wanted to know the story behind the thing. He wasn't snooping or asking ne to
di scl ose any secrets; he wanted to know nme through the things | owned.
Frequently | found nyself telling himin Iong detail the story behind them
and, in doing so, relaxing and pleasantly reliving past tines. Wen both of us
were exhausted and dirty, we would take a bath together and then go out for a
meal . Invariably we lingered at the table tal king about what |ife would be
like in Crane's View. And not only that. W tal ked endl essly about what life
woul d be lIike together. One night after dinner he took a slip of paper out of
his pocket and read a poemto me. | kept the paper and had it framed. | nust
have said the poemto nmyself hundreds of tines over the years:

_If I get to |love you, please enter w thout knocking, _
_but think it over well:

_my straw mattress will be yours, the dusty straw, _
_the rustling sighs. _

_Into the pitcher fresh water 1'll pour, _
_your shoes, before you leave, I'll w pe clean, _
~no one will disturb us here, _

_hunched over, you could nmend our clothes in peace. _

_If the silence is great, | will talk to you, _

_If you are tired, take ny only chair, _

_If it's warm here, |oosen your collar, take off your tie,_
_if you are hungry, there's a clean sheet of paper_

_as your plate if there's food, _

_but | eave sone for me -- |, too, amforever hungry_.

_If | get to |love you, enter without knocking, _
_but think it over well:
it would hurt if you stayed away for |ong._

Hefting the box marked "Sky Average,"” | began clinbing. | couldn't see a
thing with it full in ny arms, so | had to count steps as | went. 1'd found
t hat counting backward sonehow nmade the clinb easier. At step sixteen, Hugh
call ed out from above. | kept going and had reached seven when he call ed
agai n.

"Wait a minute!”

| heard his footsteps, and then the box was lifted out of ny arnmns.

Imredi ately | felt dizzy and al nost fell backward. G abbing the banister, |
steadi ed nyself. Hugh was clinmbing with the box and didn't see what had
happened. Just as well. It was the second dizzy spell 1'd had that norning and
it was disconcerting. We'd been working too hard.

Three days before, we'd rented a yell ow Ryder truck and filled it with
our bel ongi ngs. Wien we were done, we stood on the sidewalk in front of ny
apartment buil ding and | ooked inside. Hugh said it was unsettling to see al
t he possessions of two lifetimes stacked neatly in the back of a not-so-large
truck. | kissed his shoulder for being diplomatic. Uptown in Charlotte's
apartment he had a whole other lifetime of bel ongi ngs, which undoubtedly woul d
have filled several trucks, but he'd nade no nention of that. Pie was taking a
lot to Crane's View, but not so rmuch when | knew what he could_have taken

When Charlotte heard we were noving out of the city, she flewinto a
flam ng rage. Fromthat day on, she did everything possible to nake Hugh's
life mserable. She was good at it. In their last civil conversation before
the awers started circling the remains, she hit himw th everything she had
where it hurt nost. Wat about their marriage, his responsibilities, their



children? Did he realize what this would do to then? How coul d he? WAas he so
selfish? Did he care about three other people's lives?

"M RANDA?" HE STOOD at the top of the staircase with his hands in his
pockets, |ooking at me. "Are you okay?"

"Yes. | was thinking about you and Charlotte."
H s face hardened. "Thinking what ?"
"I was thinking there's no way I'll ever be able to thank you enough for

com ng here with nme."

"You don't have to thank me; just |ove ne."

"I"'mso afraid I'll do it wong, Hugh. Sonmetines it feels |like ny heart
i s breaking | oose because I want this to work so nmuch. How do you | ove someone
the right way?"

"Use plenty of butter.” He pulled his T-shirt out of his pants and over
his head. He dropped it on the floor, watching me the whole tinme. "And no
mar gari ne. Sone people try to cheat by using nargarine, but you can al ways
taste the difference." He undid his belt and slid his jeans down.

"I thought we were supposed to be unpacking." | crossed my arnms, then
dropped themto ny sides.

"We are, but you asked how to | ove sonmeone the right way. I'mtelling
you. "

"Use butter.” | began unbuttoning ny shirt.

"Right." He stood in white Jockey shorts with his hands on his hips. He
wiggled a finger at me to clinmb the rest of the stairs to him M shirt was
open by the time | reached him He slid his hands over ny breasts. "Wnen will
al ways wi n because they have breasts. It doesn't matter how big they are, just

the fact you _have_ them neans you'll always win." He pulled nme slowy down to
the floor.
The wood on ny back was cold. | arched up into him "Men have cocks."

"Cocks are dumb." He kissed ny throat. "Too obvious. Breasts are art."

| put ny hand over his mouth. Slid ny fingers back and forth over his
tongue, then slid themout and wi ped the wet across his cheek. It glistened. |
kissed it. The phone rang. | put my hand between his | egs and whi spered,
"'We're not home right now, but |eave a nmessage. W'll get back to you as soon
as we've cone."'"

It rang and rang. "Wat would you do if | answered that?" He was smiling
and flinched when | squeezed himtoo hard.

Hi s face was a few i nches above nmine. Some of the bristles of his beard
were gold, others black. | rubbed nmy hand across his scratchy cheek. Then
stopped ny hand and left it there.

He stared at ne. Sonething distracted himand his head snapped up. H's
eyes wi dened. His face changed into an expression | had never seen before on
him fury. Qutrage. He | eaped up. Before | could say anything, he was already
sprinting down the hall.

"Son of a bitch!"

"Hugh!" | grabbed ny pants and stood too quickly. Again cane a whoosh of
di zziness. It passed slowy and | went after him

He was in our bedroomlooking frantically around. "There was someone
_here_! He was watching us. | |ooked up and saw a man standing in the doorway
wat chi ng us!"

"Where did he go?"

"I thought in here. But he's not. The windows are closed. . . . | don't
know. Jesus."

"Should we call the police?"

"It won't do any good if he's not here. Wen he saw that | saw him he

stepped back in here but now. . . nothing. Wuat the hell. . ."
"What did he ook Iike?"
"I don't know. A man. He was in the shadows. | don't know " He kept

checki ng around. He opened a cl oset door. He went to a wi ndow and, throwing it



open, stuck his head far out and | ooked in every direction

W spent a long time searching the house fromtop to bottom But Hugh
was much nmore upset about it than |. Perhaps because he had actually seen the
man. \What disturbed me nore was that it was the second time something strange
had happened in Frances's house and we hadn't even noved into the place yet.
Whil e we searched, | kept thinking of the little boy and his birthday party.
That little beautiful boy.

"LOOK AT TH S!'"

An hour later | was in the kitchen making |unch when Hugh cane in
hol di ng sonething large in his hand. O rather his fingers -- he held it far
out in front of him as if it wasn't at all nice. | snelled it before
recogni zing it. A bone. The kind of big cow bone you give a dog to chew

"Where'd you find _that_?"

"Under the desk in nmy room But touch it -- that's what's weird."

| pointed to the food on the counter. "Hugh, |I'm naking lunch. | don't
want to touch a bone."

He jiggled it as if trying to guess the weight. "It's still warm Warm

and sliny. Like it was chewed five mnutes ago."

“I'n your roon?"

"Under ny desk. | haven't seen any dog around here. But this thing is
_warm_. Sonet hing has been chewing this bone in ny room Recently."

| put the knife down. "Do you think it had anything to do with the man
you saw this norning?"

He | ooked at the floor and shrugged. "You nean maybe the dog was chew ng
this while his master was spying on us? | don't know. | was wondering al ong
those same lines. It's weirder thinking he mght have had a dog with him"

The phone rang again. | picked it up and was relieved to hear Frances
Hatch's scratchy voice on the other end. She asked how we were doing. | told
her about our norning of the intruder and the warm bone.

"That house has been enpty a long tine, Mranda. W knows who's been
going in and out of there over the years? MCabe says he's been watching it,

but he can't be there the whole day long. I'd call and tell him You two be
careful . "

She asked to speak to Hugh. | handed hi mthe phone and went back to
preparing our meal. When | was finished, | brought it to the table. Hugh
continued talking to Frances while he ate. | was about to sit down when |
realized | had to go to the bat hroom

That was one of the few annoying things about the house -- there was no
toilet on the ground floor. | trudged up the stairs again and wal ked down the

hal | . Approachi ng the bat hroom | stopped when | heard something inside: water
runni ng. The door was cracked. A noment's hesitation before | pushed it open
and felt for the switch on the wall. The light came on and | saw a thin thread
of water running out of the faucet. | went over and turned it off and | ooked
at nyself in the mirror. Something el se. Something el se was wong but it
didn't register for some monments. The doorknob. The ol d porcel ai n doorknob to
the toil et had been warmwhen |I touched it. | went back and put two fingers on
it to be sure. Warm How could that be if no one had touched it for hours?
took a deep breath and said a good throaty "Shit!" before | started out on ny
own investigation of the upstairs roonms. Although Hugh was downstairs, | stil
hated the idea of |ooking on ny owmn but knew | must. | couldn't be afraid of
this house and I would be if | got spooked now and ran for cover. As | opened
t he door of our bedroom ny hand paused on the doorknob for a nmoment to gauge
the tenperature. Cool. No problem Qur bedroom Hugh's study, what woul d one
day be the guest roomand in tine, the baby's room were only full of boxes
and stacked-up furniture. Nothing nore. No shadow nen or dogs chew ng bones.
In Hugh's room | even got down on ny knees and felt the floor under his desk
where he said the bone had been. Not hing.

Then | did something that was strange but seened right at the nonment. |



ti pped my forehead till it was touching the floor. And | prayed. Or | said to
someone powerful and inportant and in charge, "Please |et everything be al
right. Please let us be safe.” And then | went back downstairs to finish lunch
with nmy |ove.

I WATCHED AS a red + sign slowy appeared in the niddle of the blotting
paper. Though | already knew, sensed, _had felt_ it for days, it was still a
stormin ny head to actually see the physical proof. | was pregnant. The
druggi st told me these honme tests were usually 98 percent sure.

| bought it at a pharmacy near ny store. I'd put it in my purse and
carried it around for three days, equally excited and frightened to use it.
Every tine | took it out and read the instructions again, turned the box over
and over in ny hands and shook it next to ny ear as if it nmight have sonething
to say, | ended up dropping it back into the bag and saying, "Later."

After too many strange things happened -- continued dizzi ness, fatigue,
sudden nausea at the snell of coffee -- | knew | had to find out what was
goi ng on inside me. At hone Hugh had a book of nedical synptoms. When | read
t hose descri bing pregnancy -- dizziness, fatigue, nausea -- | closed the book
and bit my lip. What woul d he say on hearing that it had happened so soon
after we'd noved in together? Right in the mddle of all the turmil wth
Charlotte and his children. How woul d he react?

The day | decided to take the home test, we rode together into Manhattan
on the train. Just past Spuyten Duyvil, | carefully curved our normal norning
chitchat around to the subject of children. Hugh had been | ooking at a
Sot heby' s catal og of rare nusical instruments to be aucti oned.

He drunmmed his fingers on the cover. "I love Fellini filnms and ny
favorite parts are when there's a scene of a big famly fest: a marriage or
birthday party. Tabl es have been set up in an enpty field and everyone's
eating, having a wonderful tinme. A bad |ocal band is playing, children are
runni ng around. The wind is always bl owing and crepe paper or balloons are
flying around, and | eaves. " Looking out the wi ndow, he blew breath
agai nst the glass and made a small patch of fog. He rubbed it away with the
heel of his hand. "Sonetinmes you hear a train passing in the distance. A
coupl e of sad toots.

"I want to be at those parties, with _ny_ five kids running around.
They' ve eaten too much cake and are tired of sitting still. O maybe they're
nmy grandchildren and |'ve got white hair and am begi nning to get sleepy
because 1've had too nuch wine. | love the Italians. Al those big famlies
and their kids. | love kids. 1'd be so happy if we had some. But of course
only if you want themtoo."

| stared at the vivid red cross on the test and realized | was hunm ng
the Beatles song "I feel fine." | had a plan. | put the test in a small Ziploc
bag and slid it into ny desk. Then | went to a liquor store and bought a
bottle of their best chanpagne. My first thought was to go to Hugh's office
and surprise him but | realized | didn't want his assistants to know yet.
called instead and asked if we could have lunch. To ny great dismay, he said
no. He had to meet with clients all afternoon and m ght not be home till late.
I was on the verge of telling himthen, but that woul d have been wrong. Over
t he tel ephone? This was our greatest event and it deserved special treatnent.
The announcenment had to wait till later.

| stood in the nmiddle of Eighty-first Street with a bottle of chanpagne
and the best news |1'd ever had but no one to share themwth. If only ny
parents were still alive.

To make matters worse, ten feet away across the sidewal k a well-dressed
m ddl e- aged woman suddenly started scream ng, "Were is everyone _goi ng_?"
again and again in a voice that could have opened the eyes of the dead. In
typi cal New York fashion, people steered a wide path around her, but | was
mesmneri zed. Her fists were agai nst her cheeks, and she | ooked Iike a mad
Edvard Munch character. Naturally she ended up staring at me, her audi ence of



one. Snapping out of my trance, | didn't know whether to flee or try to help
her .

"Where are they _going_?" she pleaded, as if | knew who "they" were or
where they were headed. She continued staring at nme in the nost beseeching
way.

The only thing | could say was, "I don't know. "

"But you have to know, you've been here |l onger than any of us!" And with
that she noved of f down the street in a swift stagger that was as awful to see
as the | ook on her face.

After making sure she wasn't comi ng back, | returned to the phone booth
and cal |l ed Zoe. Hal fway through tapping out her nunber | hung up, renenbering
she had flown out to Los Angel es two days before to visit Doug Auerbach

Frances! Frances was al ways hone, thank God. She answered after the
fifth ring. When | asked if | could visit, she happily said, "OF course!"
went to a specialty market and bought tins of pate and Russian caviar, a
beautifully fresh French bread, and a box of Bel gi an chocol at es.

When | hailed a cab the sun was shining brightly, but on the way uptown
t he sky darkened abruptly and thunder rolled. The rain began just before |I saw
t he madwonan agai n. She was now wal king briskly in a purposeful stride that
said, Qutta the way I'min a hurry. So different from m nutes before when
she'd been standing on the sidewal k | ooking |ike aliens had | anded inside her
skul I. Now she | ooked strai ght ahead and her arns punped back and forth, runp
runp runp.

But the nonment we passed, her head jerked toward ne. She raised a hand
and shook a scolding finger. Shocked, | turned away. The rain swirled silvery
down the wi ndow. The street shone glossy black. Cars hissed by. Urbrellas were
everywhere. | wanted to | ook at her again but was afraid. The rest of the ride
uptown | tried to keep ny eyes closed. | listened to the rain and the
bunpi ty-bunp of the tires hitting ruts in the road. | thought of the baby. I
t hought of Hugh.

Arriving at Frances's, | paid the driver and ran across the courtyard
into her section of the building. The rain soaked the paper bag full of food
and | felt it coming apart in nmy hands. | stopped on a | anding and t ook the
things out. Cradling themin nmy arms, | started up the stairs. They weren't
heavy, but in a nonent they were nmuch too heavy. Suddenly | was dizzy and too
hot to go on. | was barely able to lower nmyself to a step without keeling
over. | put the food down and put ny head in nmy hands. Was this what pregnancy

was going to be like? Nine nonths of feeling great and then abruptly feeling
like you were going to keel over?

Normal Iy the building was as loud as a train station. Kids ran shouting
up and down the stairs, dogs barked, radios and TVs bl asted. Today it was
virtually silent but for the rain pattering outside. | sat trying to will the
di zziness away so | could go up and tell Frances ny joyous news.

At the same time, it was enjoyable sitting there alone on that cold

step, listening to the rain outside plink on netal, splat on stone, gurgle
urgently down into the drains. | had never realized before what a variety of
rain sounds there were. Rain had al ways been rain -- something to avoid or
watch dreamly through a window. It made the famliar world wet and shiny and
different awhile and then you forgot about it till the next time. But alone
now surrounded only by rain noises, | was able to recognize nore and nore

di stinctions: rain on wood, sliding down glass, rain on rain. Yes, there was
even a sound to that, but a hidden one, altogether secret,

| lifted my head and said aloud, "That's not right. No one can hear
those things." But | was already hearing other things too: conversations,
channel s changing on a tel evision, sonmeone peeing hard into a toilet. Wat's
nore, | knew _exactly_ what each of the sounds was. Feet crossing a floor, a
cat purring, a person licking their dry lips in sleep, toenails being clipped.

| 1 ooked around to check if any doors were open nearby. No. Only the
rain outside and now this relentless cascade of sounds falling over nme. From
behi nd those cl osed doors, fromapartnents twenty or thirty feet away. Noises



| shouldn't have heard. Inpossible fromwhere | was sitting.

Back i n some bedroom behi nd cl osed doors where two kids were supposed to
be taking a nap, one little boy was whispering to his brother, both of them
under the bl anket on his bed. Sonewhere else in the building a woman sang
quietly along with the radio in her kitchen as she washed dishes. It was the
Di xi e Cups song "The Chapel of Love." | heard the rush of aerated water in the
si nk, the squeak of the sponge on glass, her quiet nelancholic voice.

"I fuck you good. You know | fuck you good."

"Fuck me _hard _."

| could hear their grunting breath, the smack of kisses, hands sliding

over skin. | could hear everything. But where _were_ these people? How was
thi s possibl e?

| stood up. | didn't want to hear. But none of it would stop. Cars ssh'd
and honked outside on the street, a heating pipe clanked in the basenent,
pi geons chuckl ed on the wi ndowsill, food fried, people argued, an old wonan

prayed. "Oh CGod, you know how scared | am but you not hel ping me through
this." Al the sounds of a rainy day in Manhattan were too near and | coul dn't
stop them | covered ny ears and shook my head fromside to side |ike a wet
dog. For a nmoment the sounds of the world stopped. Silence again. Beautiful
enpty sil ence returned.

But then _it_ cane and it was the biggest sound of all. My heart. The
dull, huge boom of ny beating heart filled the air and space of the world
around ne. | could only stand and listen, terrified. What was worse was the

irregularity. Boom boom boom then nothing for seconds. It started again, only
to go and stop and go with no evenness, no rhythmor structure. It beat when
it felt like it. Then it stopped. It was noody. It did what it liked. But it
was my heart and it was supposed to be the steadi est machine of all.

| knew it was nme because | had had arrhythmia all nmy life. A few years
before it had grown so serious that | spent a night in the hospital being
rigorously tested and nmonitored by a twenty-four-hour EKG

The | oudest noise | ever heard pul sed and stopped and pul sed agai n but
with no pattern, no safe recognizable rhythm Maybe it woul d beat anot her
time. Maybe not.

"M randa? Are you all right?"

A moment passed before nmy mind focused on her voice and face. Frances
stood several steps above nme. She wore a red robe and matching slippers, which
made her intensely white skin glowin the dark of the stairwell.

"What's the matter, dear?"

Her voice brought things back. | tried to speak but couldn't. She slowy

wor ked her way down. When she got to me she put a hand on ny elbow "I was
sitting by the window and saw you cone in. | got worried when you didn't
ring."

She hel ped me up the rest of the stairs. Wthout that help, |I don't know
how | woul d have nade it.

“ITS ALL MY fault."

"Don't be ridiculous, Frances. Unless you nade all these things happen
tonme." | tried to sound facetious, but the words cane out soundi ng
sel f-pitying

"You don't understand; it's nore conplicated than that.'
wal ki ng around the room

| had just finished telling her everything. Fromthe day | saw the ghost
of James Stillman on the street, right up to the inpossible sounds | had heard
out in the hall. Once |I'd started, the whole story | eaped out like an anim
that had been trapped in a cage too long. Sinply recounting all of the strange
events nade ne feel better

Frances was silent throughout and spoke only after a |ong pause. "I knew
you were pregnant the day we went to Crane's View | don't know if you
renenber, but when we got to ny house | stood on the porch and asked to be

She began



al one while you two went in."

"I remenber that. Hugh nentioned it."

"I didn't want you to see ny face because | m ght have given it away.
That's when | knew. "

"How, Frances? Are you psychic?"

She shook her head. "No, but when | was a young wonan in Romania | mnet
peopl e. Shunmda introduced ne and they taught ne some things. That was the
greatest mstake of ny life: they were willing to teach nme much nore but |
wasn't interested. Incredible. Incredibly stupid.

"Shunda was Romani an. He had been raised in the country, and to country
people, real nmagic is no big deal. Things like that _shouldn't_ be a big deal
They are to us because we're so sophisticated and skeptical that we're above
all that primtive hocus-pocus.

"But there _is_ another world, Mranda. Most of us refuse to accept that
because it scares us. It threatens to take away our control. But that won't
make it go away. Let ne read you sonething." She wal ked to a table and picked
up one of the many not ebooks she kept around the apartment. She called them
daybooks and filled themw th her thoughts and quotes fromthings she had read
and |iked. She leafed through this book. "Here, listen to this: 'Muybe what
cones fromel sewhere will make ne do crazy things; maybe that invisible world
is demonic and should be excluded. Wat | can't see, | can't know, what |
don't know, | fear; what | fear, | hate; what | hate, | want destroyed."'"

"But Frances, | do believe in those things. | always have. |'ve just
never had any contact with themuntil now Did you really know | was pregnant
t hat day? How?"

"Your snell. And the color of your fingertips."

"What does a pregnant woman snell |ike?"

"Li ke hope."

| smiled and felt nmy spirit lift. "It's possible to snmell hope?"

She nodded. "Wen you know how.

"And what about the fingertips?"

"Look at them™"

| held up ny left hand but saw nothing at first. Then | gasped. The tips
of my fingers were changing colors -- the colors of clouds on the sky. As if a
strong wi nd was pushing fleecy clouds across the sky, clouds that were white,
purpl e, orange-red. They noved over ny fingertips in a passing rush. The
colors of storms, sunsets, early nmorning. Al of themtogether flying across
nmy fingertips.

| guess | made sone ot her noi se because the nonent | did, the colors
di sappeared and ny fingers returned to their proper color. | kept staring at
nmy hand. Eventually | |ooked at Frances again but with a whole new
per specti ve.

" That's_ what | saw when we were in Crane's View. You can't because you

haven't been trained. | did it to you now so you could see for yourself."
"Al'l wonen have that? On their fingers? Al of themwhen they're

pr egnant ?"
"Yes."

"And you | earned how to do that in Ronmania?"

"Anong ot her things."

"What el se, Frances? Wat el se do you know?"

She sighed loudly. "Not enough. | was too young to appreci ate what they
were offering. Know edge pursued ne, but | was faster. Wen you' re young
you're only interested in parlor tricks, Mranda, things that can inpress
others or get you in the door

"But these people, and they were fromall walks of life, were willing to
teach ne incredible things because | was with Shunda. If only I'd had the
pati ence and dedication! | nmet a Yezidje priest, people in the Sarnmoun
Brot herhood. . . . You can't inmagine who |I knew when | was there. But none of
it penetrated. The young are |ike rubber -- everything bounces off them

"Shunda called ne _binba viziata_, his spoiled child, and I was." She



si ghed agai n and rubbed her hands up and down her sides. "You talk to shadows

too much when you get old. Od nenories, old regrets. | could have | earned so
much when | was a young wonman, but | didn't and that was a great m stake. But
I do know some things. | knew you were pregnant. | know that what you're going

through nowis a result of that pregnancy.”

"And Janes's ghost? Or the noises | heard outside? The little boy in our
house?"

"They're part of it. Believe me, it's all necessary for you now.
Sonet hi ng enornmous is about to conme into your life and all of these things are
part of the overture." She wal ked over, put her hands on ny tense shoul ders,
and kissed the top of nmy head. It was the first tine Frances had ki ssed ne.

WHEN | GOT back to Crane's View, the rain was having an internission and
the sky was full of black fat thunderclouds. After getting out of the train I
stood on the platformand stared at that turbulent sky, renenbering ny
fingertips and what had happened in Frances's apartment earlier. The day had
exhausted nme, but | decided to walk the mle to our house. | wanted the
exercise. The air snelled delicious and ripe as it always does in the country
after rain.

As | wal ked and breathed deeply of the thick air, | kept thinking about
what she had told nme. More than anything else, "there is another world" kept
chiming in ny head like a clock striking twelve. Like it or not, that world
had becone part of mne. | would have to accept it and go wherever it |led ne.
But how would it affect ny relationship with Hugh? And our child?

Frances told nme about a dull man she knew who suddenly, in mddle age,
was able to see what people would | ook |ike when they were old. For the rest
of his life he had to live with that. . . talent? Curse? What woul d you cal
it?

Anot her man suddenly devel oped a frighteningly accurate ability to read
pal ms. That |ucky fellow went mad because it reached a point where he could
see nothing el se but people's palns and the certain fates that awaited t hem

"Need a ride? You |look tired."

| |1 ooked up and saw Chi ef MCabe | eaning on the roof of his car in front
of the bakery. He held a French cruller in one hand and a small carton of nilk
in the other.

"No, thank you. | just got off the train and this walk is bringing nme
back to Iife. But | have a question."

He grinned and nodded. "You don't want a ride but you got a question
Ckay. Shoot . "

"Have you ever known anyone with special powers? People who could tel
the future or read pal ns, that sort of thing?"

He didn't hesitate. "My grandnother. Spookiest person | ever knew.

Al ways knew when you were lying. The fanmily |l egend. No one of us ever lied to
her because she always _knew . Wrst part was, if you did lie, she hit you.
Lie -- BANG Wien | was a kid she nmust've got ne a thousand tines! Shows how
smart | was, huh? Why do you ask?"

| didn't even know McCabe, but for a nmonment | wanted to tell him
everyt hing. Maybe after what had happened that day, | just needed a friend.

"Ch, yeah," he went on, "and Frances Hatch too. She gets tuned into
wei rd channels too sonetines." H s car radi o squawked and he bent in to
l[isten. | couldn't nmake out what it said.

"CGotta go. Someone's screanm ng up on Skidnore Street." He popped the
rest of the cruller into his nouth and took the nmilk with himwhen he got into
the car.

He drove off before | could tell him It was a Japanese woman. A Ms.
Hayashi. | had never seen her before. She had taken too many pills and the
hal | uci nati ons were driving her mad. Her children stood on windowsills in a
hi gh buil di ng waving happily to her down bel ow. Bye-bye Mama. Then one by one
t hey jumped. She watched as they dropped through space and hit the ground



directly in front of her. | saw her face, the w de open mouth screaning to her
sanity to help.

Qut side her small house on Skidnore Street, neighbors stood worriedly at
t he wi ndow wat ching her on the floor, pulling her hair and screanming in a
| anguage none of them under st ood.

| sawit.

FI VE HOURS LATER Hugh cane in | ooking pale and very drawn. He went into
the living roomand sat down in his new chair and let out a | ow groan. | got
hima drink and asked if there was anything | could do. Unsniling, he kissed
nmy hand and said no. Sweet man that he was, he |ooked up with weary eyes and
apol ogi zed for not being able to make lunch earlier. He'd had an awful day. An
i nportant deal for a rare Guadagnini violin fell through. He had argued with
his assistants. Charlotte called and accused himof terrible things.

| sat on the floor next to himand | eaned ny head against his leg. | had
wonderful news to tell himbut didn't. After dinner. | would cook and it would
be wonderful, the nost delicious neal |'d ever nmade. After dinner, when we

both felt better and the day was ours again and the nmoment was right for such
a surprise. _Then_.

W sat in silence. It started to rain again. Wen he spoke, Hugh's voice
was flat and toneless, as if it had been washed of all color

"Know what | love? In the sumrer when you | eave the wi ndows open in the
bedroom and go to sleep. There's a breeze bl owing you can just feel on your
face. As you're drifting off, the wind picks up, but you' re too sleepy to do
anyt hi ng about it.

"Then in the mddle of the night, a big bang wakes you up in a second. A
storms _raging_ outside and all your wi ndows are flapping back and forth.
Li ke they're appl audi ng. Like they're applauding the storm

"So you get up, sleepy as hell but wired fromthe shock, and go around

closing them Everything's wet, the windowsills, the floor. . . . Wile you
were sleeping this thing blew in and drenched everyt hing.
"The best part is standing at the open wi ndow and getting wet. | put ny

hands on the sill and stick my head out into it. The wi nd' s whipping, things
are trenendous out there. It's three in the norning and no one's around to see
it. Only you. The whole show s just for you."

| put an armaround his | eg and squeezed tightly. H s hand was on ny
head, ruffling nmy hair. Neither of us moved for minutes. The only things that
changed were the sounds of the wi nd outside. Hugh's hand stopped noving. The
rain gradually slowed and stopped too. Everything stopped. The silence was
thick as fur. Despite all the surprises and excitenment of that bizarre day,
the next minutes were the nost peaceful and fulfilling | ever knew.

When | finally noved to get up, because ny back was beginning to hurt,
because it was tinme to cook our dinner, because afterward I could tell Hugh
about our baby, his hand slipped fromny head. | saw that he was asleep

He was dead.

PART TWOD



7. SIN TAX

THREE DAYS AFTER his funeral | saw Hugh agai n.

Standi ng at the kitchen sink, | |ooked out the wi ndow at the small yard
behi nd the house. | could not feel my body. | could not feel anything. Since
his death, | had noved through the days in a wal king stupor and felt best
there.

What had surprised ne was not the horror of the loss, but the gain of so
many terrible things. The gain of time: if he were here now, we would be doing

this together. Now there was nothing to do. If he were here now, | would be
doing this for_ him Now there was nothing to do. If he were here now | would
touch him talk to him know he was in the next room. . . the variety was

dreadful , endl ess.

As was the space around ne. The space in our new double bed, the house,
the Iife we had just begun together. Hugh's enpty easy chair, the enpty shoes
lined up carefully in his closet, the table with only one place setting.

The silence grew pal pably | arger, the days |onger, the nights
i ndescri babl e. And there was a sudden, alnost religious inmportance to objects
-- his coffee cup, his razor, his favorite recipe, television show, color
tree. | stared at his noving boxes with the funny nanes on them Tarzan Hot el
Sonetimes | reached in and touched an object. Some things were sharp. Sone
snoot h. Always Hugh's. A silver penknife with a broken bl ade inscribed
_Sarajevo_ on the side. A cranberry baseball cap with _Earl ham_ across the
top. A volune of poetry titled _The Unknown Rilke_. Horribly, | turned two
pages into it and read this before it registered:

_Now we awaken with nmenories,

_facing that which was; whispered sweetness_
_whi ch once pierced and spread through us_
_sits silently nearby with its hair all undone_

Anot her box contai ned some of the sticks he had collected. Wien | saw

them| imediately left the room

| scoured nmy mind for things he had said, his opinions, beliefs, jokes,
anyt hi ng nentioned off the cuff, in passing, in earnest. Anything. | wote it
all down because | wanted every trace of Hugh Cakley for me and our son. | sat
in his chair for hours and hours trying to renenber everything. But it was
like picking up rice grain by grain after spilling an entire bag on a white
floor full of cracks. It went all over and so rmuch of it was invisible.

Hol ding a glass of water in my hands, | stood at the kitchen w ndow
staring out at the yard. Before | realized it, I was smling. | had renenbered

somet hi ng new. Hugh sayi ng we shoul d pl ant punpki ns and sunfl owers out there
because they were the clowns of the flower kingdom How could you not |augh at
a punpkin? How coul d sunflowers not make you snile? | drank some water and
felt it cool down nmy throat. | put the glass against nmy forehead and rubbed it
back and forth. The tel ephone rang and | closed ny eyes. Wio would it be this
time? What on earth could | say to then? Leave nme alone. Can't you all just
| eave me al one now? | opened ny eyes again.

Standi ng twenty feet away across the yard were Hugh and the little boy I
had seen the first tine we visited the house. The phone rang again. Hugh
| ooked exactly as he had the day he died. He was dressed in the sanme clothes
-- dark slacks, white shirt, the blue tweed sport jacket fromlreland he |liked



so much. The phone kept ringing.

Over that noise, | heard sonmething tapping. | didn't recognize what
until 1 | ooked down and saw ny shaki ng hand. The water glass rat-a-tatted
agai nst the nmetal sink

The little boy turned around and knelt down. The answering machi ne

clicked on. | heard ny cal mvoice say the old nmessage: "We're out now, but
pl ease | eave a nessage. "

Barely able to control my shaking hands, | slid the wi ndow up and call ed
Hugh's name. Called it, cried it, whispered -- | don't know how it canme out.

He | ooked at ne and gave a small breezy wave, as if | were calling himfor
l unch and he'd come in a minute. But he had heard ne! And he was really therel
But he was dead. But there he was.

| was so amazed, so riveted, that | didn't notice what the boy was
doing. Didn't see himpick up the stone and throw it.

It hit me in the face. | grunted and staggered back. Hands over ny eyes,
war m bl ood al ready gushing over ny fingers. Stepping on sonmething, | tw sted
nmy ankle hard and fell down. | tried to put out a hand to stop the fall. But
it was so slick with blood that as soon as it touched the floor, it skidded
si deways. My head hit with a | oud thud.

| lay on nmy side and tried to blink, to clear ny head. Everything had
slowed alnpst to a stop. Blood was in ny eyes and | couldn't really open them

| was viciously dizzy. | lay still and heard nyself pant. Wen | could, |
wi ped ny face and opened ny eyes. | saw the rock on the floor. That is what |
had tripped over. It was brown and silvery and huge. A big rock on the kitchen
floor. | renmenber thinking even then, even there. Wat's this rock doi ng here?
And then sonething el se. Nearby a child was | aughing.
None of it was clear to ne. | tried to focus my mind on this thing and
that -- getting the blood out of ny eyes, seeing clearly, regaining ny

bal ance. But reality was tipped on its side and I could not right it. The
child's laughter remnai ned above and inside and around nmy confusion. It was the
only constant and it was very clear

"WHAT _HAPPENED TO you? This is a bad cut."

"1 fell."

The doctor stopped bustling for the first tine since entering the room
An ugly worman with a nonk's haircut, she narrowed her eyes. "You fell ?" She
was wearing white surgical gloves and she pointed a finger at the bandage on
nmy forehead. "That doesn't look Iike a fall, Ms. Romanac. Are you sure?" Her
snmle |asted a second. W both knew what she was saying. "It | ooks like you
were struck with sonething. Sonething heavy and sharp." Her voice rose
i ndignantly on the |l ast word. Her stern face was ready to be outraged. If |
didn't tell her the truth, I would feel that rage. She noved and spoke with
t he undi scerning sureness of a hanging judge. | was glad | didn't know her

| started to shake ny head but my neck hurt terribly, so | stopped. "My
neck hurts too."

She put a hand on it and gently felt up and down with her fingers.
"That's normal. It's either the trauma fromthe fall or you jerked it
unnaturally and tw sted the rmuscles. It'Il go away in a couple of days. But
this is what really concerns ne." Again she pointed to nmy forehead. "W don't
usually see this kind of cut froma fall."

| took a deep breath and let it out in an aggravated, tired-of-this
whoosh. "No one _bit_ nme, Doctor. Al right? I'malone. The man | lived with
died a few days ago."

Her expression remai ned unchanged. Emergency room doctors have heard

every lie and story in the world. "lI'msorry. But a wound |like this usually
i ndi cates abuse. | could explain the technicalities of it to you, but that's
not necessary. Are you on any kind of nedication?"

"No. | was given Valiumbut | don't take it."

She went to her desk and scribbled on a pad. "Here is a prescription for



a nmuscle relaxant for your neck, and this one is for pain. Are you seeing
anyone? A counsel or or a therapist? They can be very hel pful when you've | ost
soneone cl ose. "

"Chosts,"” | wanted to say. |'mnot seeing a therapist but | _have_ seen
ghosts. One even threw a rock at ne.

"Thank you for your concern, Doctor. Do | have to conme back here?"

"Yes. I'll need to renmove the stitches in a week."

| stood up very slowy but still ny head throbbed and pain went down the
back of nmy neck in a fiery shot. | wanted to be out of that room away from
t hat aggressive, offensive woman, out in the world again. All | wanted was to

be out on the street.

"W al so have the results of your pregnancy test and sonogram Ms.
Romanac. They were positive."

My back to her, | tried to turn ny head but the pain said no. | turned
conpletely around to face her. There was nothing to say. | already knew it and
had taken the hospital test as an afterthought. The day Hugh died |I knew | was
pregnant but never had the chance to tell him That was the worst. The
absol ute worst part.

"You could talk to our counselor about that as well."

| didn't understand what she nmeant. She saw the question on ny face and
ti ghtened her 1ips.

"The child. If your partner is gone then perhaps you night want to
consi der term nations. "

| caught the gist of what she was saying nore from her tone of voice
than fromthe actual words.

"I"'m having this baby, Doctor. Can | go now?"

"Wuld you like to know if it's a boy or a girl?"

| started for the door. "It's a boy. | already know "

Her voice was haughty and dismssive. "No, actually it's a girl."

MY LOVER MADE t he best sandw ches. He loved to cook, but sandw ches were
his specialty. He nade pilgrinages to special bakeries around Manhattan to buy
_the_ perfect California sourdough bread, Austrian dreikornbrot, Italian
focaccia. He experinmented with exotic ingredients and condinments |ike piri
piri, wasabi, mango chutney. He poured thin trickles of specially prepared
kur bi skernol onto bread and warnmed it before he did anything el se. He owned
the nost beautiful and omi nous set of Japanese cooking knives I'd ever seen. |
t hi nk he enjoyed sharpening and caring for themas much as he |iked using
t hem

Al of these things went through nmy mind as | opened the refrigerator
door to |l ook for something to eat an hour after returning fromthe hospital
One day he was dead. Four days |ater he was buried. Three days later | saw him
standing in our backyard with a child who had never been born. One week.
Exactly one week to the day ago | discovered | was pregnant and Hugh di ed.

On a shelf was a large slice of fontina, his favorite cheese. He would
cut a piece and hold it in an open palm telling me to look -- look at this
mast er pi ece of _kasekurtst_. Some of his "cheese art" and an apple. | would be
able to eat those small things wi thout getting sick, wouldn't 1? Dinner. | had
not eaten for a long time. | wasn't hungry, but | had to eat regularly now
For the child. For the _girl_inside me. Grl or boy, it was Hugh's child and
I would care for it with every cell in my body.

| wasn't afraid to be in the kitchen again. Opening the front door an
hour before and stepping into the house, | had been, but it passed. | turned
on all the lights and wal ked fromroomto room Sonetimes | said out |oud, too
| oud, "Hello?" But that had only been to fill the space and the sil ence around
me. When | had seen that every roomwas enpty, | was okay. | was even able to
wal k into the kitchen and | ook out the w ndow at the backyard again. N ght had
cone and there was nothing to see out there.

| turned on the radio and was pleased to hear the last part of Keith



Jarrett's _Kdln Concert_, one of ny favorite pieces of nusic. Set the table
and eat sonething so you have strength. | took a canary yell ow pl ace mat out
of a drawer, and a large blue plate fromthe cupboard.

The refrigerator was full of Hugh's things -- the Lavazza coffee he
liked so much, the fiery Jammican sauce he used to make jerk chicken, sesane
oil, lime pickle. I saw them and knew each could break ny heart if | started
t hi nki ng about them There were the cheese and apples, and nowit was tinme to
eat. Take themout. O ose the door. Renmenmber to clean out the refrigerator
sometinme soon so you don't keep bumping into those things.

When the Jarrett finished, some awful grating jazz replaced it. |
switched the radio off. The silence around me was suddenly huge and ri sing
like a tidal wave, so | quickly turned on the small television across the
kitchen table. Hugh loved TV and nmade no excuses for watching infonercials,
bowl i ng, mindless situation comedi es. Oddly, he usually watched standi ng up
even if it meant standing there for hours. At first having himstanding two
feet away while watching _Friends_ made nme unconfortable, but gradually | grew
tolikeit.

Part of living with soneone is growing to enjoy their eccentricities.
Hugh Oakl ey sonetimes slept in his socks. He wote notes to hinself on his
i ndex finger in green ink, was suspicious of m crowave ovens, and watched
tel evi si on standi ng up.

What do you do with your |ove for soneone when they die? O the nmenories
they've left? Do you pack themup in nmoving boxes and wite strange names for
t hem across the top? Then where do you put themand the rest of alife you
were supposed to share with a person who left w thout warning?

Swi tching through the channels, | thought of Hugh's box marked "Tarzan
Hotel " and how he enjoyed not knowi ng what was inside. He'd once said, "Never
try to avoid the rain by wal king close to a building. You always get hit by
the big drops falling fromthe roof." Thoughts, pictures, menories of him
fl ooded ne.

I woul d have been swept away if a high tweedly whistle fromthe
tel evision set hadn't begun playing "Ring's End Rose," a happy Irish song
about new | ove that was one of Hugh's favorites. Before | focused on the TV to
see why it was being played, | thought, This is what it's going to be |like now
and maybe forever -- everything will be Hugh Gakley. 1'd better get used to it
or it will drive sorrow and remenbrance into nme like a nmallet driving a stake
into soft earth.

On the tel evision screen, Hugh sat by the side of a sw nm ng poo
pl aying an Irish pennywhistle. In the pool, Charlotte and the now famliar
little boy held hands and danced together to his nusic.

Hugh | ooked ten years ol der -- heavier and redder in the face, |ess
hair, the kind of slow carefulness in his novenments you see in agi ng people.
He might have been in his late fifties. H s great years had passed; he was at
t he age where you take what you can get. But his expression blazed happi ness
wat ching the two dancers, and it cane through in the way he played.

Charl otte | ooked gorgeous. Although she was a decade younger than Hugh
she too | ooked ol der than when | had |ast seen her. Her still lovely figure
was accented by a sinple black one-piece bathing suit that enphasized her high
squar e shoul ders and | ong neck. Her platinumhair was cut very short and
smart. She wore minimal, chic steel-rimeyegl asses. The severe, scal ed-down
| ook suited her brilliantly. It said, Yes, |I'molder, but I know exactly what
to do with it: pare ny beauty to its essence so that what's |left shows only
the best.

"Daddy, cone in! You prom sed you'd come in."

"Daddy' s happy playing for us, honey. Conme on, let's you and ne dance
sonme nore."

They did, and there was so much | ove around the three of themthat I
cringed. Hugh played "Foggy Dew." Hugh was on tel evision. Hugh ten years
ol der, balder. Hugh still alive but with Charlotte again. And their son

They danced and spl ashed and sang along. Still playing, Hugh stood up



and did a jig by the side of the pool. The boy junped around and threw hi nsel f
into Charlotte's arnms. Her glasses flew off but with the nost beautifully
preci se gesture she snatched them out of the air before they hit the water.
When he had finished playing, Hugh wal ked into the house. The boy
grabbed onto the side of the pool and tried calling himback. Hugh only waved
and kept going. He went through the kitchen, the living room out to the front
porch. Opening a mail box there, he took out a handful of letters and
magazi nes. Shuffling through, he didn't stop until he uncovered an oversized
post car d.
On the front was a photograph of a picturesque port with whitewashed
bui | di ngs set against a green hillside and the bluest sky. He turned the card
over. The handwiting was instantly recogni zabl e. M ne.

Hugh
I"'mon Sampbs and it's nice. Traveling here has been good for nme because
the Geeks are in no hurry. It's easy to followtheir lead. | saw a nan drive

his motorbike right into a taverna, they give you a whole | enmon to squeeze
over your calamari, and the air snells of hot flowers.

| often eat at a place called the Soapy Gill. They make a delicious
gyro sandwi ch of pita bread, |anb, french fries, and tzatziki. It rem nds ne
of the ones you used to make for us. What was that |ine? Even a single hair
casts its shadow. In this case, it's a single sandwi ch.

When does it end, Hugh? When will | be able to go around a corner of ny
life and not run into you, your sandw ches, your ghost, ny nenories, what
_was_?

You once said, "everything flows." But it doesn't, Hugh. Too nmany things
stop, and no matter how hard you try, they can't be noved. Like nmenory. And
| ove.

M r anda

He finished reading and clicking his tongue, shook his head. "Sanos.
Sanps." He said the word twice, as if trying it out on his tongue. The
expression on his face was clear: relief. He wasn't in the |least sad | was
gone.

"Darling, did the mail come?" Charlotte wal ked into the room foll owed by
a young dal matian that was grow ing and pulling on a pink towel she held
behi nd her. Hugh held out ny postcard. She |ooked at it and, raising an
eyebrow, asked, "M randa?" He handed it over with no hesitation. Tipping her
head in a way that indicated her gl asses were too weak, she read it quickly
and handed it back.

"How | ong has it been since you | ast saw her? Ei ght years?"

He bent the card in half. "Nine. Along tine."

"But she's been witing you ever since." It was a statenent, not a
guesti on.

He lifted a hand and shrugged as if to say, Wat can | do?

The dog put its front paws on him and stretched | anguorously. Hugh
grabbed its head and kissed it.

Charlotte patted the dog. "lIsn't it strange? Mranda's the only one of
your girlfriends who's stayed true to you. Al the trouble and pain you had
with her at the end, but a decade |later she's still sending you postcards from

her travels."

Tongue lolling out of its mouth like a long red belt, the dog started
hunpi ng Hugh's |l eg. They | aughed. Hugh said, "Perfect timng," and pushed him
down.

The boy rushed into the room "Dad! It's getting dark outside. The
eclipse is starting! Cone on!" He took his father's hand and, finding him
i movabl e, rushed back out of the room

Charlotte's nouth tightened and she gestured toward the boy. "What if



you _had_ stayed with her? Then we'd never have had him"

Hugh reached out and touched his wife's cheek. "But | didn't stay with
her. Don't think about it, sweetheart."

"I think about it all the time. Thank God you stayed."

"You won, Char. Look at these postcards. She's pathetic."

She touched a finger to his lips. Be careful what you say.

THE TELEVI SI ON PI CTURE changed abruptly to a scene from _Amarcord_,
Hugh's favorite film Above the TV noise, a sound rose behind ne that was
difficult to place. But then | knewit -- toenails clicking across a wooden
fl oor.

| turned as the young dal mati an entered ny kitchen. He pl opped down on
the floor and stared at me. His tail began to thunp. The sanme dog that had
been on television with Hugh's famly a nonent ago was now here with ne.

"Hi s nane is Bob."

Nothing is nore ineffable than a voice, yet a few remain recogni zabl e as
long as we live. Even if we lost thema lifetime ago. Janes Stillman stood in
nmy doorway. But this was Janmes the man | had never known, the face | had seen
only once, in a photograph

He was thinner, hair fashionably short, the beginning of a few
concentric winkles fram ng the corners of his nouth. But his eyes were the

same. Eyes | had once nenorized -- a rascal's eyes, the eyes of a guy who's
got tricks up his sleeve or a great joke to tell. He | eaned easily against the
door frame, hands deep in his pockets, one |leg crossed nonchalantly in front
of the other. He did it all unconsciously. H's nother used to call it his Gary
Grant pose. | snelled his cologne. | snelled the Zizanie col ogne and sonehow
that was the nost shocking thing of all. It nmade it all the nore real. Dreans
don't snell

The dog jumped up on him and scrabbled furiously for his attention.
James picked himup. Bob went nuts. He wiggled and licked and twisted all at
the sane tine. It was too much, and Janes put hi mdown again but continued to
scratch his frantic head.

"I remenber your dog, Mranda. \Wat was its nanme?"

"QOscar."

He grinned. "Oscar! That's right. Loudest dog | ever knew. Remenber how
he snored? And farted?"

"James --"

He held up a hand to stop me. "Not yet. Let me get used to you again."
He crossed the kitchen and came close. My God, that too-sweet cologne. H's
trademark. The first man | ever knew who used col ogne every day. He used to

steal the beautiful silver bottles fromGieb's pharmacy. | hadn't snelled it
in years but the menory was like a flashbulb going off in ny face.

Hands still in his pockets, he |leaned forward until we were inches
apart. Wat | wanted to know, had to know, was, how much was he here? If |
reached out and touched hi mwoul d he be skin and bones, _real_, or a ghost, a

shade, ny imagi nati on gone screani ng?

He shook his head and cl osed his eyes. "Don't do it. You don't want to
know. "

| shivered and pulled back. "You know what |'m _thinking_ ?"

"No, but it's in your eyes."

| put ny face in nmy hands and lowered it to the table. The wood was
cold. My skin was hot. | no | onger understood anything.

There was a deep, abiding silence.

Slowy | began to hear noi ses. The vol une rose. Hi gher. Together, they
were famliar. Years-ago famliar.

Rushi ng, the slanmm ng of netal, everything loud, jarring. Many voi ces,
| aughter, scuffling feet, and nmovenent. A clanging bell. _School _? The bel
that rang eight times a day in ny high school when class was over and you had
three mnutes to get to the next?



These sounds were so recognizable. | lifted ny head and saw. It was al
famliar, blood famliar, but because it was inpossible, it still took tine to
understand, to _register_. | was back in school. | was back in high school

Faces from so many years ago swirled and streaned around ne. Joe de
Tuto, N klas Bahn, Ryder Pierce. A football whizzed through the air and was
caught with a two-hand slap by Oaen King.

"M. King, give nme that ball."

M ss Cheryl Jeans, the al gebra teacher, stood in the doorway to her
classroom Tall, thin as a pencil, she gestured for Omen to hand over the
ball. She was so beautiful and good-natured that she was one of the nost
popul ar teachers in school

"Come on, Mss Jeans. W won't do it again."

"Cet it after school, Onen. Right nowit's mne. Hand it over."

He gave her the ball and kept staring at her even after she turned and
wal ked back into her room

School. | stood in the hall of ny high school surrounded by many of the
same people | had seen at the reunion nonths before. But there they had been
adults, what they would turn into years after leaving this place and goi ng out
into life. Here they were teenagers again with the bad haircuts, braces on
their teeth, and unfashi onable clothes that had been so cool and necessary to
us fifteen years earlier.

| stood transfixed. Kids I'd known, hated, |oved, dism ssed, worshipped,
pushed by on their way to class, the toilet, out the back door to sneak
cigarettes. Tony G oe. Brandon Brind.

And then | wal ked out of a classroomw th Zoe. Ei ghteen-year-old Zoe
Hol  and and M randa Romanac passed within two feet of where | stood. Both
smled conspiratorially, as if sonething funny and secret had just happened
and they were savoring it between them To prove it was real, | was bl asted
with the smell of strong perfune. Jungle Gardenia -- that cheap stuff | wore
every day to high school. The two girls continued down the hall and
followed. They didn't notice. | wal ked parallel with them and neither noticed.

"I don't _believe_it! Mranda, you're telling the truth? You absolutely
swear to God?" Zoe's eyes were alive with curiosity. Mranda's face stayed
bl ank and enotionl ess, but then she couldn't hold it anynore and burst out
[ aughing. "We did it."

Zoe brought her books to her face and stonped her feet. "Ch God! Cone in
here!" She pushed Mranda down the hall and into the girls' bathroom They
went to the mirrors and rested their books on adjoi ning sinks. "And?"

Mranda | ooked in the mrror and nade a noue. "And _what ?"

Taki ng her shoul der, Zoe turned her around hard. "Don't fool around,
Mranda. Tell everything."

"When he picked me up last night he said we were goi ng on an adventure.
| went, 'Unh-oh,' because you know what Janmes means when he says that. He drove
to Leslie Swid s house and parked down the block. It was dark inside the house
because the Swids are out of town, right? James said we were going to break
in"

Zoe | ooked at the heavens. "Ch my God! And you did? You broke into their
house with hin? You're a crimnal!" She giggl ed.

"He prom sed not to do anything -- we'd just go in and | ook. So we snuck
around the back of the house. Naturally | was so scared the police were going
to cone that | had seven heart attacks. But Janes tried all the w ndows and
found one he could open with this tool he had -- this car tool thing. So he
opened the wi ndow and we clinbed in. It was scary, but exciting too. W went
around the house just |ooking. Wen we got to her parents' bedroom he took ne

and pushed nme down on the bed and . . . it happened.”

"Was it good? Was it great?"

"First it hurt, then it was nice. | was just basically scared, Zoe. |
didn't know what | was doing."

| had never slept with James Stillman in high school. | had never slept

wi th anyone in high school. Wiy was | lying to my best friend?



Sonet hi ng touched ny shoul der. Adult Janes Stillman stood directly
behi nd ne.

"Come. | need to show you something."

Al though | didn't want to leave, | followed him

James hurried down the school hallway through swarms of kids and cl anor.
Through fifteen- and sixteen-year-old lives hurtling al ong toward anything
that | ooked interesting, glowed, or blinked brightly, anything enornmous or
tenpting or even dangerous, up to a point. Following himwas |like swmring in
a sea of ghosts froma tine of ny life that was suddenly furiously _there_
agai n.

None of the kids noticed us. Perhaps because we were adults noving
through their world -- which meant we were invisible. Wat we did was of no
concern to them

"\Where are we goi ng?"

"Qutside."
W wal ked down the hall to the back door and out to the school parking
lot. It snmelled of dust and fresh asphalt. It was a hot, still day. The

weat her woul d probably change | ater, because everything felt too thick and
heavy. Insects chirred around us. The m d-afternoon sun glinted off a hundred
car wi ndshields. Janes stopped to get his bearings, then started off again.
had questions, but he clearly had a destination in mnd, so | held ny tongue
and followed silently. W wove in and out of the cars and notorcycles. Here
and there | recognized one fromso |ong ago. Mel Parker's beige VW Al
Kaplan's Pinto with all the bunper stickers on it. One read: NEVER TRUST
ANYONE OVER THI RTY.

James wal ked to the other side of the lot and only then did | see where
he was going. The old green Saab his parents gave hi mwhen he got his driver's
license was parked near the exit to the street. How could | forget? He al ways
parked his car there so we could make a quick getaway after school. | saw two
peopl e sitting inside.

James was sitting inside. Eighteen-year-old Janes, and a policenan.

Al though it was very hot, the car wi ndows were rolled hal fway up, but I could
hear what they were saying. The policeman was tal king. Hi s voice was sl ow and
genui nely sorrowf ul

"There were two of you up there at the Swid house | ast night, Janmes. You
and a girl. So don't keep denying it because then you're insultin' ny
intelligence. People saw you two and wote down your |icense plate nunber. Are
you going to tell me who she is? It'll nmake it easier on you."

"I was there alone, really!" Janes's voice was respectful, eager to tel
the truth.

The cop sighed. "Son, it's going to be very hard on you this tinme. W've
let you get away with a ot of crap over the years, but not this tinme. You
broke into a rich nman's house and peopl e saw you. You're definitely going to

have to do sone hard tinme for it. Maybe if you tell me who the girl was, | can
talk to the judge --"

"Honest to God, it was just ne. | don't know why they saw ne with
anybody. "

Adult Janes asked nme, "You don't renenber this, do you?"

"No. "

"Senior year. Two nont hs before graduation. W went out one night to eat
ice cream | told you | wanted to do this --" He gestured toward the car. " --
sneak into the Swids' house and | ook around. You were supposed to say yes,

M randa. W& were supposed to go in there and end up having sex. That was to
have been our first time. The night that woul d have changed everyt hing.
Because the next day | was _supposed_to be arrested. Arrested and sent to
prison for breaking and entering.”

"But we didn't do that, Janes! \Wat are you saying? Wiat is this?" M
voi ce was shrill and frantic. It knew nothing but still it was denyi ng
everything. The sun was in nmy eyes. Any way | turned, it jabbed nme |like an
accusi ng finger.



James shook his head, exasperated. "I'msaying everything's witten,

M randa. The biggest secret of life: Fate _is_ determ ned, no matter how nuch
you deny or try to fight against it. But you've chall enged your fate your
whole life. And gotten _away_ with it!

"You and Hugh were not supposed to stay together. He was fated to go
back to his wife and have that little boy with her. That's what the scene on
TV was for: to show you how his |life was supposed to have happened. You two
wer e supposed to have a quick, red-hot affair. You were supposed to end up
writing postcards fromexotic places telling himhow much you nissed him

"But none of it happened. You were able to change things. You changed
fate. Again. Hugh stayed past the tinme he was supposed to and then he died. No
reconciliation with his wife, no little boy Cakley, nmother Charlotte, father
Hugh. None of it _happened_, Mranda."

He stopped abruptly and the racket of sumer's million insects instantly
filled the air. Behind it, young James and the policeman continued talking in
the car.

"\What about the birthday party | saw the first day we went to the house?
What about that little boy?"

"Never happened because he was never born. He was supposed to be born
but he wasn't."

"But you didn't go to jail either! That was good!"

"No it wasn't. That's where | was supposed to have straightened out. The
experi ence would have terrified and changed ne forever. | had al ways been
danci ng around the fl ames, being bad, taking chances. But going to jail would
have thrown ne into the nmddle of the fire. It would have been hell. Wen I
got out, | was supposed to get a job | |liked and neet a woman who was ri ght
for me. And then | was supposed to have died an old man." He chuckl ed, but it
was a black, bitter sound. He pointed to one side of his nose. "See this nole?
The little one? When | was old it went cancerous but | didn't take care of it
and it killed me." The same chuckl e, even nore venonous. "Not a hero's death,
but nicer than driving a car into a pylon when I was barely thirty, chasing
after a mean bitch with Russian poetry tattooed on her wist."

A loud bell clanged inside the school. Wthin seconds, doors slamed
open and hundreds of kids flooded out. Al nost instantaneously the parking | ot
was filled. Cars started, horns honked goodbye, kids shouted and tal ked,
hurrying toward the street and freedom The necessary part of their day was
over, and after hours in class, all were eager to get to the good part.

James and | watched themleave. It didn't take long. | renenbered that
fromthe old days. You were out of the school building and somewhere el se as
fast as you coul d nove

Mnutes later a few stragglers still stood around the back door chatting
with ny old chem stry teacher, M. Rolfe. A bunch played basketball at the
other end of the lot. Several cars remained, including the green Saab. The
pol i ceman and young James continued talking. It was supposed to be the first
day of the rest of his life.

But it never happened. Because of ne.

8. FEVER GLASS

McCABE AND | | ooked at each other, waiting to see who would go first.
The nurse at the reception desk had given us directions to the room but once



we' d stepped out of the elevator, we stood still, each hoping the other would
make t he next nove.

"Co ahead."

"That's okay. You first."

"What was the room nunber agai n?"

"Ten sixty-three."

Unli ke other hospitals or rest homes I'd visited, this one snelled
altogether different. It was unnerving. None of the blunt, spiritless odor

usual ly so prevalent in those places -- disinfectant, nedicine, and sickness
m xed together so that it reeked of nothing good, nothing that gave confort.
Unable to stop nyself, | raised ny head and sniffed the air |ike a hound

trying to recogni ze a scent.
McCabe saw ne and spoke without hesitation. "Turkey. Snells like a

turkey dinner in here. | noticed it first thing when we came in. Come on
let's find Frances." He started down the hall |ooking left and right for room
1063.

| HAD AWDKEN in bed in the Crane's View house fully dressed, a quilt
over me, head on a pillow, arnms at ny sides. Normally it took time for ny nind
to clear, but not _that_norning. Instantly | remenbered what had happened the
ni ght before with Hugh and his famly on the kitchen television, and then
going with James to visit our old high school

Al my life people joked that | |ooked dead whil e sl eeping because of

the position in which I lay. Once settled and asleep, | usually never noved.
This nmorning | |ay wondering how | had managed even to reach the bed. Then the
tel ephone rang. Picking it up, | didn't recognize McCabe's voice until he

identified hinself and said Frances Hatch was in the hospital. She had called
himfromthere and asked that both of us conme to see her as soon as possible.

H s voice was edgy and irritated. "What | don't understand is why she's
not in Manhattan. She's up in a place near Bronxville called Fever @ ass or
somet hing. Strange nane like that, but |1've got it all witten down. She gave
me directions. Can you be ready in an hour? 1'd like to get going."

THE BUI LDI NG WAS one of those expensive, |udicrous copies of a Tudor
mansi on only rock stars and other nonmentary mllionaires buy or build these
days. First we passed through high, scrupulously trimred hedges that hid the
grounds fromthe street. Then, at the top of a |long curving driveway,

Fi ebergl as Sanatorium sat on a small rise anmid acres of beautifully tended

| and that nust have cost a fortune to mmintain. Looking around, you got the
feeling it could have been a golf course, an expensive research facility, or a
cenetery. Or maybe all three in one.

McCabe pulled into one of the nmany enpty parking spaces in front of the
mai n buil ding and turned off the notor. He had been playing a Kool & the Gang
CD and the abrupt silence was unsettling. It enphasized, Here we are and now
we have to do sonet hi ng.

He | ooked in the rearview mirror and ran his hands through his hair.
"Pip-pip. Tut-tut. This place is all English wannabe. They wi sh_ they were
_Brideshead Revisited_. Wuldn't wanna be sick here. I"'msure they're big
bel i evers in high colonies.”

| | ooked out the window "You' re sure she's here? It doesn't |ook like a
very Frances pl ace."

"True, but this is it."

W got out and wal ked across i mmacul ate white gravel to the front door
McCabe opened it and notioned for me to enter. Inside, | was surprised to see
| arge nunbers of people nilling about the entrance hall. Sone were in robes
and slippers, others were fully dressed. W went to the reception desk and
asked for Frances. Checking a computer, the nurse apathetically tapped a few
keys. | glanced at McCabe. He was a handsone nan, no doubt about it. | wasn't



crazy for the gelled hair, but in his double-breasted suit, white shirt, and
black silk tie he | ooked very dashi ng.

"I"'msorry, but she's not allowed visitors right now "

McCabe took out his police badge and held it up for the woman to see.
When he spoke, his voice was | ow and kind but there was no m staking the
authority it carried. "Just tell us the room nunber. And the nane of her
doctor."

The wonman twitched unconfortably in her chair. But there wasn't nuch she
could do. "Ten sixty-three. Dr. Zabalino."

"Zabal ino. That's great. Thanks very much," He took ny arm and neit her
of us spoke until we'd reached the el evator across the hall. He pressed the
orange button and stared at his feet.

"What if she really _is_ too sick for visitors?"

The doors slid opened. The car was enpty. W stepped in and they shut
qui ckly. | pressed three.

"M randa, how | ong have you known Frances?" He stood too close to ne but
| didn't mnd because it wasn't male-female or sexy in any way. MCabe was in
close on all accounts; he touched, he poked, he patted people on the shoul der
Most of the tinme | don't think he even knew he did it. He al so spoke in a tone
of voice that said he knew you intimately; you could tell himanything and it
woul d be okay. He made contact in all ways, and even if you had done sonet hi ng
wrong his touch or voice held you in place. It was nice.

"Not that long. A few nmonths. Wy?"

"I"ve known her twenty-five years. She's the world's npst independent
person. But when she does ask for something, do it and don't |et anything stop
you. She calls up and says she wants to see us here? W _run_, Mranda."

Several doors were open as we wal ked down the hall. In one rooma very
old man lay in bed with his eyes closed. Seated next to himon a wooden chair
was a small girl. She wore a large red watch on her wist and stared at it,
eyebrows rai sed. She spoke to the old man and | realized she was counting
seconds for him Although his eyes remmined cl osed, he was smling.

Two doors down | was startled to see a small black dog sitting alone in
the mddle of a perfectly made bed. There appeared to be no one else in the
room | couldn't resist touching MCabe's sleeve and pointing. Wen he saw it
he did a doubl e take and st opped.

"What the hell?"

The dog saw us and yawned. M Cabe stepped to the door and peered at the
small shield giving the patient's nanme. "Frederick Duffek. Is a Duffek a breed
of dog?" He took a step to the right so he stood in the center of the doorway.
"Frederick? \Where's your master?"

"Yes?" A gigantic niddl e-aged man appeared from behi nd the door a foot
from McCabe. H s bald head shone like it was oiled and he wore pajamas the
color of old ivory. MCabe wasn't fazed. "Hey! | saw your dog there on the bed
and was wondering --"

The man put a hand on M:Cabe's chest, pushed hi m back out into the hall
and shut the door in his face. Frannie | ooked at me, delighted. "Wat a
fucking nutty place, huh? That guy |ooked like D vine. Maybe the dog's part of
his therapy."

"Maybe we should find ten sixty-three."

But there was one nore snapshot before we reached Frances's room and
that one stayed in ny mind. Al the other doors on the hall were cl osed except
the one next to 1063. It was w de open

I nside was a young woman. On first sight, her back was to us. She wore a
baggy bl ack sweat suit and her |legs were spread wi de. She | ooked |like an
inverted Y. On the floor in front of her was a very |large blue-gray stone
shaped like a rough egg. It would have been a strange sight anywhere. In that
qui et, forbidding place, it was outrageous.

She panted hard three times -- hoosh hoosh hoosh -- bent down, and |ike
a seasoned weightlifter hoisted the stone up to her stonmach. Then she bl ew out
the sane three short pants and lowered it to the floor. Pause, then three



pants and up again. MCabe hissed, "Jesus!"

The stone was alnost to the floor. Letting it thud down, she spun
around. She was renarkably beauti ful

"Dr. Zabalino?" She had a marvel ous snile. Wen she saw us, it fel
noticeably. "Ch, hello. | thought you were ny doctor."

McCabe stepped into the room and | ooked qui ckly behind the door to check
i f anyone el se was there. "Wy are you lifting a rock? In your hospital roonf?
I's that good for you?"

"It's part of my nmeditation."”

" Meditation_? Who's your guru, Arnold Schwarzenegger? Ooh!" He smled

lewdly and reached into a pocket. "My telephone's ringing. | love vibrating
phones. | could let it ring all day." He took out a snmall gray one. It sprang
open in his hand. "Hello? Well, hi, Frances. Were are we? Not far. W could

be there in, oh, eight seconds. Yeah, we're here. Next door to you, with the
worman who picks up the rock? Uh-huh. No problem" He cl osed the phone and

| ooked at ne. "Frances says she'd like to talk to you first. I'Il wait
out si de. "

The wonman put her hands on her hips and frowned. "Excuse ne, but who
_are_ you two?"

Wal ki ng toward her, MCabe spoke quickly, as if he didn't want her to
get a word in edgewise. "W're visiting your next door neighbor, Frances
Hatch. Whuld you mind if | tried that before we go?" Bendi ng down, he put his
arnms around the stone and nmade to jerk it up. His eyes wi dened and he
spluttered. "How heavy is this thing?"

"Seventy kil os."

"A hundred and fifty pounds! You can lift it up and down |ike that? How
do you do it?"

| caught his eye and gestured | was going. The wonan asked ne to cl ose

the door. Qutside, | walked the few steps to Frances's room As | reached for
t he knob, soneone nearby went, "Psst!" and | | ooked up
Hugh and Charlotte's little boy stood in a doorway across the hall. He

wore the sane striped swinsuit he'd had on when | saw himon television in the
kitchen. H s feet were bare. Wrse, there was a small puddl e of glistening
wat er beneath each foot. As if he had just stepped dripping wet out of a
swi mm ng pool
Instinctively, | |ooked at his hands to see if he held another rock
"I"mnot gonna go away." Hi s voice was a child's, and held the terrible
note of unending threat only a child' s voice can. Do you renenber that? Do you
renmenmber how frightening and all-enconpassing it was to be threatened by a
cl assmat e you hated because you feared themall the way into the marrow of
your bones? You knew you coul d never defeat them never, because they were
stronger or prettier (or stronger _and_ prettier), or smarter or bigger or
horribly, nonstrously mean. And because you were young and knew not hi ng of

life, you knew this person your own age -- seven, eight, nine -- would al ways
be nearby and a permanent nenace until the day you died.
That is what | felt and the feeling was not small. A paralyzing dread

cane over ne because this boy did not exist but was there neverthel ess, ten
feet away, looking at ne with loathing in his eyes.

He began to sing. "In Dublin's fair city / Were the girls are so pretty
--" His voice was sweet, m schievous.

| took a step toward him "I don't know what you _want_ from ne! What
can | do? What do you want me to do? | don't understand." Unintentionally I
reached out toward him Arm extended, pal mup, a beggar's hand: Pl ease help.

H s face was blank. He gave me a long | ook, then stepped out of the
doorway and wal ked away. His feet left wet prints on the linoleumall the way

down the hall. He began to sing again. " -- | first laid eyes on Sweet Mlly
Mai one. "

"Pl ease stop."

Not hi ng

" Tell ne what | can do! _



He never turned. Reaching the door, he pushed it open and was gone.

VWHEN | ENTERED t he room an inmposing wonan stood above Frances, taking
her pul se. She had a big sweep of lustrous black hair spun up and around her
head |i ke a cone of soft ice cream Thick eyebrows, |arge eyes, small
features, white skin. She wore a black Chanel suit that contrasted vividly
wi th nunmbers of gold rings on her fingers and bracelets on her wists. If |
saw her on the street I'd have thought, Money, showoff, businesswoman, or w fe
with an attitude. Attractive wi thout being special, her black eyes announced
she knew exactly what she was doi ng. Wien she spoke the tinbre and authority
of her voice reinforced that.

"Can | help you?"

"Doctor, this is ny friend Mranda Romanac. M randa, Doctor Zabalino."

The doctor turned one of the bracelets on her arm "The boy is telling
the truth: he _won't_ |eave. You nust make himgo away."

Appal | ed that she knew what had happened outside, | barked back, "How do
you know about that? Wio are you?"

Frances feebly propped herself up on her elbows. "Don't be afraid,
Mranda. | called you here because |I'm sick. Very sick. The doctor says |
mght die, so | have to tell you sone things. It's essential you know t hem

"The first is, if anything happens to nme, Zabalino can help you. If you
need advice, or a place to stay, you can al ways cone here and you'll be safe.
Fr om anyt hi ng.

"But now you have to go back and live in the house. Stay there unti
you' ve found who you are. After that it's your decision whether to stay or
| eave. "

"What am | supposed to do there? Help nme, Frances. G ve nme sone
direction!"”

"I can't because | don't know. But the house is the key, Mranda. The
answers are all there.”

"I's that why you gave it to us?"

She shook her head. "No, but it's the place where Hugh died and that's
its inportance. The same thing happened to ne in Vienna with Shunda fifty

years ago. | had to stay until | discovered who | was.
"Tell Frannie | can't see himtoday. But tell himhis wife is very il
and nust have a thorough exam nation. She can still be saved but _nust_ be

checked i medi ately. "

The door opened and McCabe strode in like the mayor of the place. "Hiya,
Frances. What's going on, girls? Am| supposed to stay next door w th Rock
VWman?"

| heard something. | couldn't recognize _what_ but instinctively knew it
was bad. The way your head snaps back froma revolting snell before the brain
registers.

The noi se got | ouder.

"What is that?"

They all | ooked at me. The wonen traded gl ances.

McCabe shrugged. "Wiat's _what _?"

"Don't you _hear_it? That breathing sound? Loud breat hi ng?"

He rubbed the side of his chin and sniled. "Nope."

Frances and the doctor were not smiling. They | ooked as upset as | felt.
"M randa, you have to go. Right now, get _out_ of here! Take Frannie. Go back
to Crane's View Co to the house.™

McCabe was facing nme, his back to the two wonen. "Wat's goin' on?" He
| ooked happily baffled, as if a prank was being played on him

Behind him Frances called his nanme. He turned. Nothing passed between

them -- no | ook, touch, word, or gesture. But he suddenly spun back to face ne
and his expression was four-alarmfire. "W gotta get out of here! Mranda,
cone on. Come _on_!" He took my armand tried to push me toward the door

| hesitated now, certainly frightened, but also determined to find out



somet hing. "Wat is it, Frances? Wat is that breathing sound?"

Zabal i no spoke in a warning rush. "lIt's _you_ . It's part of your self
wai ting outside. You nmust go now and find answers. It won't hurt you, or us,
if you | eave now "

"But Frances said if | was in trouble | could cone here --

"Later. Not now. Until you find out certain things and then deci de what
to do, none of us are safe while you're here. It's waiting. It can't touch you
while you're inside. It's as close as it can get and wants you to know that.

Fi eberglas is a haven, but not for you yet.

"Frances never should have asked you here. First you need to know who
you are. Until then, it --" Zabalino pointed outside, where a frightening and
unknown part of nyself was breathing | oud and cl ose against the walls of this
dubi ous pl ace.

Fear made ny feet feel |ike they weighed two hundred pounds. Strangely,
a line fromchil dhood shoved its way to the front of my m nd and kept shouting
itself over and over. It was the Big Bad Wlf's threat to the Three Little
Pigs as he stood hungry and full of murderous confidence outside each of their
houses, knowi ng he was about to eat the inhabitant: "I'lIl huff and I'll puff
and I'Il blow your house down."

"Mranda, cone _on_." MCabe took ny arm | shook him off.

"Frances, did | cause Hugh's death?"

"No, definitely not."

"But you have to help me! | don't know what's happeni ng!"

Qut si de the noise got |ouder. The breathing faster, somehow thicker

"Co back to Crane's View, Mranda. The answers are there. If not, then |
don't know anything. It's the only thing | can tell you that mght help." She
was about to say nore but Zabalino touched her armto stop. Frances Hatch
licked her thin lips and stared at me with pity. And apprehension

WHEN | WAS a girl | contracted nmeningitis. One sunmer day | cane in from
playing with Zoe Holland to tell my nother | had a headache and ny neck hurt.
She was wat ching tel evision, and wi thout taking her eyes fromthe set, she
told me to go lie down. When her program was over she would conme in and take
nmy tenperature. | went to ny roomand quickly fell asleep. When ny nother cane
in she could not rouse me. The nost interesting part of the experience was
that although I had slipped into a coma, all the while | was conpletely aware

of what was going on around ne. | sinply could not react to it. Wen nother
pani cked because she could not wake me up, | heard everything. | just couldn't
open mny eyes or mouth to say, |'mhere, Mom you don't have to scream

| was aware of the ambul ance men comi ng in and working on nme, of being
carried out of the house and the sounds we nmade while |leaving, of the ride in
t he anmbul ance to the hospital, everything. It was not |like a dream so nuch as
i ke being behind glass or sone kind of thin curtain, half an inch away from
the regul ar goings-on of life. Two days later | woke fromthe coma when | felt
the urge to go to the bat hroom

Ri ding back to Crane's View with MCabe, | thought about those days and
what it had been |like to be conscious but in a coma at the sanme tinme. There
but not there -- cognizant but conpletely cut off. Now nmuch the sane thing was
happeni ng. Since w tnessing the phantom boy's birthday party, | had been
watching my life take place fromthe _other side_ of sonething. Somnething
i npenetrabl e and nysterious. My life was _over there_, not where | was. O it
was life as | had once known it. And there was nothing | could do to get back
to it. What woul d going back to the house in Crane's View do to hel p? But what
alternative did | have?

THE ACCI DENT MJST have happened only m nutes before we canme around the
bend. Snmoke was still rising in a sinuous cloud from beneath the crunpl ed
silver hood. A sharp thick snell of hot oil and scorched netal filled the air.



The song "Sally Go Round the Roses" blared frominside the car. No one el se
was around. The song bored through the strange sil ence surrounding us on that
narrow road a few mles outside of Crane's View

McCabe cursed and slewed hard to the right a hundred feet behind the
wreck. We bunped onto the unpaved shoul der of the road and stopped anmid a | oud
whirl of flying stones and dirt. Wthout saying anything, he junped out and
ran across the road to where the BMNwas ranmed so hard into the tel ephone
pole that its front end was two feet off the ground. Some kind of grimliquid
dri pped steadily out the bottomof the car. | assuned it was water until | saw
the dark color. | |ooked up the length of the tel ephone pole. Strangely
enough, birds were perched on the black wires, |ooking busily around and
chirping at each other. The wires jiggled a bit under their slight weight.

McCabe ran to the passenger's side and bent down to | ook in the w ndow.

I was right behind him ny hands pressed tightly agai nst ny sides.

He spoke calmy to whoever was inside. It was al nost beautiful, how
sweet and warm his voice was. "Here we are. W're here to hel p. Anybody hurt?
Anybody --" He stopped and stepped abruptly back. "Bad one. Bad one." Before
he turned to me, | sawinside the car for the first tine.

Hugh OCakl ey was inpal ed on the exposed steering colum. H s head was
turned in the other direction so | couldn't see his face, thank God. Charlotte
OGakl ey had not been wearing a seat belt and had gone full force into the
wi ndshi el d. The safety gl ass had stopped her, but her head had hit wi th such
i npact that there was an enornous crystal spiderweb on the glass. \Wat was
left of her beautiful face | ooked |ike a piece of dropped fruit. A section of
the bl ack steering wheel lay in her lap, evilly twi sted, |ooking |ike some odd
tool. The child, their boy, was in the backseat, dead too. He lay on his back
both arnms above his head, one eye open, one closed. He wore a T-shirt with a
picture of Wle E. Coyote holding a stick of dynamite in one paw. The boy's
head was bent at a fatal angle. But nost inportant, he was ol der than when
had seen himonly an hour before in the hall at Fieberglas. He had _aged_.

Staring into that car full of bodies, | knew what this was.

What woul d have happened if Hugh had lived, eventually left ne, and gone
back to Charlotte? This.

They woul d have had the boy and been happy for sone years. Maybe el even
or twelve, maybe thirteen. Then one day they would go for a ride in the
country in their elegant new silver car. And it would end like this: a face
like a burst plum WIle E. Coyote, the wong beauty of a cracked gl ass
spi der web.

When McCabe wal ked back to his car to get a cell phone and call in the
accident, ny "comn" still surrounded ne, protecting me. In any other
situation, seeing Hugh Cakley |like that would have driven me mad. Now | j ust
stayed by himand listened to the eerie, beautiful song comng fromthe radio.
| didn't even feel bad, because | knew this was not true; this was _not_ how
it happened. He had died with his hand on ny head, quietly, just the two of
us, at the end of a summer evening rainstorm That way was better, wasn't it?

Quietly, in love, with the second half of his life to look forward to, |iving
wi th someone who | oved himnore than she ever thought possible? | would have
gi ven himeverything. | would have pulled down planets to nake our |ife work.
I looked at him | had to ask a question he could never answer because he was

dead. Dead everywhere. Dead here, dead in ny life.

"Which |ife woul d have been better for you? \Which one woul d have kept
you whol e?"

Unconcerned, the birds above us hopped on and off the wires, chatty and
busy with the rest of the day.



9. THE SLAP OF NOW

| RETURNED TO Crane's View with a nenber of the town's volunteer fire
department. MCabe remmined at the scene of the accident. After the fire truck
and ambul ances had arrived and the personnel had done everything they could,
he'd arranged for me to go hone with a friend of his.

We rode in silence until the man asked if | knew the victins. |
hesi tated before saying no. He tugged on his earlobe and said it was a
terrible thing, terrible. Not only because of the accident, but because the
Sal vatos were fine people. He had known Al for years and even voted for him
when he ran for mayor a few years before.

Baffl ed, | asked whom he was tal king about. He threw a thunmb over his
shoul der. "The Salvatos: Al, Christine, little Bob. Hell of a nice famly. Al
dead in one crash like that. Heartbreaker

"Being on the fire department, we gotta be at nost of the pile-ups.
'Specially the bad ones. But these are the hardest. You cone onto an acci dent
scene, which is bad enough, but then you look in the car for the first tine
and you _know_ the people? Jesus, there they are, dead. I'mtellin' you,
sometines it makes me think about maybe quitting."

| turned 180 degrees in ny seat and gaped out the rear w ndow, then I
turned back. "But did you look _inside_the car? Did you actually see your
friends in there?" It was a denand, not a question, because | had seen it too,
_them_ -- Hugh, Charlotte, the whole horror

"Sure | saw it! Lady, waddya think I'mtalkin' about here? | pulled A
off a steering colum that was about two feet deep up his chest! Dammed

_right_ 1 saw. | was six inches away fromhis face."
| watched himsilently until it was clear he wasn't going to say
anything else. | swiveled in the seat again to | ook out the back w ndow. W

were alnost to Crane's View

When we drove through the center of town I remenbered how excited Hugh
and | had been the day we noved in. W wanted to do everything at once --
unpack the truck, go into town and check out the stores, take a long walk to
get a feel for what Crane's View was really like. Because it was a nice day,
we chose the wal k and ended up by the river watching boats pass. Hugh said,
"Not hi ng could be better than this." He took my hand and squeezed it. Then he
wal ked away. | asked where he was going but he didn't answer. | watched as he
wander ed around, his eyes on the ground. Eventually he | eaned over and picked
up a small brown stick about the size and width of a cigar. Holding it up, he
waved it back and forth for me to see

"I"ve been waiting for just the right noment to | ook for this. Now s the

nmonent. Here with you, the water, the day . . . The perfect time to find ny
first Mranda stick."

He cane over and handed it to ne. | rubbed ny thunb over its surface and
then inpul sively kissed the stick. "I hope there will be a lot nore.”

He took it back and slid it into his jeans pocket. "This is one of the
big ones for ne. |1've got to take care of it."

| GO QUT of the car wondering where Hugh's stick was. | waited unti
the car had gone around the corner before | turned to | ook at our house.
felt nothing -- no dread or anxiety, not even the slightest shred of
curiosity. Judging by the events of the |ast two days, there was no ot her
option but to go back inside and face whatever was waiting for ne.

Staring at the place | had so recently and happily thought woul d be our
house, our _home_, for the rest of our lives, | renenbered sonething Huigh had
done that disturbed ne.



One night in my New York apartnment, he called to me fromthe bedroom
When | got there, he stopped me with an arm across the door

"Do exactly what | tell you, okay? Look quickly and tell me what you see
on the table next to the bed. Don't think about it. Just |ook and say."

Puzzl ed, | conplied. Somnething dark and odd-shaped was exactly where ny
bedside lanp usually sat. | squinted once to see better but it didn't help. |
had no idea what it was. My wondering went on until he dropped his arm wal ked
to the bed, |eaned over, and switched the lanp on. It _was_ ny lanp, only he
had laid it on its side in such a way that it was inpossible to recognize from
a di stance.

"Isn't that strange? Just the snallest twist of the dial away from
normal -- one click -- and everything we know for certain vani shes. Sane
dammed t hi ng happened to ne this norning. There's a vase in the office we've
had for years, a nice Lalique piece. But soneone knocked it over or whatever.
Wen | saw it like that today, on its side, it was unrecogni zable. | couldn't
tell _what_the thing was. | stood in the hall glued to the spot, wondering,
What -t he-hel | -i s-that? Then Courtney wal ked up, righted it, and there it was
again -- the vase."

| wasn't very wowed and he nust have seen that in nmy expression. He put
both hands on ny face and squeezed mny cheeks. "Don't you see? Nothing is ever
finished. It's all evolving; everything has a hundred new angl es we've never
seen. W get jaded, but then something jarring like this happens and we're
bewi | dered by it, sometines even pissed off, or delighted. That's what | keep
trying to be -- delighted by what | don't know "

It was a sweet and very Hugh insight, but it didn't do much for nme. |
ki ssed him straightened the | anp, and went back to cooking our dinner

That night | was awakened from a deep sleep by a touch -- across ny
face, between ny legs, up and down ny side. My tingling body and foggy nind
were rising in happy concert and | was noaning. Wien it happened, either the
sound or the cause froze ne and | threw ny armout to the side as hard as |
could. It smacked Hugh on the forehead a great resounding _wap ! Crying out in
surprise, he fell back holding his head. A nmonment |ater we were |aughing and
touching and then ended up doi ng what he had intended in the first place.

Afterwards, Hugh went back to sleep but I was narooned awake. In the
silent boredomof three in the norning, | reran the events of the day,
renenberi ng what had happened earlier with the crooked bedside | anmp and what
he said about it. Waking to his touch was the sane thing. Unlike him | had
not been delighted by what | didn't know. On the contrary: unexpectedly
caressed by ny lover in the mddle of the night, | had come awake sw ngi ng.
Unable to stop the Iine of thought, | scrolled through other nenories,
realizing | could apply this dismal insight all over the way | had I|ived.
lay there feeling as stiff and inflexible as an ol d woman's neck

ON THE SIDEWALK in front of our house, | renenbered this. Wat would
Hugh have sai d? What woul d he have done if he'd been in ny shoes the |last few
days? | didn't know anythi ng about what was going on in ny life anynore. He
was dead and that same crooked |anp sat by our bed upstairs. Such a nice house

too -- square and solid |like a dependable aunt. Wth a porch that was perfect
for a hammock and snmall talk, iced tea in the sumer, a battered bicycle
| eani ng against the wall. A porch for children to play on. If | closed ny eyes

I could hear kids chasing each other across the wooden floor. Be careful! Sl ow
down! How many children would we have had? How nmany bi kes woul d have been
| eani ng agai nst the wall, sleds?
| took a step toward the house, hesitated, then took another. Finally I
took big fast strides. A car horn honked nearby. | jerked my head but raced up
the stair. At the top | avoided looking in the windows. What if there had been
somet hing i nside, sonething new that would deter ne from going in again?
Jammi ng nmy hand into ny back pocket, | pulled out the New York Mets key
ring C ayton Blanchard had given me when | worked for him Just thinking his



nane cal med me sonme. If there was still Clayton, then there was still New York
and ol d books, sonme kind of order that existed, hot coffee and cold soda, a
pl ace where you could step and not fall off the edge of the suddenly fl at
earth. Love was in that place, sanity too. | needed to get back there both for
nmysel f and our child. Menories and this baby were Hugh's |l egacy to ne. Neither
could function in the strange reality | had been shoved into.

| put the key in the lock and turned. O tried. Because the key would
not turn. _Could_ not turn. | tried again with no success. | twisted the
doorknob. It would not turn but it was warm As if soneone had been holding it
just before |I touched it. |I shook it, pushed in and out, tried the key again,
tried turning the knob. Not hing.

Leaving the key in the lock, | stepped over to one of the w ndows and
| ooked in. Nothing. Inside, the house was dark. | could just nmake out the
shadowy shapes of our furniture in the Iiving room Hugh's new chair, the
couch. Wthout warning | felt a sheer need to be inside the house, no matter
what waited in there. | went back to the door and tried everything again, this
time with the fury and strength of inpatience -- the |ock, the knob, push,
shake. Not hi ng.

"Tenper, tenper! What are you doing, trying to kill the door?"

Bot h hands on the knob, | |ooked over ny shoul der. MCabe stood on the
sidewal k with his arnms crossed. He slipped a hand into a pocket and took out a
pack of cigarettes.

"What are _you_ doing here? |I thought you had to stay . . . back there."
"I did what was necessary. You tell what you saw, they fill out their
forms. . . . Only so nmuch you can do. | was worried about you, so | thought

I'"d cone by and see if you were all right before I went down to the station."
"Thanks for your concern! Listen, did you know the people in that
acci dent ?"
"The Sal vatos? Sure. She and the kid were sweet, but Al's no loss to
manki nd. "
"Sal vat 0? That was the name? They're from Crane's View?"
"Yeah. Al owned a couple of stores downtown. G een Light Al Salvato. W
grew up together. Why?"

"I . . . don't know. Wen | |ooked in the weck, | thought | knew the
peopl e. "

McCabe took a deep breath and let it out quickly, his cheeks puffed out.
"That's a tough nmonment for anyone. Especially if it's your first time. | never
get used to it. | guess you were confused."

| knew full well it _was_ Hugh and his fanmly in the silver car. There
was no doubt about it.

"I saw you fiddling with the key. Is there a problen®"

Gesturing toward the door, | gave a defeated laugh. "I can't get into
nmy house. Something's wong with the | ock. The key won't turn and neither will
t he doorknob. "

"Can | try?" Flicking his hal f-snmoked cigarette away, he clinbed the
stairs to the porch, took the key, and tried it himself. Once. Nothing. It was
a small gesture but | liked himfor it. He didn't try to be a _nan_ about it
by fooling with the key for five mnutes until the I ock submtted and he had
shown ne up. He tried once, failed, handed back the key.

"You got two choices, then. We call a locksmith for, like, fifty bucks
even though I know a guy who'll give you a discount. O you can pretend you
don't see this. " He brought sonething out of his pocket and showed it to
me. A lock pick -- | recognized it froma hundred TV shows. "You want to give
it a shot?"

"I'"mhappy to save fifty dollars.™

"Vell, let's see.”

He slipped the awl-like thing into the lock and wiggled it around a
couple of tines. He stopped, made one nore snall novement with his hand, and
there was an audi ble click. He turned the knob and the door opened.

"Cha-cha-cha." Standi ng back, he made a sweeping gesture toward the



door. "(Open sez ne."

| started in but stopped. "Look, |I'msure you ve got a mllion other
things to do. But would you mind coming in with me just for a few mnutes? I'd
feel so much better if | had conpany in there awhile."

He | ooked at his beautiful watch. "Sure, | got tinme. W'll give the
pl ace a once-over." Wthout waiting he walked in. A nmoment's hesitation and
then | foll owed.

"Uh-oh, did you | eave sonething on the stove?"

"No. "
"W better look in your kitchen first." He went right toward it. For a
second that confused ne until | renmenbered McCabe had often been in the house

when Frances |ived here.

As if reading ny mnd, he said, "This house used to be full of weird
snell's. You never knew what would hit you when you came in. Sonetines
anbrosi a, sonetinmes Perth Anboy. Frances ever make you pecan pie? Sonetines
great, other tines absolute dog food. You'd be cleaning your teeth for three
days. She was the dammdest cook. Great soups, terrible neat. Never let her
cook you neat! Once for nmy birthday --" He shoved the kitchen door but nothing
happened.

"You | ock this?"

"No. "

W stared at each other.

"Interesting." He pushed again, but nothing happened. Under his breath
he began whistling the Beach Boys song "Hel p Me, Rhonda." He slid his hands
into his pockets and i nmedi ately took them out again. He gave the bottom of
the door a small kick that sounded way too loud in the silent house. He
whi stl ed sone nore. "This is interesting. Maybe it explains why you coul dn't
get in fromoutside." Taking a nagenta credit card out of his pocket, he
slipped it in the crack between the door and the frane and slid it upward.

There cane a snall netallic _link_on the other side.

"There you go! | renmenber there's a hook and eye on this one because
put it in for Frances years ago." He pushed the door open

First cane the snell, then the snoke. Not rmuch of it but enough to

stiffen the neck and nmake you scared. Brave MCabe wal ked straight into the
room Seconds later there was a netallic scraping, a crash, and he fell down
right in front of ne.

"What the fuck_ --"

Pi eces of metal covered the kitchen floor; glass too. Some were whol e,
ot hers broken or in jagged fragnents. Many were bl ackened, others actually

snoki ng. The largest was imredi ately recogni zable -- a silver trunk lid from
an autonobile with the BMVinsignia enbl azoned on it. There were nore silver
pi eces anong the others -- the silver of Hugh's wecked car

McCabe stood up, hands bl eedi ng. Dazed, he |ooked at nme. "What is this
shit?"

| knew what it was. | knew too well. | never should have brought him
into the house. Whoever was in here, whoever was _in charge_, wanted ne al one
in the house. Wthout knowing it, | had broken the rules. Now poor MCabe and

| would pay for mnmy m stake.

| turned and wal ked quickly out of the roomto the front door. O course
it was | ocked. | grabbed the doorknob and tried turning it, but nothing noved,
not an inch. It felt welded shut. |I knew it was useless to try finding another
way out of the house.

I went back to the kitchen. McCabe stood at the sink washing his hands.
He did it slowy and precisely. Despite what was happeni ng, he appeared in no

hurry. | couldn't think of anything to say because whatever cane out would
sound absurd.
Wth his back to ne, he murmured, "It's here again, isn't it? That's

what this is all about." He took a red dish towel off a hook by the w ndow.
Drying his hands, he waited for nmy answer.
"I don't even know what _it_is. Strange things have been going on ever



since Hugh and | nmoved in."

"I's that why Frances wanted us to cone see her? Tell ne the truth,
M randa. "

"Yes. But how do you know about it? What is it?"

"Frances called it the Surinam Toad. That conmes from sone |ine by
Col eridge -- the poet? She nmade me nmenorize it. 'My thoughts bustle along Iike
a Surinamtoad, with little toads sprouting out of back, sides, and belly,
vegetating while it craw s.

"When | was young it tried to kill me, but Frances saved ny life. It
happened here in the house." He sat down at the table. He slowy | ooked at the
debris around the roomand pursed his lips. "Here we go again. | thought al
that was over a long tine ago. The fuckin' toad is back."

| went to a drawer and took out a box of Band-Aids. | handed them over
and sat down across fromhim "Can you tell nme about it?"

"I _have_to tell you about it now Renmenber when you asked ne if | knew
anyone who had powers? Frances has powers. She --"

There was a loud scraping sound. | jerked in nmy seat and | ooked across
the room The trunk Iid was noving. It dragged slowy across the floor toward
us. The ot her pieces began nmoving too. The roomwas filled with the racket of
this terrible slow scraping sound everywhere, the I ong high screech of sharp
nmet al edges digging a path. A deep white |line appeared behind the trunk Iid as
it gouged a wavy path across the wooden kitchen fl oor

| reached across the table, and slid ny hand across his cuts. Bl ood was
still oozing fromthem it spread onto ny fingers. Standing, | walked to the
cl osest piece of netal and wi ped the blood across it. The novenent, the sound,
everyt hing stopped instantly. The silence was i mMmense.

McCabe stuck his hands under his arnpits, as if trying to hide them
"What'd you do? Why did it stop?"

| couldn't answer. | wasn't sure. Instinctively | had known how to stop
the pieces fromnmoving, but _how_ | knew was unclear. My m nd worked furiously
to put it in focus.

A house! It was like a house I'd lived in all ny life. It had a certain
nunber of roons | knew by heart, every angle, the view fromeach w ndow, But
suddenly this house contained twice as many roons, all filled with unfaniliar

things. But it was ny house. It had al ways been nmy house -- | just hadn't
known about these extra roons and what they contai ned.

McCabe gl ared at me, hands still hidden. "Huh? You know things too,
don't you, Mranda? How did you know what to do?"

"Blood stops it. I. . . | just know bl ood stops things."

"Yeah, great. But what now? \Wat the hell happens now?" Wthout waiting
for an answer, he left the room | stood and listened while he did exactly
what | had done -- went to the front door and tried to open it. | heard his

steps, the door rattling, curses when it wouldn't open
H s steps crossed the floor again but instead of returning to the
kitchen, they began clinbing the stairs. He was tal king but | couldn't make

out his words. | |ooked at the debris around the kitchen and part of my mnd
thought it was funny. Mranda's junkyard. Cone into ny kitchen and find a
bunper for your BMWNW Then I'll make you lunch. Part of you stops being scared

when the sane world of a nonent ago goes nad.

I f Hugh had been in the backyard the other day, he might still be
around. | had nothing to | ose. "Hugh? Are you here?"

Not hi ng

"Hugh? Can you hear ne?"

The kitchen door swung open. But it was MCabe.

"Come with me. Hurry up."

| followed himout of the kitchen and trailed behind as he started back
up the stairs.

"You |ike dolls?"

H s question was so absurd and out of place that | stopped clinbing.
"What ?"



"Do you like dolls? | asked if you like
i f everything depended on ny answer.

" _Dolls_? No. Wy?"

Narrowi ng his eyes, he stared at ne as if he didn't believe it. "Really?
Well then, that's bad news. 'Cause they're in the sane roomas before. So |
guess the sane _goddammed_ thing's happeni ng again! Only Frances isn't around
to get us out this tinme."

"What are you tal king about, MCabe?"

em" H's voice was urgent, as

"You'll see.”
Then the realization hit me. "I _did_. | used to love dolls when | was a
girl. | collected them"

When we reached the first floor he wal ked down the hall to Hugh's and ny
bedr oom and t hrew open the door. "_Sonebody_ |ikes dolls."

Before noving to Crane's View, we had bought a new bed. There shoul d
have been only two things in that room-- the new bed and a snall | eather
couch I had owned for years. Nothing else.

I nstead, our bedroomwas full of dolls. On the new bed, the couch, nost
of the floor. They were stuck on the walls, across the entire ceiling, the
wi ndowsi | | . They bl ocked nmpbst of the light fromcomng in the wi ndow.

Hundr eds, maybe even a thousand dolls. Large ones, small; flat faces, fat
faces, round; with breasts, w thout; wearing jeans, dirndls, evening gowns,
cl own cost unes.

Al'l of themhad the sane face -- mne

"Leave ne alone in here, Frannie."

"What ? Are you crazy?

"That's what they want. They want ne alone in here."

He glared but didn't speak

"The sane thing happened in here with Frances, right? In _this_ room
The sane thing. Were there dolls?"

H s eyes dropped. "No. People. People she said she knew froma long tine
ago. "

| was about to respond when the first voice spoke. Achild's, it was
qui ckly joined by another and then another until we were surrounded by a
deaf eni ng cacophony of voices saying different things at once. W stood in the

doorway listening until | began to make out what some of them were saying.
"Why do we al ways have to go to Aunt Mm's house? She snells."
"But you _pronmised_ | could have a dog."

"Dad, are stars cold or hot?"

On and on. Sone voices were clear and understandable. Qhers were | ost
in the surrounding swirl of tones, whines, whispers. But | understood enough
Al of them all of these words and sentences, were my own, spoken in the
various voices | had owned growing up. The first one | disentangled was the

line about the stars. | knew it imediately because ny father, an astrononer,
had loved it and repeated it to others throughout nmy chil dhood.

My Aunt Mm _did_ smell. | hated visiting her.

My parents finally relented and gave me a dog, which was stolen three
weeks later. | was nine at the tine.

If | had remained in that bedroom|ong enough, | assunme all the words of

my lifetime would have been repeated. Instead of life passing in front of ny
eyes, nmy words were entering nmy ears. Some of themtweaked nmenories, npbst were
not hi ng but the verbal spew of twelve thousand days on earth. | once read that
a person speaks sonething like a billion words in the course of alife. Here
were mine, all at once.

"Co out. Wait downstairs."

"Mranda --"

"Do it, Frannie. Just go."

He hesitated, then put his hand on the doorknob. "1'Il be outside in the
hall. Just outside if you need ne."

"Yes. Al right."
The monment he cl osed the door behind him the roomfell silent.



"M randa, would you do ne a big favor?"

There had been so much noise, so nmany |oud and cl ashing voi ces seconds
ago that this one with its sinple question rising so suddenly out of the new
silence was especially disturbing. Because it was a _man's_ voi ce and very
famliar.

"Sure. You want a backrub?"

"No. 1'd like you to go with nme to the drugstore."

"Right now? Dog, |'ve got to be at the airport in a few hours and you
know how nmuch | still have to do."

"It's inportant, Mranda. It's really inportant to ne."

My back was to the door. Turning around, | saw an entirely different
room behind me: a hotel roomin Santa Monica, California. Doug Auerbach sat on
the bed in there. A gane show was yapping on the tel evision. Doug was wat chi ng
me as | cane out of the bathroom wapped in a white towel.

It was the day we went to the drugstore because he'd dreaned about doing
that together. The day | flew back to New York and saw the worman in the
wheel chair by the side of the freeway.

| stood in the corner watching a part of ny life happen. Again. Only
this time there were two ne's in the room-- the one living the moment and the
one who wat ched.

"What's wong with this picture?" Janes Stillmn said as he wal ked out
of the bathroom Dog Auerbach and M randa continued tal king. They did not
react to him "Where's Wal do?" Janes smirked, and that |ook, that one precise
faci al expression | renenbered so well down the years was as frightening in
t hat nmonment as anythi ng el se.

"Way am | here, Janes? What am | supposed to do?"

"Stop whining and aski ng questions. You' re here because soneone _wants_
you here, Mranda. Figure it out! Stop playing the poor little puppy. You
waste so nmuch time crying _why ne_."

H s voice was cold and nmean. | stared at himand he stared right back. |
began to nove around the notel room |ooking carefully at everything, hoping
for a clue, listening to the two talk. Light fromthe windowlit the

hal f-filled water glass on the night table. An orange candy bar wrapper |ay
twi sted on the floor. A book. A green sock on the bed.

"Can | touch things?"

James smirked again. "Do whatever you want. They don't know we're here."

| reached out and touched Doug's arm He didn't react. | shook him or
rather | shook but he didn't nove. He continued talking. | picked up an
ashtray and threw it across the room It banged | oudly against a wall but
neit her of them acknow edged the sound.

| wal ked to the wi ndow and | ooked out. The afternoon sun was a used-up
yel | ow-orange. Qut on the sidewal k a bumwearing a brightly col ored serape and
a bl ack beret pushed a supernmarket cart filled with junk. Two kids on
skat eboards whi zzed by. He shouted at them

The first surprise was that | could hear every word the bum said,
al t hough the wi ndow was cl osed. Next was the realization, like a hard,
unexpected slap in the face, that | suddenly knew everythi ng about this nan.
H s nanme was Piotr "Poodl e" Voukis. Sixty-seven years old, he was a Bul gari an
em gre from Babyak who had worked as a janitor at UCLA for twenty years unti
he was fired for drinking. He'd had two sons. One was killed in Vietnam

On and on, ny mind flooding with every detail of this man's life. | knew
his nost intimate secrets and fears, the names of his |overs and enem es, the
col or of the nodel notorboat he had built and sailed in Echo Park with his
sons when they were young and |life was as good as it would ever get for him
Then | saw the room at UCLA hospital where he spent desolate nonths sitting by
his wife's bed as abdom nal cancer dissolved her insides until there was
nothing left but a dark and fetid pudding.

Everything about him 1 knew everything in his now di mand addl ed brain.

Aghast, | turned away. The second | did, ny mnd enptied and | was
nmysel f again. _Only_ nyself.



For a noment.

James said something and without thinking | |ooked at him At once | saw
the rushing view through the windshield of his car as it sped toward his death
in Philadel phia. | saw the tattooed words on his last |lover Kiera's wist. |
experienced his feelings for Mranda Ronmanac -- nostalgia, resentnment, old
love . . . all wapped tightly around each other like |eaves on a cabbage.

As with the bumon the street, the monent | | ooked at James Stillman |

becane him

This time | screaned and staggered. Because of a fear that was not ny
own: Janes was absolutely petrified of ne. Having become him | knew why he
was afraid and what had to be done. I amnot a brave person and have never
pretended to be, so what | did next was the bravest act of ny life. | have
regretted it ever since.

Looki ng around, | saw what | needed, but was so unbal anced that |
scanned the roomtw ce nore before it registered. Amrror. A small oval
mrror above the desk

| looked into it.

A MAN IN a black suit and floor-length silk cape stood alone in the
m ddl e of the stage of a giant theater. He was tall and handsome, inmmensely

alluring in a frightening way. Everything about himwas black -- his clothes,
patent | eather shoes, gleanming hair like licorice. Even the intense whiteness
of his skin accentuated the darkness. Just |ooking at him | knew here was a

man capabl e of real magic.

Staring directly at ne, he said my nanme in a thundering voice. How coul d
he know ny nane when | had never seen himbefore this night? Wth one | anguid
hand, he beckoned for me to join himon stage. | |ooked at ny nother and
father, who were sitting on either side of me. Both smiled their perm ssion
and ent husi asm Fat her even put his hand agai nst nmy back to nove nme nore
qui ckly. The audi ence began to applaud. | was terribly enbarrassed to be the
center of attention, but loved it at the same tine. | sidled out of our row
and wal ked down the wide aisle to a short staircase on the side of the stage.

At the top of the stairs an easel supported a |arge poster announcing
t he nane of the perforner:

THE ENORMOUS SHUNDA
SHUMDA DER ENORM
BAUCHREDNER EXTRACRDI NAI RE

As | clinbed the stairs the audi ence cl apped harder. Wrrying | would
trip and fall in front of everyone, | walked carefully to center stage, where
the man in bl ack stood.

He put up a hand to stop the applause and it died instantly. There was a
stop while all of us waited for what he would do next. Nothing. He sinmply
stood there with his hands behind his back. It went on too |ong. Unnoving, he
stared into the audience. W waited restlessly but it went on and on

Just as peopl e began to whisper their dismay, shifting inpatiently in
their seats, a dal mati an wandered out onto the stage. It darted back and forth
sniffing the floor excitedly and came to us only after it had jittered around
like that awhile. Sonme in the audi ence |aughed or scoffed out [ oud.

Shunda did nothing to stop the titter. He continued his sil ence and
staring. W stood in front of hundreds of people but the only thing that had
happened since |'d stepped onto the stage was the arrival of the dog. Wen it
felt like the whole theater woul d expl ode with tension and exasperation, the
dog |l eaped in the air and did a perfect back flip. On landing, it bell owed out
in a beautifully deep man's voice, "Be quiet! Have you no manners? Wat's the
matter with you peopl e?"



Deadpan, Shunda | ooked at the dog, then at ne. He gave me the small est
possi bl e wi nk. He | ooked back at the audi ence, same deadpan, and slipped his
hands into his trouser pockets.

After the dog spoke, gasps and shocked yel ps of |aughter burst fromthe
audi ence.

The dog then sat down and adjusted itself until it was confortable. It
continued in the sane pleasingly virile voice that was not at all like the
ventriloquist's. "Since you seem di spl eased with Shunmda, | will now take over

the show. Master, if you please?"

Shunda bowed deeply first to the audience, then to the dog. It dipped
its head as if acknow edging the bow. Then the man in black turned and |eft
t he st age.

When he was gone and there was no possi ble way the ventril oquist could
be within fifty feet of the animal, the dog spoke again.

"And now for my next trick, | would ask the young |ady --"

Pandenmoni um How coul d the dog speak if the ventril oquist was now of f
t he stage?

The animal waited patiently until the audience quieted. "I would ask the
young lady to step to the front of the stage and hold her arms out from her
si des. "

| didit. Four feet fromthe edge, | stopped and slowy lifted nmy arns.

Because | was standing so far forward, | couldn't see the dog when it spoke
again. | |ooked out over the sea of attentive faces and knew t hey were | ooking
at me, ne, nme. | had never been so happy in ny life.

"What is your favorite bird?"

"A penguin!" | shouted.

The audi ence roared and appl auded. Their |aughter continued until the
dog spoke agai n.

"A formdable bird, certainly; one with great character. But what we
need now is a chanpionship flyer. One with wings |ike an angel, able to cross
continents w thout stopping."

| licked ny lips and thought. "A duck?"

Anot her gal e of |aughter.

"A duck is a brilliant choice. So, my dear, close your eyes now and
think of flying. It's daybreak; the sky is the color of peaches and plunms. See
yourself rising off the earth to join your fellow pintails on the journey
south for the winter."

| closed nmy eyes and, before | knewit, felt nothing beneath ny feet.

Looki ng down, | saw that nothing _was_ beneath ny feet: | was a foot, then
two, five, ten feet above the stage and rising. | was a child and was flying.
As | rose, | began to float out over the audi ence. Looking down, | saw

people with their heads bent back, all of themstaring at ne in wonder. Mouths
open or hands over their mouths, hands to their cheeks, arns pointing up
children bouncing in their seats; a woman's hat fell off. . . . Al because of
ne.

Where were ny parents? | could not find themin the dark nmass of heads
bel ow.

| continued to float out until 1'd reached the niddle of the theater
Once there, | rose even higher. How did the birds do this? How heavy hunans
were! Gently | rose again. My hands were spread in front of me but not far out
-- nore like | was playing a piano. | wggled ny fingers.

My body stopped as | floated seventy feet above the crowd in the center
of the theater. No wires attached to ny back, no tricks, nothing but the
genui ne magi ¢ of a tal king dog.

Ti me stopped and there was conplete silence in the theater

"What are you doi ng? Are you mad?" Bel ow, Shunda marched qui ckly out
onstage, |ooking up at ne and then at the now cowering dal mati an

"But, Master --"

"How many tines have | told you? Dogs cannot do these things! You don't
know what you're doing!"



Tentative |l aughter fromthe audience.
"Bring her down! |nmediately!"

But | didn't want to come down. | wanted to stay weightless for the rest
of time while people bel ow | ooked up and wi shed they could be nme. Staring
forever, rapt, at me the angel, the fairy -- _| could fly_!

"Bring her down!"

| dropped.

Falling, | saw only faces. Horror, surprise, wonder frozen on their
faces as they saw ne drop straight at them The faces grew | arger. How fast
does a child fall? How |l ong does it take till inpact? Al | remenber is fast
and slow. And before | was scared, before | could even think to scream | hit.

And di ed.

10. PAI NTI NG HEAVEN

"DARLING ARE YQU all right?"

The words poured slowy into my mnd like thick, glutinous sauce. Brown
gravy.

Wth great difficulty |I opened my eyes and squinted hard at the first
thing I saw. It was awful. Jarring and fragmented, the colors were a bad,
gaudy, inconprehensible mx adding up to nothing but ness. If they had been
brass instruments, their squawks and squeal s woul d have nade ne cover ny ears
and run away.

But as ny head cleared, | remenbered with a terrible sinking feeling
that what was in front of me was mne -- | had painted it. | had _been_
painting it for nonths and nonths, but nothing | did nade it better. Nothing.

Maybe that's why | had been having the bl ackouts with increasing
regularity. Lying on ny back |onger and | onger each day painting the fresco on
the ceiling of the church. The church | had connived Tyndall into buying. The
fresco that, when finished, was supposed to have convinced the others | was a
real painter. Not just everyone's mstress. Not just the great pair of tits
who the fanmous ones let stay because | was al ways avail able. The Arts Fucker
as De Kooning called me to ny face. But when | was done, they would see. See
that | was far, far better than any of them had ever inmagined. My fresco would

prove it.

It had begun as such a wonderful idea. And the only reason for
continuing to see Lionel Tyndall. Let himscrew nme to his heart's content.
Make himcrazy for ne; make myself into his drug. Then when he was hooked, use
him Use his noney and connections to get what | really wanted -- the respect

of the |likes of de Kooning and El eanor Ward, Lee Krasner and Pol | ock. Yes,
even that bastard

One of the few interesting things Tyndall ever said was about them the
great ones: They had no enpty space around them He was right. My dreamwas to
bring them here and show them what | had acconpli shed. How good t he heaven was
| had painted on the ceiling of Lionel Tyndall's church. The church he bought
me out of the deepness of his lust and his pockets.

In a sketchbook, | had witten a line from Mati sse that becane ny
essential rule: "I tend towards what | feel: toward a kind of ecstasy. And
then | find tranquillity." Since beginning the church project, | had done
everything | could to follow my instincts, to "tend towards" what | felt. But
sadly what | felt was nowhere near what | had painted. Wrse, | could no



| onger imagi ne even getting close. No enpty spaces around then? There was
nothing _but_ enpty space around -- and in -- what | had created.

What's worse, going through life trying to find your passion but never
finding it, or _knowi ng_ what you want but no matter how hard you try, never
being able to acconplish it? | had wanted to be a painter for fifteen years
and had done everything | could to achieve it. But it hadn't happened, and,
horribly, it was beginning to |l ook Iike it never would.

"Darling? Are you all right?"

Tyndal | 's voice sniveled up from bel ow and made me shudder. He didn't
care if | was all right; he wanted me to come down so we could go outside and
make love in his car or under a tree or in the water or sonewhere. That was
our unspoken deal. He bought the abandoned church outside East Hanpton and
gave me everything | needed to paint it. In return, | was expected to clinb
down and play with hi mwhenever he call ed.

But the bl ackouts |I'd been having? Those dangerous spells once or twice
a nonth where everything sinply fell away and | cane to with no menory of them
happeni ng?

"Why don't you cone down and we'll have sone | unch. You' ve been up there
since seven this norning."

| stared at the ceiling and thought about his hands, his breath on ny
neck, the thin musky smell of his body when he got excited.

| turned on nmy side to |l ook down at him As | did, there was a | oud
sharp crack frombelow. Alarnmed, | tried turning conpletely over. But all at
once there was a second crack, a high _wheee-yow_ of scaffold nmetal bending,
and everything coll apsed.

| dropped.

The last thing | saw, before a metal bar snapped off the scaffolding and
flew through ny throat, was one of the faces | had painted on the ceiling.

SCREAM NG THERE WAS screaning all around and not just human. Metal --
the scream and grind of metal against netal for seconds, then gone. Nothing
breaking or snapping this time, only neeting. Meeting for earsplitting seconds
in a fast hot sparking touch and gone. W flew The car rocketed forward.
opened ny eyes again onto bright sunlight after the tunnel's blackness. W
twi sted, rose, turned. A fresh gust of screanming fromthe children in our car
We went up up up, alnost stopped, then fell into the intricate | oop and swi ng
of the roller-coaster track

| looked at Janmes. His hair was flattened agai nst his head. Staring
strai ght ahead, he wore a crazy adrenaline snile. As we sped along | kept
watching him trying to find in his face what had been pal pable all day but
not clear until now. The nonment he turned and | ooked at nme, | knew | no
| onger | oved him

It was ny eighteenth birthday. Janes had suggested we go to Playland to
celebrate. It had been a wonderful day. We were | eaving for different
universities in tw weeks and had never been closer. But now | knew we would
not go beyond those two weeks. No matter what we'd said about witing and

calling and Christmas vacation isn't so far away . . . | no longer loved him
As the roller coaster curved and fled down the track toward the now
visible end of the ride, | let out a sob so strange and violent that it

sounded |i ke a bark

"Do YOU KNOWwhat | | ove about you?"

W sat on a bench eating cotton candy and watchi ng peopl e pass by. |
pretended to be busy working a piece of the sweet pink gunk off ny fingers and
into ny nmouth. | didn't want to know what Janes |oved about nme, not now, not
anynor e.

"I feel fanobus in your arns."

"What ?"



"I don't know. | just feel fambus when I'min your arns. Wen you're
hol di ng ne. Like | nean sonething. Like |I'"minportant.™

"That's a really nice thing to say, Janes." | couldn't look at him

But he took the cotton candy out of my hand and turned my face to his.
"It's true. You don't know how nmuch I'mgoing to miss you next year."

"Me too."
He nodded, assuming we were thinking the sane sad thoughts, and that
made ne feel even worse. | felt ny throat thicken and knew | was about to

start crying. So | squeezed ny eyes closed as tightly as | coul d.

| NSTANT SILENCE. I T was huge after the roar of the amusenment park ride
When | | ooked, thirty-year-old Janes sat in the bay wi ndow across the Crane's
Vi ew bedroom wat ching ne. Al of the dolls were gone. It was once again the
room | had shared too briefly with Hugh Gakl ey.

"Wl comre back. \Wat'd you | earn on your tour?"

"Al'l those wormen were me. The little girl flying, the painter, ne with

you at Playland. . . . Al lived different lives but they were the sane . .
person inside. And the only thing they thought about was thensel ves. They were
all total egotists. Were there others? Have | lived other |ives, Janmes?"

"Hundreds. They woul d have shown you nore of them but you're smart --
you saw it with the three nobst recent."

"And all of the people in themwere connected." | touched ny ten
fingertips together. "Shunda was Frances's boyfriend. The little girl went to
his show. And the woman painting the fresco was Lol ly Adcock, wasn't she?"

James nodded and said sarcastically, "Who tragically fell to her death
just before the world recognized her talent. She died in 1962. M randa Romanac
was born in '62. The little girl died in 1924. Lolly was born the same year."

"You were involved in that scandal about the fake Adcock paintings. And
Frances owned a real one."

He pointed at nme. "So did Hugh, but didn't knowit. Those four pictures
of the sanme woman he had? Lolly painted them when she was studying at the Art
Students League."

"They're paintings of the little girl who fell at the theater, aren't
t hey? What she woul d have | ooked like if she'd Iived and grown up. Lolly
t hought she was inmagining them That's why | felt so strangely about those
pictures. Like |I knew the worman in them even though |I'd never seen her
before. "

James wi nced and drew a short harsh breath. "How do you know t hat ?"

" _How ? For God's sake, Janes, what do you think | just went through?
What do you think all this is all about? Don't play games. | thought you were
here to help nme."

"No, you're here to help me. Mranda. You're here to get nme the fuck

out! I'mnot here for you -- I'mhere for _nme_. Let ne go free, please! |'ve
done everything | can. |'ve shown you what | know. You knew about those
pai ntings; you knew who the subject was. | didn't. Don't you see? |I'm done.

|'ve given you everything |I've got. So let ne go now. _Free ne_!"

"Way is all this happening to me now? Wiy suddenly now?"

He shook his head. "I don't know "

"Where i s Hugh now?"

"l don't know "

"Who am | ?"

Leapi ng up, he started toward ne, furious. "I don't know |'m here
because | was supposed to tell you what | knew. What | know is, you're
rei ncarnated. Everything in all of the lives you have lived is interconnected.
Everything. And each time you' ve lived you cared only for yourself. The girl
in the theater was a bratty, selfish kid. Lolly Adcock used people like toil et
paper. You . . . Look what you did to me, even after you knew you didn't care
anynore. And Doug Auerbach. The guy with the video canera who cane into your
store and hit you. You broke up Hugh's marriage because you were selfish and



you wanted him . . . Always _you first_, no matter what."

"Why did they make you come for nme? Who are _they ?"

"Mranda? You all right in there?" MCabe's voice through the door made
both of us turn. Janes gestured toward it.

"Your friend' s waiting."

"Who are they, James? Just tell ne that."

Lifting his chin, he slowy twisted his head to one side, like a
confused dog.

"M randa, open up!"

"I'"'mokay, Frannie. |'mcomng."

James's voice was a high plea. "Please -- _let ne go_.

W thout |ooking, | opened nmy left hand. Lying on ny palmwas a small
silvery-white stick. Witten on it in perfect brown calligraphic |letters was
~Janes Stillnman_.

It began to snmoke. It flared into rich flame. Al though it burned
brightly in the center of ny hand, | felt no heat or pain. It was hypnotic. |
couldn't take nmy eyes away. The flame danced and grew and spread up ny arm |
felt nothing.

Soneone said nmy nane but | only half heard the nan's voice. Janes?
McCabe? | | ooked up. No one was there -- Janes was gone.

Then pain cane |ike a roaring explosion. My armwas agony. | screaned
and shook it, but the flame only ate the wind thus created and bl ossoned
upward. My skin went red, orange, nolten, and shiny as oil

But from somewhere inside, from soneone_ | was but had never known, |
knew how to stop it. Sweep the fire away like a live cigarette ash. Wth ny
free hand | brushed it and the flame that devoured my armslid slickly down
and dropped onto the floor like sone kind of jelly.

The door behind nme banged open and McCabe was there, pulling nme by the
collar out of the room | could barely nove. My armdid not hurt anynore. |
wanted to watch as the flame spread across the floor, caught on the throw rug
and junped to the bedspread.

"Come on! Cone on!" MCabe jerked ne and | stunbled backward into him
The bedroom snoked and burned, flames rising high off the blazing bed,
l'icking, blackening the ceiling.

As Frannie pulled | knew what had just happened to ne but could not
frame it clearly in ny mnd. Wien Janes asked ne to free himand wi thout
warning | felt the stick in my hand, | was the other person. The one who had
conjured stick and flame from nowhere. The one who had lived all the lives and
under st ood why. The one capabl e of hearing inmpossible noises in Frances
Hatch's buil ding. The one | would soon know too well and fear

She knew how to free Janes Stillman and keep pain away from a burning
hand. But the nmonment | heard ny nane called and | ooked up, I was M randa
Romanac again and _she_ was only nortal

Qut in the hall, MCabe slamed the door shut behind us and | ooked
worriedly around. "Should we try to put it out or just get the hell out of
her e?"

"W can't get out, Frannie. The house won't let us. It's haunted. By ny
ghosts now. | brought themin when | cane.”

He remained silent. The fire crackled two feet away.

"It's the sane thing that happened to Frances when | was a kid."

"The sane thing?"

"No, but it's the sane, believe me. You're right, we can't get out of
here now. _You_ gotta figure a way to do it."

"What did Frances do?"

"She went to the attic. Did something up there. | never knew what."
| looked toward the ceiling. "There is no attic."
McCabe | ooked up. "Sure there is, | been there a hundred tines."

"It's gone. There's no nore attic, Frannie. The house changes."
He opened his nmouth to answer but a muffled thunping expl osi on behind
t he bedroom door stopped him "Wat the fuck are we gonna do, M randa? W



gotta go sonmewhere!"
"The basenent. It's in the basenent."

" What is? "
" 1 _don't know, Frannie, 1'd tell you if | did. But it's in the
baserment." | saw ny arm The one on fire nonments before. There wasn't a nmark

on it.

"Wait a minute. Just wait a second." MCabe sprinted down the hall and
around a corner. Everything stunk of snoke. It poured from beneath the door
into the hall, oozing along the floor

| had been in the basenent only a few tinmes. There were two | arge roons.
Hugh said when we had sone noney we would do sonething interesting with the
space. Hugh. Hugh. Hugh . . . There was a light in each room down there and
one at the top of the stairs. | tried to picture it all and what could
possi bly be down there that was so inportant.

Franni e j ogged back down the hall |ooking baffled. "You're right,
there's nothing there anynore. Used to be a door in the ceiling with a latch
you'd pull and a folding | adder would cone down. But it's all gone. There _is_
no fuckin' attic!"

"Forget it. Let's go."

"The house is going to burn down and we're gonna be in the goddammed
basenent ! "

| led the way. Down the front stairs, a left turn, and just before the
ki tchen, the white basenent door. MCabe reached for the knob. | stopped him
"Let me go first."

The dank odor of danp earth and stone. A place where the air never
changed, a breeze never blew through. dicking on the light at the top of the
stairs did little good. No nore than a sixty-watt bulb, it illumnated only a
few steps down and then the rest fell away into a brown darkness. | took firm
hold of the rickety banister and started down.

"I hope to God soneone's called the fire departnent by now. They're
havi ng a busy day."

"Be quiet, Frannie." The only sound then was the rmuted clunk of our feet
goi ng down wooden stairs. At the bottom the basement floor was bunpy and felt
i ke hard-packed earth. It was about ten feet fromthe stairs to the first
room The door was half-closed but the light frominside sent a weak ray out
across a patch of floor. | wal ked over and pushed the door open

Days before, | had hel ped Hugh carry things into this room It had been
al nrost enpty but for a couple of broken lawn chairs and an archery target with
only one leg. W stacked our enpty boxes and suitcases against noldy walls and
di scussed whet her we should even try to clean the rooma little. Years of
negl ect had left it looking like a typical noldy basenent room where you store
uni mportant things and pronptly forget them forever

But the room| entered now was |um nous, transforned. Painted a happy
pi nk- orange, the once-shabby walls were covered with pictures of D sney
creatures, giant George Booth bullterriers, Tin Tin and M| ou, characters from
_The Wzard of Oz_. On the spotless parquet floor sat a pile of stuffed
ani mal s and other cartoon characters: Aive Oyl, Mnnie Muse, Daisy Duck

In the center of the roomwas the nost extraordinary cradle | had ever
seen. Made out of dark mahogany, it nust have been hundreds of years old; it
| ooked nedieval. Particularly because of the intricate carving that covered
every square inch of its surface. Angels and animals, clouds and suns,
pl anets, stars, the MIky Way, sinmple German words carved with the nopst
devoted precision: Liebe, Kind, CGott, Hi mel, unsterblich. . . . Love, child
CGod, imortal. How long had it taken the artist to create it? The work of a
lifetime, it said everything about | ove any hand could express. It _was_ |ove,
carved out of wood

Overwhel med, | crossed the floor thinking about nothing else but this
excepti onal object.

"M randa, be careful!"

H s voice and the sight of what was in the cradle arrived



si mul t aneousl y.

"Ch ny God!" The child living in ny body, Hugh's child, lay in that
cradle. | recognized her the monent | saw her. | touched ny belly and began to
trenbl e uncontroll ably. None of this was possible, but | knew w thout question
that this was our baby, our daughter. Even ny jaw was shaki ng when | managed
to say quietly, "H, sweetheart."

She lay on her back in a pajama the same happy col or as the room She
pl ayed with her fingers and smled, frowned, snmiled, all concentration. She
| ooked |i ke Hugh. She | ooked |ike ne. She was the nost beautiful baby in the
worl d. She was ours.

But she would not | ook at ne even when | noved to the cradle to stare.
Havi ng controlled nmy shaking, | reached down to touch her. As ny hand noved
toward her, she began to fade. No other way to explain it. The closer | got,
the pal er she grew, then white, transparent.

When it first happened, | snatched ny hand back. She returned.
Everyt hi ng about her becane visible again. The cradle, her bedding, the room

-- all remined as it was, but not our baby. | could not touch her. It was not
permtted.

Qut loud but only to nmyself | said, "But | have to touch her. | need to
touch nmy baby!"

"You can't." | |ooked at McCabe. His face was twisted in fury. "Don't

you understand? It's a setup, Mranda! Just figure out what you're supposed to
do. We're standing bel ow a burning house. That's the only real thing here."

| could not accept that. | reached for my baby again, but the sanme thing
happened. She faded. She never | ooked at me. My hand stopped. "She doesn't see
me. Wihy doesn't she see ne?"

"Because she's not _here_, goddammit! The roomis a trick. The baby's a
trick. It's all illusion. Let's get out of here! Let's look in the other room
and then get the hell out."

"I can't. | have to stay here."

"Not possible." He stepped around ne and picking up the cradle threwit
against the far wall. It bounced off, hit the floor, and rolled over face
down. One piece broke off and skidded back al nbst to ny foot.

Horrified, | rushed to the cradle and turned it over. It was enpty.
Aghast, | put ny hands in, but there was no child, no blanket or beddi ng,
not hi ng but the enpty snoothness of the wood. | was so confused | didn't even
t hi nk about M Cabe or what he had just done. The baby was gone. Were was ny
baby?

"Can we go now? They're waiting." The voice behind me was different.
turned and saw . . . Shunda. The Enornous Shunda, Ventril oqui st
Extraordi naire, Frances Hatch's lover, the nan who killed the little girl who
was once me. MCabe was nowhere to be seen and | knew why.

"It was you all along, wasn't it? Upstairs, with the fire and the
tal king dolls? The whole thing was_ a trick; MCabe never came back to the
house after he dropped me off."

He bowed. "Correct. 1'mgood at voices. But we really do have to get
"\Where? Where's mnmy baby? Where did she go?"

"That's for you to decide. Let's go!"

"I"'mnot going with you."

"Ch, but you nmust_. Carity amaits, Mranda!" He said it with the
exaggerated voice of a bad actor making a thunderous exit.

| didn't nmove. His expression slid frombig smle to not happy.

"I't was nmy baby, wasn't it?"

"Yes. Come al ong now and you can see her in the next room She's there."

"I don't believe you."

"You can believe him" Hugh appeared in the door holding the baby in his
arnms. She was chuckling and hitting his nose with a tiny open hand. "M randa,
you have to do this. There's no other way."

| stretched out both hands to him Hugh. Wth our baby.

goi ng.



He smiled. "It's all right, Mranda. Shunda's telling the truth -- go
with himand it'll help you understand everything." Before he turned and | eft,
his eyes fell on the cradle. They noved to the piece of wood that had broken
off. It lay near ny foot. He | ooked at ne and | knew he was sayi ng sonet hi ng

i mportant.

"Al'l right."

The three of themleft. | picked up the wood and slipped it into ny
pocket. | wal ked out of the room and across the cellar. The only sound was ny
shuffling footsteps. The air snelled heavily of dirt and danp. My face was
very hot. | could snell nmy own sweat.

The door to the other roomwas closed. | grabbed the knob and tried to

pul | the door open. It was very difficult to nove and scraped | oudly across

t he uneven floor. Wen it was hal f-open | stopped to take a sl ow deep breath.

| wasn't ready for this but it had to be done. My heart did a few strange

m sbeats in nmy chest. | pulled again, hard, and the door cane fully open.
What | expected was another roomthe same size as the last. That's all.

No real idea of what would be in there, but definitely not what was there.

A ranmp -- a wide gray concrete ranmp |leading upward to lights. Brilliant
lights against a black night sky illum nated something | couldn't see yet but
whi ch appeared to be . . . a stadiun? A playing field? G ant banks of lights
at fixed intervals shone down on what | could only guess was a field. | wal ked
t hrough the basement door and onto the ranp.

Stopping there, | looked left and right. It _was_ a stadium Wl kways
went off to either side and connected to other ranps. | had been to footbal
ganes in college and later to Yankee Stadiumw th a boyfriend who was crazy
for baseball. This was a very big stadium | had wal ked through a door in the

baserment of nmy house in Crane's Viewinto the bowels of a colossal sports
stadi um

There were no ot her people around, which nade things even nore om nous
and disturbing. Thirty feet away | saw a brightly [it concession stand, but no
one was there -- no sal espeopl e or custoners.

"Hel | 0?"

Not hi ng

What was | supposed to do? | wal ked farther up the ramp to see what this
was about. Hugh said | should do this. Shunda said | could see our baby if I
entered this place.

My heart kept misfiring in ny chest. | put a hand over it. Ckay, it's
okay. After a few steps | stopped, and | ooked over ny shoulder to see if the
basement door was still behind me. It was. | could go back. | hesitated. But
not hi ng was there; everything was in front of nme. | wal ked up the ranp, into

t he stadi um

MY FOOTSTEPS ECHOED around ne until | was alnpbst at the top of the ranp.
Then the noise inside the stadiumrose up like a wave. You know it because
you've heard it before: at a baseball gane or rock concert when you return to
your seat after buying a hot dog or going to the bathroom That big noise is
there but it's in the background for the nonment. Your own steps are |ouder
till you reach the top of the ranmp and wal k in. Next twenty thousand people
and their life-sounds envelop you in a second. Tal k, nmovenent, | aughter
shuffling, whistles -- all together in one mghty hull abal oo.

The stadi um was packed with people. | stood at the entrance and paused
to soak up the picture. Thousands of people. Every seat appeared filled. In
that first glinpse | did not | ook at anyone carefully because | was taking in
the whole picture. | was surprised to see nothing laid out down on the field,
no football goal posts at either end of a marked field, ten-yard line, end
zone. No baseball diamond with hone plate and perfect white |lines marking the
base paths. The field was a mani cured | awn with nothing but the greenest grass
gl owi ng even greener beneath the blazing arc lights. | heard snatches of
conversation and | aughter, feet scraping across the stone floors, clapping.



Soneone far away hooted. Mdire. So nuch nore. The human runbl e of tens of
t housands of people in an encl osed pl ace.

Hugh stood out on the field holding our baby. There was no one el se out
there but the two of them They |ooked so small in all of that green space. He
was staring at me but nmade no gesture for me to join him | gave a little
wave. He made the baby's arm wave back. What was | supposed to do? Wy were we
all here? Who were these people? Wiat was this stadiun?

As these thoughts tunmbled around in ny head, the noi se dw ndl ed,
decreased slowy, wound down to al nbst nothing. It was alnmost quiet. That's
when | | ooked around to see how others were responding to the new eerie quiet.
And sonet hing el se. Col ogne. The scent of an exquisite and very famliar nen's
col ogne made me search for its source. Diptyque. | even renenbered the nane.

Looking to the left, | was shocked tw ce. Because everyone was wat chi ng
me. And because | saw nmy old friend O ayton Bl anchard, the man who had
i ntroduced me to both bookselling and Frances Hatch. It was _his_ col ogne
had snelled. Sitting no nore than three feet away, he was dressed beautifully,
as usual -- perfectly pressed dark suit, multicolored silk ascot, white shirt.
I mouthed his nane and a silent question: Cayton? Here? He smil ed.

Next to himsat a boy | didn't recognize at first. But all at once
did. Like a swinmer struggling up fromdeep water, my menory rose to the
surface, slowy but when it broke through | knew him Ludger Pooth. That was
his ridiculous name. His famly lived next door to mine on Mariahilferstrasse
in Vienna in 1922. He and his friend Kuno Sandhol zer once lured nme to the
attic of our building and made ne pull down ny underpants. They thought they
were making me do something terrible, but | didn't mnd. Just so long as they
paid attention to ne. Ludger wore a brown tweed golf cap that he kept tuggi ng
on. | remenbered the gesture very well

Next to himwas another person | didn't initially recognize, but his
nane too quickly came to nme: Viktor Petluchen, the first man Lolly Adcock ever
slept with. Scanning the hundreds, the thousands of faces watching at ne, |
soon recogni zed everyone | saw. Names. More and nore of their names cane to ne
and with themthe stories that went with the nanes.

In ny past lives | had known every one of these people. | began to
renenber those lives, these faces. How we net and parted, what they had neant
to me. All of themwere in this stadium

How many people do we neet in a lifetine? How nany have an inpact on us,
and vice versa? | mgi ne being surrounded at one nonent by every person you
have ever known -- sone for an instant, sone your whole life. Al of themare
wat chi ng you because the only thing that Iinks themtogether _is_ you. You are
their thread.

Now i magi ne there is reincarnation. Imagine all the people of _all_ your
lives, together.

It grew even quieter. There was noi se, a quick cough, a shoe scraping
across the floor, hurried whispers. W were all waiting for what came next.
could not stop | ooking around because each new face brought back anot her
nenory.

These people wore the clothes of their tine, so there was an incredible
array of dress and | ooks. Men were decked out in worker's overalls, in rough
linen, rags, and doubl e-breasted suits from Huntsman of Savile Row. Thick
nmust aches or shaved heads, fur hats, astrakhans, baseball caps, sandal s,
wooden cl ogs, spats, |eather boots up to the knees. They carried guns at their
sides, briefcases. Wnmen wore hi gh powdered wi gs, bonnets, dirndls,
floor-length robes, a pink Chanel suit, a T-shirt advertising the rap group
Bl ack- Eyed Peas. People's names | had said hundreds of tinmes sonetines
hundreds of years before cane back like forgotten facts: Viktor Petluchen
Henry Allison, Jasna and Fl enda Sukal o. El zbi eta Dudzi nska. My friend Dessie
Ki mbr ough, the English anbassador's daughter, who fell fromthe Reichsbrucke
and drowned in the Danube on New Year's Day, 1918. 1949, 1971, 1827, 1799

Each of ny lives, all of ny years, all the living and the dead people | had
ever known, together in that stadium The thousands and thousands.



When | could bear it, | turned back to the field, feeling their eyes on
me, waiting to see what | would do next. Down on the grass Hugh stood next to
a young woman | did _not_ know. The baby was no longer in his arms. Watching
this new woman, | tried to remenber her face, but nothing cane.

"It's your daughter when she grows up." Hugh's son with Charlotte, ny
nenesi s, wal ked up the aisle toward ne.

| glared at him not trusting one word. He sensed it and his expression
hardened. "It's true. | don't care if you believe ne. Go see for yourself."

I made a wide circle around himand wal ked down the stairs. There was a
smal | open gate at the bottom | went through it and onto the field. Hugh and
t he young woman wat ched me, smiling. She | ooked at Hugh and he nodded eagerly.
She touched his forearmand canme toward nme. | stopped and caught ny breath.

She was tall and plain-looking and had big hands, ny hands. Her smle
was | opsi ded and heartbreaki ng. She had her father's brown eyes and eyebrows
that turned up at the ends.

" Mama?"

As | was about to say "Yes, yes, yes, it's ne, | _am your nother," the
wor | d behind us erupted. For an instant our eyes net and |'m sure we both wore
the sane terrified expression. It was the crowmd. The tens of thousands of
peopl e gat hered together were suddenly screaming their collective fury, their
hatred and resentnent of ne.

Because somewhere in the course of their lives | had selfishly used
every one of them Used themin small or large, forgotten or
i mpossi bl e-to-concei ve-of ways to get whatever it was | wanted at the nonent.
| had | oved themand tricked themor hated them and forgotten them had
i gnored them paid themcourt, stolen their hearts or said no when they
of fered them | had gone into their lives blind; | had gone in know ng
everything. | took their love, | took their hopes, | took their tine, and
pai d them no respect.

Sone of them had asked for sonething back, sone for a | ot back. Each
time | gave only what | wanted or had a surplus of and woul dn't miss. They
gave what they cherished or what kept themalive, what nade themtick or gave
themfaith. What they got fromme in return was nothing, wapped in a fine
enpty box with tinsel and glitter on it. Mst people steal because they
bel i eve what they steal should belong to them anyway. To nme it wasn't theft,
it was barter: I'll trade you what | don't need for whatever it is about you I
want. That's fair.

They shook their fists; some faces were purple or dead pale. One woman
was so furious she wept. One man, driven mad, was throw ng something at ne.
Not hi ng. He held nothing in his hand but was trying to throw somethi ng anyway.
He did it over and over. Their hatred was crushing, resentnment as thick as
stone, hot as flane.

And all of it was my fault.

In the mdst of this frenzy, Hugh's son wal ked out onto the field and
stopped a few feet fromme. Another casualty. A child ny selfishness had
st opped from bei ng born. He brought two closed fists up to the sides of his
mout h. Then his index fingers cane slowy out and pointed down. Like teeth.

Li ke fangs.

"You're a vanpire."

And | heard the word above the roar because | had already realized that
was what this was all about.

| spun around to see if Hugh and the girl had heard, but they were gone.
| stood | ooking at acres of perfect green grass, wishing with all my m ght
t hey woul d reappear so | could say sonething, anything, to themto explain.
But there was no expl anation. There was only that black word and it was the
truth. Vanpires take the one thing that keeps a person alive. Sonmetines it is

bl ood, sonetines hope, love, anmbition, or faith. | took themall
Behi nd nmy back the noi se stopped. Not even the sound of the wi nd. Wen I
turned, only the boy was still there. The stands were conpletely enpty. He

stood in the sane spot, his hands at his sides.



| took a step toward himbut this time _he_ pulled back, afraid | would
t ouch him

| tried to speak but ny throat was thick and dry. "Wat's your nane?"

"Declan."” He said it beautifully, nelodiously, as if it were the easiest

word in the world to say. "It's the nane of a saint."

| smled, remenbering Hugh and his saints.

"I"'mgoing to go now, Declan. | understand why they wanted nme to cone
here, but |I don't need to see any nore. | understand everything. |Is that al
right? Can | | eave?"

"I guess. | don't know. "

| wal ked back across the field, through the gate, up the steps past the
enpty seats. At the top | alnpbst turned around for a last ook, but | knew
that mght kill me and there were things | had to do before | died.

11. THE H STORY OF SHADOWS

OUR HOUSE WAS not on fire when | reached the top of the cellar stairs.
No surprise. But what did startle me was how | perceived the house and the
objects inside as | wal ked through it on the way to the front door

Bef ore Hugh and | ever becane intimate and | was westling with whether
or not | should let nyself fall for him | said, "I don't want to fall in Iove
with you. It would be too big a nmenory."

Now as | wal ked through our hone, _everything_was too big a nmenory.
Fromthe antique brass letter opener on the side table to the four paintings
of young Lolly Adcock on the living roomwall, it felt like I was wal ki ng
t hrough a museum of nyself. Al nost everything held brilliant, crushing
menories of the tine when I didn't know the truth about nyself, when I was
only a woman in love with a nman and a vision of life with himl thought sound
and possi bl e.

| stopped and picked up things because the inpulse was irresistible. A
pair of scissors we'd used to open boxes, a postcard fromthe electric conmpany
saying we were now regi stered customers. Artifacts in nmy nuseum objects and
ephenera froma stone age when | guilelessly believed in a just God, believed
that people had only one life to live, and evil was a word nost suited to the
Bi bl e, history books, or silly novies. Charm ng and quai nt as a hand-carved
cradl e, our house and what it contained was the beautiful dreamyou had | ast
ni ght that, on waking, you ache not to forget, but inevitably do within
m nut es.

As | was passing the living room sonething nudged ny mind and I went in
to find a book Hugh had once shown ne. _Favorite Irish Nanes for Children_. |
| ooked up the boy's nane.

Heaven gave Saint Declan a small black bell, which he used to find a
ship for hinself and his followers. Later, that bell overtook the ship and
showed Decl an where to establish his nonastery off the Waterford coast. Decl an
OGakl ey. The kind of beautiful name a child hates when they' re young because
it's strange and foreign-sounding, especially in Arerica. But he would love it
when he grew older. Declan. | said it aloud.

"Actually, the formal name is Deagl an. Enphasis on the second syllable."
Shunda st ood outside on the porch. The wi ndow was cl osed but | heard him
perfectly. | hadn't paid close attention to what he | ooked like the first tinme
| saw himin the cellar. He appeared to be about thirty-five and simlar to



the portrait on the old poster Hugh had found for Frances. But if he was
thirty-five in the 1920s, he would be well over a hundred today. The man on
the porch did not | ook a century old.

"Come outside. It's a nice night."

"Why are _you_ here? \Were's Janes?"

"You set himfree, Mranda. Renmenber? Now he's just a puff of snoke.
Good cl osure! Besides, he's not one of _us_. Not one of the chosen few He's
only dead. Dead people are not high on our food chain."

"But why did you conme?"

"Because they told me to escort you through the next stage of your
pilgrimage. It's nore involved, but that's enough of an explanation for now.
You know those stories about after-death experiences? How dead | oved ones cone
to greet you and take you toward the Light? Beautiful, and not a word of it is
true. But in your case it is, sort of. Although you re not dead. And neither

aml." He threw up both hands in quick denial. "That's the beauty part. Onh, |
think you're going to like this. It just takes getting used to. Are you going
to come outside? Should | cone in? O ['Il huff and I'lIl puff and 1'l1 bl ow
your house down." He ball ooned his cheeks and cl osed his eyes.

"GCo away."

He stretched both arnms out to the sides hands cl osed. He opened them
slowy and in each was a small black bell. Saint Declan's bell. Fingers
ext ended, he gave each a shake. Their tinkle was light and crystalline. "I can

go. But what if you have questions?"
"I don't want you to answer my questions.”
Pouting, he jingled the bells again. "Brave girl. Dunb girl." He put the

bells on the wi ndowsill, crossed the porch, and went down the stairs to the
street. | hurried to the wi ndow to make sure he was gone.

Then | picked up the tel ephone and made two calls. | needed a taxi and
needed to nmake sure Frances Hatch was still at the Fieberglas Sanitorium

"I GOTTA TELL you, lady, this ride's gonna cost you noney. It's about a
hal f hour, forty-five minutes fromhere."

"I understand that. Could we go now?"

"You betcha."

W had been under way a few mi nutes before the cab driver spoke again.
"You ever heard about bed mites?"

"Excuse ne?"

"Bed mites. Ever heard of then?" W traded | ooks in the rear-view

mrror. "Neither did | till the other day. Was watchin' this docunentary on TV
about allergies. Ever notice how people think they're intell ectual because
they watch the Discovery Channel ? Not ne; | just like finding out about the

weird way the world works.
"Anyhow, there was this show on about human allergies. They got a new
theory that things called bed mtes cause a lot of them They're these

m croscopi c bugs that live in our beds and pillows, the sheets. . . . They're
not dangerous or anything, but they leave _droppings_, if you know what |
mean. And it's the droppings human beings are allergic to. Strange, huh?"
Taken aback, | couldn't stop nyself fromrudely blurting, "Did you make
t hat up?"
"Nah, really, | sawit on this show They suggested all these ways of

protecting yourself if you're allergic. Wap your mattress and pillows in
plastic, get an air cleaner to catch any droppings that nmight be floating in
the air . . . No, it's really true."

Again we | ooked at each other in the mrror, and he nodded
ent husi astical ly.

"That's horriblel"

"Not for the bed mtes."

| laughed. Then I couldn't stop thinking about them despite all the
chaos surrounding ny life at that nonent. | envisioned a beautiful wonman



getting into a freshly nade bed and falling asleep. And then, like a scene in
a David Lynch film the canera goes in close on her pillow C oser and cl oser
until we see thousands and thousands of tiny white insects scurrying around,
living their lives despite a huge human head in their mdst.

I knew from hi gh school biology class the world is infested with horrid
m croscopic creatures living happily off and in and on human bei ngs but, thank
God, we never know the difference. Yet sooner or later some of their droppings
or their gerns or their sinple existences _do_ touch us. If we're lucky all we
do is sneeze. If we're not, they kill us. The metaphor, especially at that
monent in ny life, was clear and forbidding.

Al'l the conscious lies and forgotten prom ses we breed, the crue
gestures, small and large. The lack of gratitude and unwi |l lingness to share,

t he ki ndness not repaid, the slight returned. The selfishness, the chosen

i gnorance, the pointless theft, the fuck-you-Il-conme-first attitude that taints
so nmuch of life. All of themare bed nmtes we_ create. Gowing up, we're
taught to accept themas a given. Age-old. Been around forever. They're part
of life. But they _aren't_ because in nost cases when we stop and think, we're
instantly aware of how to avoid producing nore of these revolting bugs and
their shit.

As far as other people's behavior is concerned, we |learn howto "wap
our mattresses in plastic" -- we learn how to protect ourselves. But nore
important is filtering our own words and conduct so that our "droppings" don't
enter others and make them sick.

Wiat | had | earned in one hideous noment at the stadiumwas that life is
not usually ruined by any one crowni ng bl ow, KO punch, or single act of
savagery. It _is_ ruined by the thousands of "bed nmites" our cruelty,

i ndifference, and insensitivity breed in the beds of those we | ove or know.

"Do you have any rmusic?"

He | ooked down at the seat next to him "I do, but I don't think you'd
go for it. | got Voodoo G ow Skulls and Rocket fromthe Crypt."

"Coul d you turn on the radio?"

"Sure."

Thoughtful ly, he searched through the channels till he cane to classica

musi c. Berlioz's ''Ronman Carnival" was on, and for a while it calmed ny heart.
The night |andscape did too as it slipped by outside in internmittent patches
of glitter and dark. Towns at rest, people going home. A man |eaving a |iquor
store. A boy on a bicycle rode furiously in front us on the road, turning
again and again to see where we were, trying to keep ahead, red reflectors on
the pedals. The lights in one house cane on |ike an eye opening. A van pulled
into a driveway, its exhaust smoke gray over night black

"That's funny."

"What is?"

"The drive-in nmovie over there. They usually stop running it at the end
of sumrer. Who wants to go to the drive-in this tinme of year? It's too cold."
| |1 ooked where he was pointing and what | saw neant nothing for a
nmonent. On the giant screen, people bustled around inside a busy store. Then
Hugh Oakl ey entered the picture. Standing in front of a full-length nmrror, he
tried on a baseball cap. It was the day we al nost slept together for the first

time, when we went to the Gap store in New York instead and nade out in the
dressing room | come up behind himwith a pair of trousers in ny hand and say
somet hing. He nods and follows nme to the back of the store.

At a drive-in theater in Sonewhere, New York, a scene froma day in ny
life was showing on a screen forty feet high.

"Look at that, willya? No cars in there! Who are they show ng the novie
to?"

The parking | ot was enpty.

"Coul d you turn the nmusic up, please?"

THE PARKI NG LOT of Fieberglas Sanatoriumwas not enpty. W arrived



around nine at night, but there were still many cars parked. W pulled up to
the brightly lit front door. | |ooked at the building and was surprised at the
stillness in ny heart.

"Are you visiting sonmeone in there?"

"Yes. An old friend."

The driver ducked his head so he could see the building better through
the wi ndshield. "Mist have noney to be staying in a place like this."

| 1 ooked at the back of his head. The hair had recently been cut -- it
was all precise angles against perfectly white skin. From behind, he | ooked
like a soldier or a little boy. "Wat's your nane?"

"My nanme? Erik. Erik Peterson. Wy?"

"Could you wait here while | go in, Erik? I'll pay you for your tine."
"You know, | was planning on waiting for you anyway. Didn't think you'd
want to stay around _here_ very long, especially this time of night. You'll be

goi ng back to Crane's View?"

He turned and snmiled at ne. A neighborly snmile, nothing behind it but a
ki nd and consi derate nan.

"Yes. Thank you. But | mght be a while."

"No problem" He held up a Watchman m niature tel evision. "The | ast
epi sode of _Neverwhere_ is on in ten nmnutes. Cotta see that."

| got out of the taxi and started toward the door. Behind nme he called
out, "Wsat's _your_ name?"

"M randa. "

"I'"ll be right here, Mranda. You take your tinme." | took a few steps
and he said, "Wien we drive back home, I'Il tell you about hyacinth macaws."

"Are they related to bed mtes?"

"No, they're birds. Another documentary | saw _after_ the bed mites." He
| ooked down. The dancing gray-blue flicker of the television screen reflected
off his face. | was so glad he was there.

Opening the heavy front door this time, | was immediately struck by how
qui et and enpty the place was. My | eather heels on the stone floors were a a
riot of noise. A middle-aged nurse sat at the reception desk reading. No one

el se was around. | wal ked over and waited for her attention but she didn't

| ook up. Reading a page of her book upside down, | saw it was poetry. The
first line of one poemread: "Bend your back to it, sir: for it will snow al
ni ght."

She continued to ignore ne.

"Hel | 0? Excuse nme?"

"Yes?"

"I would like to see Frances Hatch."

"What roomis she in?"

"l don't renenber.”

The wonman sighed nmightily and consulted her conputer. She said the room
nunber and i medi ately went back to her book.

"That's a nice line."

She | ooked up. "What?"

"'Bend your back to it, sir: for it will snowall night." It's a nice
line. It pretty nuch says it all."

She | ooked at me, her book, ne. She snapped it shut and grew a
suspi ci ous | ook. | wal ked away.

The el evator arrived with a _ping_ and the doors opened on Frances's
doctor. "You're back."

"Yes. | have to talk to Frances. But first | have a question: Could you
tell me, what exactly is this place? Wwo is it for?"

"It's a hospice. O sorts."

"Peopl e cone here to die? Frances is going to die?"

"Yes. She's very weak."

"But why here? She | oves her apartnent so nuch. Wiy woul d she cone
her e?"

"Do you mind if I go up with you? Just up to her floor? Then I'll |eave



you al one."

"Al'l right." | stepped into the elevator. She pressed the button

When the door closed, she turned to ne and asked in a | ow voice, "Do you
know about your |ives?"

"Yes."

"Wuld you tell nme how you | earned?"

| briefly described returning to the house in Crane's View, the fire,
the stadium and the word Decl an had used there that explai ned everything.
sai d not hing about Hugh's and ny baby. Wiile | spoke, she crossed her arms and
| owered her head al nost to her chest. Wen | finished we were standi ng near
Frances's door.

The doctor slowy shook her head. "Extraordinary. It's always
different.”

"This is _comon_?"

"M randa, everyone here has experienced the sanme thing as you. It sinply
mani fests itself differently every tine. Al of your lives have | ed you here.
Now you nust make a great decision. You can stay here as long as you like and
you'll be safe. That's one of our purposes -- to protect you while you decide.
The other function is to care for those who have nmade the decision and choose
to end their lives here.

"Hospi ces for people Iike you have existed for as |ong as recorded
history. A hotel in the Pyrenees, a youth hostel in Mali, a hospital in
Mont evi deo. There is an inscription over one of the tonbs in the Valley of the
Kings in Egypt --"

"\What decision are you tal ki ng about ?"

"Frances will tell you, but I think you already know. All of those
peopl e in the stadium hated you because you took sonething essential fromthe
life of every one of them People use the word _vanpire_ because it is
somet hing so foreign, so inmpossible to imagine really existing that we shiver
at the thought and then laugh it off as idiotic fantasy. Dracul a? Sucking
bl ood and sleeping in a coffin? Silly. But if you |look up the definition it
says 'one who preys on others.' Everyone does that, but we have nice rationa
explanations for it. Until you | ook nore closely.

"I think you must talk to Frances now. She'll answer the questions you
have." She turned to |eave. | touched her arm

"Wait! But who are you?"

"Someone |like you. | was in the sane situation as you are but made ny
decision a long tinme ago." She touched ny hand. "At |east you'll have clarity
now. | |learned how inportant that is, no matter where it | eaves you in the

end." She wal ked soundl essly down the hall and out the door at the other end.
The sane door Hugh's son had used earlier. Today. Al this had happened in one
day.

| knocked softly on Frances's door and pushed it open. The first thing
that hit ne was the perfune. An aroma |ike the nobst wonderful flower shop.
hesitated in pushing the door further. The flood of col ors and shapes drowned
the eyes. For a second | couldn't even find the bed. Wien | did | had to snile
because Frances was sitting up straight reading a nagazine, |ooking totally
oblivious to the paradi se surroundi ng her

Then | heard nmusic. It was classical, lilting and sunmery, sonething
had never heard before. It rem nded nme of Saint-Saens's "Aquarium" Before
speaking, | let nmy eyes and ears cal m down.

Still flicking through her magazine and without lifting her eyes,
Frances said, "C ose the door, girl. | don't want people seeing me in this
ni ght gown. "

"The roomis so beautiful, Frances. You always know how to do up a
pl ace."

"Thank you. Cone in and sit down. There's a chair in here sonmewhere.
Just shift sone flowers."

"Who sent themto you?"

"The Shits. But we have other things to talk about. | assune that's why



you're here in the mddle of the night?"

"Yes. But could you turn off the nmusic while we tal k?"

She stared at nme blankly, as if | had said sonething conplicated in a
foreign language. "The _rmusic_! No, | can't do that. It's piped in. There's no
control ."

"What if you don't want to hear it?"

She started to say sonething but stopped. "You grow used to it. Forget
the music, Mranda. Tell ne what happened to you. And give the details --
they're very inportant."

| told her everything, including seeing Hugh and our child. It didn't
take long. It was disturbing to finish as quickly as | did. In the end, each
of us has only one story to tell. It takes a lifetime to live that story but
sonetines | ess than an hour to tell it.

The only time Frances showed real enotion was when | told her about
Shunda. She grilled ne on what he | ooked like, what he said, how he acted.
Normal |y very pale, her face grew redder as | tal ked. Eventually she put a
hand over her mouth and kept it there until | finished describing the |ast
thing he said to ne before wal king off the porch. She stared at the w ndow and
seened to be putting both her thoughts and her enptions together

"Your name in Vienna was Elisabeth Lanz. Your death was the nost
cel ebrated scandal of the day because so many people were in the theater when
you fell. Shunda was a great star then. People cane fromall over Europe to
see him The chief of police was in the audi ence that night and personally
arrested him

"The _Landesgericht_. Shunda used to like to say that word to nme when |
visited himin his cell. He spoke perfect _Hochdeutsch_, of course. He was a
superb ventril oqui st because he | oved | anguages. He spoke four. He could be
happy just saying words in different | anguages because they were so delicious
to him Some people love the taste of chocol ate; Shunda | oved the taste of
wor ds. _Landesgericht, crépuscule, pionbo, zvinka . | can still see him lying
in bed after we'd nade love, rolling difficult words off his tongue and
smling. He liked to talk as much as he liked to screw

"He had led a charned life, so he never truly believed they would punish
himfor your death. But it was a political year in Vienna and politicians |ove
a scapegoat. Here was this showran, a ventriloquist from Romani a, who had
killed one of the city's young flowers in front of hundreds of people. The
case against himwas clear. There was no question they would have executed him
if I hadn't saved him"

"How did you do that?"

"I traded ny life for his."

"How did you . . . Wat do you nean?"

"Look at your hand, Mranda."

| |1 ooked but saw not hi ng.

"No, turn it over. Look at your palm"

It had no lines. Every one had vani shed. My pal m was snooth as paper
Snmoot h as skin anywhere el se on your body, but not the hand. Not where your
past and future are supposed to be mapped out by fate and will.

Di sbelieving, | could not raise ny eyes when Frances spoke again

"M randa!"

"What is this? Wiy --"

"Listen to me: There _were_ lines on your hand when you entered that

stadi um They di sappeared when you realized what you are.”
"A vampire? Wien | realized I had lived all these lives? That's when the

i nes di sappeared?” | needed to repeat what she had said so | could fix it
somewhere in ny reeling mind. Despite the effort to remain sane, ny voice
teetered on the brink of something very bad. | could barely control nyself.

It felt like the big bang theory was being played out all over again --
in my brain. Everything | knew was speeding outward toward the farthest
reaches of space. Maybe in a few billion years the fragments woul d have sl owed
and cool ed enough again to allow sone life again, but right now they were only



flying _out .

Frances held up her own right hand, pal mout. Covering it were |lines and
ri dges, hi ghways crossing and separating, a lifetine of lines on skin, a
detailed albeit chaotic map of the many days of Frances Hatch

"\What are you sayi ng, Frances?"

She slowy raised her left palm It was blank. | |ooked quickly at ny
left but it was as blank as my right.

She brought the hands together and folded themin her lap. "Palmsts
di sagree about what the individual lines on a hand mean, but nobst concede
those on the left indicate what you' re born with and the ones on the right are
what you' ve done with them Left hand," she raised her blank one. "Ri ght
hand. "

"Why are both of m ne blank?"

"Because now that you have di scovered who you really are, you _have_ no
fate anynore. Everything fromthis point on is up to you." She licked her
lips. "You' re different now "

"Fromwhat | |earned today, |'ve been different all nmy life. Al ny
_lives_!'" | said the last word like a hissing snake.

"But now you know the truth about who you are. That changes everyt hing.
Now you can do somet hing about it, Mranda. Everything is up to you fromthis
poi nt."

| looked at my snooth pal ms again, not sure of what to say or ask. "Tel
me about you and Shunda."

"I haven't seen himfor seventy years. Not since the day | saved him
That's part of howthis works -- if you sacrifice yourself for another person
you will never see themagain. |In nost cases, because they never want to see
_you_ again. They don't like to be rem nded of what you did for them But if
they' re young, they never know it happened, because they don't understand.

"In other respects it's tolerable. _You_ sinply becone a normal hunan

being and live a normal life. You get flu, pay taxes, have kids if you want.
And sooner or later you die. For good. Welcone to the 'nmortal coil.' No
nmore VIP | ounge for you. Watch out for chol esterol
"I was extraordinarily lucky, Mranda. | gave ny inmortality to Shunda,
but then went on to live a gorgeous life. Nowit's over. | have no

conplaints." Her eyes betrayed her. As soon as she finished speaking, they
shifted to the flowers as if the beautiful clusters knew a secret she didn't
want tol d.

"But Frances, | died! | fell in the theater. | fell off the scaffold in
the church --"

"And you came back. Again and again. Normal people don't. They live once

and die. _We_ live and die and conme back. No one el se does that, only us. But
that's why people believe in reincarnation -- because some of us _do_ return,
just not the ones they think. _Unsterblich_."

"What ?"

"Imortal. The German word for it. Shunda |oved that word. He said you
had to wap your tongue around it like a kiss."

"That word was on the cradle. It was carved on our baby's cradle."

"I"mnot surprised. Everything we experience |inks up sooner or |ater
Qur separate lives, the smallest details. . . nothing is left out. You net
Hugh because of a discussion about your Janes and Lolly Adcock's paintings.
You net me because of her work too. Renmenber those connect-the-dots col oring
books you had as a child? That's us. Everything connects."

"Way now, Frances? Wiy am | learning this now?"

"Because of |ove, dear; because you're finally in |ove and have the
opportunity to be selfless. It happens only once in a lifetine, any lifetine.
There are big |l oves and snmall ones, but only one selfless |love. In your case,

| assune it's for your child. | would have thought it was for Hugh, but it
wasn't, because you had this revelation _after_ he died."
Wthout any warning | felt violently ill. | was going to throw up.

sl apped a hand over ny nouth to try and stop it. | did, but only just.



So much had occurred since |1'd | earned | was pregnant that there had
been no tinme to reflect on what it neant. But T knew what Frances said was
true. The child inside nme nmeant everything. The daughter fromthe man | had
pl anned to spend the rest of ny life with. The baby | had wanted all ny life
but avoi ded t hi nki ng about because the possibility of |Iong | ove and children
had faded as | grew older. It was a joy | tried not to think about. CGetting
ol der means you have fewer beginnings. Children are the begi nning of
everything again, no matter how old you are or how fixed in your ways.

The day | learned | was pregnant | had another, altogether different
revel ation. Riding hone on the train to Crane's View, | considered the best
way to tell Hugh. Somewhere in the mddle of that planning, | was enbraced by
the thought: | will never be alone again. Wth this child in my life,
_woul d_ never be alone again. It was the nost warming, intimte, reassuring
sensation | have ever known.

Whi | e Frances spoke, | unconsciously put both hands on ny stomach, but
whet her for reassurance or protection | didn't know. In a whisper | said,
"What's so bad about bei ng normal ?"

"Nothing. But it is entirely different fromwhat you ve known."

"Different how?"

She thought it over. Once her right hand flew up off the bed as if
reaching for sonething in the air. Only after it had fl oated back to her |ap
and she thought sonme nore did she speak. "Being human is a deeper, richer
much _sadder _ experience than you know. Sonewhere inside all of their souls,
their genes, inside their cells, human beings understand this is all there is.
But nmost of the time they can't figure out what _this_ is. Your spirit is
confortabl e because it knows that when this dance is finished there'll be
anot her for you. And another."

"What exactly would | be giving up?"

"Your inmortality. You would give it to your child. You give it to the

person you | ove as much as yourself. | gave mine to Shunda. They were going to
kill him | couldn't let that happen because |I realized | |oved himnore than
ny omn life."

"How do you give it up -- is there sone special way?"

She shook her head. "No. It's always different, but instinctively you'l
know what to do when the tinme cones. It's not anything you have to think
about . "

"What did you do, Frances?"

She cl osed her eyes. "I set a dog on fire."

" \ihy? "

"I can't tell you. But it was necessary. \When | realized that was what |
had to do, | also understood it would cause the change. And it worked. As soon
as | had done it, a | awer appeared and said he could save Shunda. Herr Dokt or
Pongratz. |I'll never forget that nane. He said he had read about the case in
t he Vi ennese newspapers and had found a little-known law in the Austrian
judicial systemthat would exonerate Shunda. And it did."

"But couldn't soneone el se have found that |aw too?"

Frances strai ghtened up and snoot hed the sheets around her. "No, because
no such | aw existed until Pongratz found it."

"Can you give your immortality away to anyone, or does it have to be the
one you | ove?"

"To anyone. Once you realize who you are and what you have, it's your
decision what to do with it. You can give it to whoever you choose."

W sat silently amid her flowers and the piped in nusic. | had so nany
guestions to ask.

"Can | have the baby even being who | an? Wthout giving up the
imortality?"

"Yes! OF course you can, Mranda. But you'll destroy it. You'll love it
and care for it and do everything in your power to give it a wonderful life.
But eventually you'll destroy it because you are what you are. Your ego takes

precedence over everything else. And as you've already discovered, it's not



al ways obvious. You can't fight the instinct, no matter how hard you try. It's
i ke pushi ng agai nst the ocean

"\What ever you give your daughter you'll end up taking back, tinmes two.
Oten you won't even know you're doing it, but _she_ wll. As with everyone
else in your life, you'll ruin things that are fundanental to her well -being
You'll ruin her dreans, sabotage her feelings of self-inportance. _You'll suck
her dry_. Wen she's your age, she'll tell cynical, enbittered stories about
her mother the bitch. She'll finish by saying she |oves you of course, but the
| ess she sees you, the better

"As an adult, she'll believe the articles in wonen's nmagazi nes and think
she's m ssing everything. She'll wear too much jewelry and her voice will get
| ouder over the years as she realizes fewer and fewer people listen to what
she says.

"Look around you. Watch how peopl e function and interact with one
another. You'll see this is going on everywhere all the tine. People devour
each other in the nane of love, or famly or country. But that's an excuse;
they're just hungry and want to be fed. Read their faces, the newspapers, read

what it says on their T-shirts! "I think you're m staking me for soneone who
gives a shit.' 'My parents went to London but all they brought ne back was
this lousy T-shirt.' 'So nmany woren, so little tine.' 'Woever dies with the

nost toys, wins.' They're supposed to be funny, witty, and postnodern
M randa. But the truth is they're only stating a fact: Me. | come first. Get
out of mnmy way."

"So vanpires are everywhere?"

"Everywhere. They just don't have fangs or sleep in coffins.”

"What will happen if | give the baby ny imortality? WIIl she live a

happy |ife?"

"There's no guarantee. She will_ be a vanpire. But you'll be giving her
an enornous chance because, if nothing el se, she would have all those lives.
In a way, that's happi ness. Very few of our kind have been willing to nake

that sacrifice. Even when we find the |ove of our life, we refuse to give them
our imortality.”

| told her about the cab ride fromCrane's View and seeing ny life on
screen at the drive-in theater

"You're doing that to yourself. It's the inmmortal part of you with the
unbel i evabl e powers. The part that was able to free James Stillman. The part
that was outside this building staring in the last time you were here. It

knows you nust decide now and it's afraid you'll make the wong choice."

"But why show me _that_ scene? Hugh's dead. | can't do anythi ng about
that."

"I don't know. But those kinds of bizarre things will continue until you

choose. Your magi cal side can be very persuasive, believe ne."

"Frances, that nusic is driving me crazy. Can you call down to the front
desk and ask themto turn it off?"

She held up a finger for me to be quiet. The pastel -col ored, etherea
nmusic filled the room Saint-Saens, Berlioz, Delius -- it could have been
conposed by any of them It perfectly conmplenented the brilliant mass and
whirl of the flowers

| watched her face. It remained expressionless nost of the tinme, but now
and then she flinched slightly or gave a faint snile

"It reminds ne of things I've forgotten and what |'mgoing to | ose when
| die. "Only in hell is nenory exact.' | suppose this is howny trip to hel
begins. W forget so nuch over a lifetime. So many brilliant nonments and
stories. How could we forget, Mranda? Wy do we let themgo wthout a
struggl e? They make us, deepen us; they define who we are. But we live these
nmonents and forget them W mislay themlike a set of keys. Howis it possible
to be so sloppy with our own life?

"Before you canme in, for the first time in fifty years | renmenbered an
Cct ober afternoon | spent in Vienna with Shunda. It was right after we'd
arrived there, and he hadn't started performng yet. W took a tramto the



last stop in Ginzing, then wal ked up through the vineyards to the Wenerwal d
and Cobenzl. There's a nmagnificent view fromthere down over the whole city.

"On the way home, we stopped at a _Heurigen_ and had a lunch of fried
chi cken and new white w ne. Shunda |oved to talk. Al nmost nothing could stop
hi m once he got going. But in the mddle of our neal, right in the niddle of
taking a bite of chicken, he saw sonething behind me and absolutely froze. I'd
never seen anything like it. |I spun around to see what it was, but there was
not hi ng there but two nondescript nen sitting at a table drinking wi ne. Shunda
wi ped his hands carefully on a handkerchief, then reached into his backpack
and took out the book he had been reading the whole sumer. It was Freud's
_Beyond the Pleasure Principle_, which had just been published.

"He asked how he | ooked. | said Tine, what's the matter with you?' He
bit his lip and it was plain he was extremely nervous about sonething. Shunda
was never nervous. He was the nobst self-confident person |I've ever known. He
took the book, stood up, and wal ked across the courtyard to the two nmen. As he
approached, a chow chow cane out fromunder the table and stared at him
Qoviously it was protecting the men, and for a nonent | thought it was goi ng
to bite him But it was on a | eash, and one of themreined it in close.

Shunda | ooked at the dog and then the nmen. He held up the book, but
i nstead of speaking, he nade the dog talk for him _It_ said, 'Dr. Freud, you
have written a masterpiece. |'min your debt.' Freud, who wasn't famous for
his sense of hunor, was bew | dered. He kind of harrunphed a bit, said thank
you, | ooked suspiciously at his dog, and finally asked Shunda if he was a
performer. Shunda said yes very neekly and invited himto his show when it
opened at the Ronacher Theater. Freud tried to snmle and be gracious but he
really didn't know what to do.

"We |eft the Heurigen_ before they did. As we were wal ki ng out, Freud

and | made eye contact. Passing their table |I |eaned over the great _doktor_,
whom | didn't know fromthe man in the nmoon, and said, 'You really should cone
to his show. He's a genius.' | often wondered if he was there the night you
fell."

"You said you forgot things, Frances. Sounds |ike you renmenber very
well."

"I'"'mrenenbering everything now The nusic has been doing that to ne. It
brings back Freud's snell when | bent over to talk to him The yell owness of
the chestnuts on the ground in the courtyard of that _Heurigen_. They fel
fromthe trees in spiky shells. You peeled, themopen and inside was a shiny
brown chestnut. People collected themand fed themto the animals at the
Schonbrunn zoo. "

"Do you like renenbering these things? You sound so sad."

"Well, it is sad watching your house burn down. Wen there's nothing you
can do about it, you have to stand and watch. You renenber the things inside
you're losing. It's hard, but it remnds me of howrich ny life was. Cod, |
had a good one."

"But 1'm | ooking at your face, Frances. You're not renenbering only good
t hi ngs, are you?"

She woul dn't answer.

Is it better to renmenber all we've |ost? Especially when we know it's
gone forever? And what about the bad menories? The bad tinmes, bad people, bad
choi ces, bad plans -- should we be reni nded of then?

| didn't think so, especially not in Frances's case. |In her retelling,
even her good nmenories, the Freud stories and their like, trailed an aroma of
nmel ancholy and | oss that stank. Even in a roomfilled with the nost exotic
fl owers.

"I'"ll go now. |I'mgoing back to Crane's View "

She cl osed her eyes and nodded. She knew | had no other choice. "If you
| eave here tonight, you can't cone back until after you' ve decided. You won't
be protected. "

"I don't want to be protected." | bent over and kissed the old woman
hi gh on her forehead. She snelled of talcum powder. "Thank you for everything,



Frances. Even after all that's happened, | still l[ove you very much."

"And | love you. The one thing | always regretted was not having a
child. A daughter. Now, having known you, | know what it would have been |ike
and | regret it even nore."

| touched her cheek and left. | walked into the hall and cl osed the door
behi nd ne.

After two steps | started shaking so much | couldn't nove. | wasn't
ready yet. | had thought | was but | was wong. Five nore minutes with
Frances. A few nore questions. | just needed five nore mnutes with ny friend.

Then | would be all right and able to go on to whatever was next. She woul d
understand that. She would know how to stop ny shakes and push the denobns
back.

| returned to her door and opened it. The nusic was playing. Frances sat
with her face in her hands weeping so hard her whol e body shook violently.

"Ch Jesus, Frances!"”

She | ooked up. Her face was crinson. Her cheeks were shiny fromtears.
She waved a hand at ne to leave. | did not know how to help, how to save ny
friend froma fate so hopel ess and decided. But | could fetch the doctor
Maybe t he doctor had sonething that could cal m her down and at |east let her
rest.

Dr. Zabalino was downstairs in the |obby talking to the receptionist.

The sight of me racing toward her must have said everything. | started
expl ai ni ng what happened but she was hurrying for the el evator before | was
three sentences in. | started after her but she stopped and sl ammed a hand
agai nst ny chest.

"No! If you want to stay here and be protected, don't nove till | get
back. But you cannot come with me! Think of Frances. Something you said
obvi ously upset her. She's very weak and this is bad for her. | don't want her

seei ng you again now." She took her hand away but kept both hands w de open at
her sides, as if ready to shove ne again if | tried acconpanying her. She

wal ked to the elevator, entered, turned around and faced nme. As the doors slid
cl osed, she said, "Don't go anywhere. Stay here and you'll be safe."

The Iight above the door illum nated the floor nunbers. Wen it stopped
at Frances's, | turned and wal ked to the receptionist. She wasn't ignoring ne
or reading poetry this time. Her eyes were bright and alert, like those of a
small animal that's just realized a nuch bigger one is very close.

"\What happens now?"

"What do you nean?"

| slapped nmy hands down on the desk | oud enough to nake her cringe.
"Don't give ne shit! _Wat happens now ?"

"Usual ly the doctors can fix things. Dr. Zabalino is very good. She'l
know how to help your friend. But it'll be harder to hel p you because you
haven't chosen yet. That's the worst. Making up your mnd, because there are
so many reasons for and against it. That's why you should stay here unti
you' ve deci ded. Fieberglas is the safest place for you. Qutside it's very,
very dangerous. There are things out there --"

"Tell the doctor | left."

"You can't_!"

"I don't want to be here. I've got to -- Just tell her | left."

"But --"

The clatter of my heels against the stone floor rang out again in that
qui et place as | walked to the door. Through a wi ndow, | saw Erik Peterson in

his taxicab, the light fromthe portable TV flickering on his face. | pushed
open the heavy front door. The air outside was cold and snelled of pine and
stone. | felt no desire to return to the "safety" of the buil ding.

"Erik? Let's go hone."

He | ooked up. "You finished?"

"Yes. Do you nmind if |I sit next to you?"

"Not at all. Hop in." He reached across the passenger's seat and threw
open the door. The overhead |ight cane on a weak yellow. | wal ked around the



front of the car and got in but didn't close the door. | needed a nmonent just
sitting before ny life could continue.

"How d it go in there, Mranda? How s your friend?"

"Sick. Is this your famly?" On the dashboard was a small netal frane
with three oval photographs inside. A boy, a girl, a wife. The girl wre a
cheerl eader's sweater and flirted with the canera. The pretty woman | ooked
straight at it, expressionless. The boy --

"Yes. That's nmy wife Nina, our daughter Nelly, and |saac."

"He | ooks |ike you."

"I saac died of neningitis two years ago. One night he didn't feel well
and went to bed. The next norning he was gone." He gestured for ne to close
the door. | hesitated so as to have another, closer ook at Isaac in the dim
light. Erik started the car. The strong snell of exhaust funes filled the air.

"I"'mso sorry. What was he |ike?"

"Interesting you ask. Mst people when they hear about it just say
they're sorry. They're enbarrassed to ask questions. O they fee
unconf ort abl e.

"What was he _like_? He was a pistol. You couldn't keep the kid down. He
woke up at five every norning and went full tilt till you threw himinto bed
at night and shut his eyes for him | guess he was hyperactive, but ny wife
said he was just too interested to sit down. W miss him"

| pulled the door closed and we drove away from Fi eberglas. The gravel
crunchi ng beneath the car tires sounded very loud. As we drove onto the street
| 1 ooked down at my hands in nmy lap and saw they were both clenched into
fists. | was fearful sonmething mght stop or hold us back, but that was
egoti smor paranoi a. Nothing stopped us; nothing met us but the night in front
of the headlights.

"Once when |Isaac was a little boy, | nmean really little, | walked into
t he bat hroom and saw hi m standing next to the toilet barefoot. The seat was up
and he was dangling a foot over the bow. | asked what he was doi ng, because

with that kid, it coul da been anything. He said he'd bet hinself he coul dn't
put his foot in the toilet. For sone crazy reason he was frightened of doing
that. So there he was standing, daring hinself to do the thing that scared him
nost . "

"Why was he afraid to do that? Had it been flushed?"

"Ch, sure." Peterson took a hand off the steering wheel and gave an airy
wave. "But you know how it is when you're a kid: you got different nonsters
than the ones you got as an adult.”

| slid forward to get as close as possible to the photograph. The boy
did look like his father, but even in the picture there was a wildness in his
eyes that said he _was_ a pistol

W returned to Crane's View the way we had come. Passing the drive-in

theater, | worried that something woul d again be playing on the giant screen
but it was blank. Erik continued tal king about his son. | asked questions to
keep the conversation going. | didn't want to think about what to do because

knew ny whole life woul d depend on that decision once we got hone.
"Do you mind if | snmoke?" he asked.

"No. CGod, cigarettes! 1'd | ove one too."
He pull ed a pack of Marl boros from beneath his sun visor and handed them
tonme. "I think | got two left in there. Have a | ook."

| slid them out.

He pushed in the cigarette lighter on the dashboard. "Al'l the things
we' re not supposed to do anynore, huh? You know what | say? Cigarettes are
gooood! "

The lighter popped out and he handed it to me. | |lit up for the first
time in years and took a deep drag. The snpke was harsh and raw in ny throat
but delicious. W sat in a nice silence, snoking and watchi ng things pass by.

"There's a 7-eleven up here a-ways. Wuld you mind if | made a quick
stop and bought nore snokes and some other things? | told the wife I'd bring
them home and she'll be real mad if | don't."



"Pl ease, of course stop."

He sighed. "That's one of the bad things that's happened since |saac
died. Nina gets real upset about small things. Before, she was as cal mas
sumer, but now if even the slightest thing goes wong, she has trouble with

it. I can't blanme her. | guess we nmiss people in our own ways.

"Me, | think about all the things I'll never be able to do with the boy.
Take himto see the Knicks, watch himgraduate from school. Sonetinmes when I'm
alone in the house, I go up to his roomand sit on the bed. |I talk to himtoo,
you know? Tell himwhat's been going on in the fanmly, and how much | m ss
him | knowit's stupid, but | keep thinking he's near me in that room N na

cleaned it out conpletely after he died, soit's only a small enpty place now,
but I can't help thinking he's around there soneti nes and nmaybe can hear ne."

"What do you miss nost, Erik? What do you mi ss nost about hinP" A
qguestion | had asked mysel f again and agai n since Hugh's death.

"The hugs. That kid was a hugger. He'd grab hold of you tight as a vise
and squeeze. Not many people really hug you." He sniled sadly. It |ooked like
his whole life these days was in that smile. "There aren't that nany people in
life who really love you either."

| felt nmy throat swell and |I had to | ook away.

"I"'msorry, Mranda. |I'mjust talking. There's the place. I'll be out in
a mnute."

W slowed and pulled into a large parking lot. The store was brilliantly
lit. It glowed, and the vivid colors of the products on the shelves radi ated
out into the night. I watched Erik walk in. He stopped to speak with the man
behi nd the counter and in a noment both were | aughing. | | ooked around the
lot. There was only one other vehicle parked there, an old pickup truck that
| ooked like it had traveled to World War Three and back. | tw sted the
rearview mrror to have a |l ook at nyself and was surprised to see ny head was
still on ny shoulders and | didn't have big Xs over ny eyes |like some cartoon
character that's just been knocked out.

| saw sonething out of the corner of ny eye. Far across the parking |ot,
a kid on a bicycle cane weaving slowy into view M first thought was, Wuat's
he doing out so late, but as he got closer nmy mind froze. It was Erik
Peterson's son |saac.

He was dressed in an orange-and-bl ue w ndbreaker and faded jeans. Riding
in loopy circles around the lot, he got closer and closer to the car. | knew
who he was, but since | could not believe it, | |ooked again at the picture on
t he dashboard. It was him Inside the store, Erik had di sappeared back anong
the shelves. Qutside, twenty feet away, his dead son rode a bicycle.

| opened the door and swi veled to get out. The boy stopped abruptly and
put his feet down to keep fromtipping. Looking at ne, he shook his head.

Don't nove. | stayed where | was and he slowy rolled over
"That's my Dad in there." H's voice was high and sweet. He |isped.
"Yes."
"He's nice, huh?"
"He's . . . He loves you very nuch.”

"I know. He talks to nme all the tinme. But | can't talk back. It's not
al | owed. "

"Can | tell himyou're here?"

"No. He couldn't see ne anyway. Only you. Remenber you saw nme before?
When you were driving the other way, | was racing you. | kept up with you
pretty long. | mean, I'mpretty fast for my age."

He was so sure of himself, this ten-year-old big talker out for a spin
on his bike at night, checking to see if anyone was watching. It wung ny
heart.

"You know Decl an?" he asked

"Yes."

A green Porsche growed in off the street and stopped a few feet away. A
worman wearing a man's fedora got out. Looking straight ahead, she wal ked into
the store



"Winen are the stones you use to build a house, nmen are the sticks you
use to start the fire and keep the house warm"

Distracted by the jarring noise of the car, I wasn't sure |'d heard what
he said. "Excuse nme?"

"That's what Declan's father said."”

| stiffened. "You ve seen hinP"

"Sure. He and Declan are together all the tine. He said that today when
Decl an asked the difference between men and wonen. They were tal ki ng about why
Decl an never got to be born

"See you!"

Eri k came out of the store carrying a brown bag and gl anci ng over his
shoul der. Pushing the bi ke backward, the boy cane within two feet of his
father. He | ooked at the nan as he wal ked past. He reached out a hand and
pretended to slap his arm

Eri k stopped. For a nmonent | was sure he knew who was there. |saac
watched himwi th cal meyes. Erik nmoved to the left, stopped, noved to the
right. He was dancing! He turned in a circle. "Do you hear it, Mranda? From
i nside the store? Martha and the Vandellas. 'Dancing in the Streets.'" He
continued swayi ng back and forth as he approached the car. "One of ny favorite
songs. lsaac loved it too. | hear it all the time now Funny. Mre than ever
before, | think." He opened the back door and laid the grocery bag on the
seat. "You ready to go?"

The boy nodded at me, so | said yes. His father got in and started the
motor. "I got everything. Some nore cigarettes too if you want one."

"Erik, if you could, what would you say to Isaac if he was here right
now?"

Wthout hesitation he said, "I'd say I'mliving, but I'mnot alive
wi t hout you."

ONE OF HUGH S favorite quotes was from St. Augustine: "Whisper in ny

heart, tell me you are there." | suppose it has to do with God and his
unwi | I i ngness to show his face to man. But in light of what had happened,

took it to nmean sonmething entirely different. | was sure "Wnen are the stones
you use to build a house, nmen are the sticks . " was meant for me, not

Declan. | was sure Hugh was whispering in _ny_heart, suggesting what to do. |
had al ready come to the sane conclusion by then but his words only
st rengt hened ny resol ve.

When we arrived in Crane's View and Erik dropped ne off, | entered the
house no longer frightened or upset. There is a cal nmess that cones wth
surrender. A peace that actually revitalizes when you know there is no other
way. | knew what to do now, and no nmatter what happened to ne afterwards, the
child woul d be safe. That was all that mattered -- the child would be safe. |
would give it what | had, wllingly!

The house was spotless, no sign of anything that happened there earlier
| wal ked into the kitchen and renenbered it had all begun after |I'd nade
nysel f di nner -- how many hours, days, lifetines ago? Wien | turned on the
tel evision and saw Charlotte, Declan, and Hugh by the sw mri ng pool

So what? It had to begin somewhere and that's where it did. Moyve on
O her things to think about now. Hunger shook a scol ding finger at nme and
knew | woul d have to eat before doing it. Opening the refrigerator door, | was
greeted by an incredible array of the nost extraordi nary and exotic food --

I rani an caviar, a box of pastries froma place called Denel in Vienna, plover
eggs, Tunisian capers, olives fromM. Athos, fresh Scottish sal non, Bonbay

| enon pickle, nmore. | had bought none of it, nuch | ess tasted nost of the food
on those shelves, but it didn't surprise nme. The time for surprises was over.

I sniffed and sanpled a great deal before choosing a fresh baguette,
prosciutto cut thin as tissue paper, and the nost delicate nozzarella | had
ever tasted. The sandwich was delicious and | ate it quickly.

There was a bottle of Lanbrusco too, one of Hugh's favorite w nes.



opened it and poured sone into a small glass that had once held creaned

chi pped beef. Odd as it may sound, | wanted to toast sonething. That's what
you' re supposed to do at the end of the banquet, aren't you? Toast the host,
the lucky couple, the birthday girl or the glorious country. But what could
toast on this, the |last night of some preposterous part of my existence? My
past lives? Here's to all the good and bad tines | had but forgot and | earned

nothing from Here's to all the people | knew and hurt -- sorry folks, | can't
renenber any of you. Or how about, Here's to ne -- however many of us there
have been.

Hugh taught nme an Irish toast:

_May those who | ove us |ove us. _

_And those that don't |ove us, _

_May God turn their hearts._

_And if he doesn't turn their hearts_
_May he turn their ankles_

_So we'll know them by their |inping._

One toast cane to ne that was appropriate. | lifted ny glass and said to
the enpty room "Here's to you and the lives you |lead. | hope you find your
way honme faster than I did." | drank slowy and enptied the gl ass.

On the floor in Hugh's workroomwas a cardboard box filled with tools
and chem cals he used to restore things. | went through it, pulling out the
many di fferent bottles, reading the |abels, choosing the ones that contained
al cohol or any kind of flanmable substance. Qur house was nmade of wood. It
woul d go up quickly. I went around the ground fl oor pouring the
strong-smel ling chem cal s over everything. Hugh's new chair, a couch, boxes of
books, the wooden fl oors.

| kept spilling and watching the Iiquids stain new fabric, pool on the
wooden floor, eat into a turquoise plastic Sky King ashtray | had gi ven Hugh
as a present. \Wen all of the bottles and cans were enpty, | stood in the

front hall snelling the incredible stink of all those deadly chemicals
spl ashed over everything in the world that had nattered to ne.

| went to a wi ndow and | ooked out onto the porch. A car drove by
outside. A white car. It reminded nme of a white horse. Heroes rode white
horses, heroic knights. That rem nded me of Hugh's unfinished story about the
pl ai n-1 ooki ng kni ght who fell so in love with the princess that he was willing
to sacrifice everything for her. How he went to the devils and traded them his
courage for her happiness. | renenbered the last line of his inconplete story.
"Life is full of surprises, but if you' re convinced all of themw Il be bad,
what's the point of going on?" | wanted no nore surprises. | didn't trust
them any nore than | believed | would be able to change anything for the
better if I continued living. | would give up my immortality to the child and
then I would finish it.

Still staring out the window, | felt ebullient and relieved. The world
was m ne because | no longer wanted to be init. | could do this tonight or
tonorrow or next week. It didn't matter when because the decision had been
made and was final. No, it had to be tonight. | did not want tonorrow. | went
| ooki ng for matches.

What was the name of that fanmpus children's book? _Goodni ght Mon_. Good
ni ght Hugh. Good ni ght Frances Hatch, good night Crane's View, good night
life. My thoughts chanted these lines as | searched for nmatches. Good ni ght
Eri k Peterson and |saac. Good ni ght beautiful books and | ong dinners with
someone you love. Good night this and this and this and this as | wandered
t hrough the house. The list got |onger and longer as | slid open drawers and
cupboards | ooking for something to bumup the world in which these things
exi st ed.

Just as | began to grow frustrated, | renenbered seeing a pack of



mat ches in Hugh's box of chemicals. A half-enpty pack with green witing
announcing Charlie's Pizza. The place where we'd had [unch with Frances the
first day we visited Crane's View The first time | saw Declan. The first tine
we nmet Frannie McCabe. First time. First time and now the last tinme. | would
never see Declan or Frannie again. Never see this this that. A spotted dog or
a marmal ade cat. Goodnight life.

| found the matches and stood up, wondering only where to do it. The
living room Sit on the couch, start the fire there and finish. The wal k from
Hugh's roomto the living roomseened five mles long. It felt like | was
wal ki ng underwater. Not bad or disturbing, only slow nmotion and incredibly
detailed. | saw everything around ne with extrene clarity. Was it because this
was the last time | would see these things? Good night hall with the beautiful
wood floors. Hugh got down on his knees right there and, sliding his hand back
and forth over that floor, |ooked up at me with the happiest snmile. "This is
all ours now," he said, his voice full of wonder. Good ni ght staircase.

Stoppi ng, | | ooked up and renenbered the day we had made | ove at the top. |
wi shed | could snell Hugh in that final air. Wuld | see himwhere | was
goi ng? How wonderful to smell himone last tine. | |ooked up the stairs and

renmenbered himon top of me, his weight, the softness of his lips on ny
throat, his thunbs hol ding down nmy hands. He'd had keys in his jeans pocket

t hat day. Wien he noved on me they cut into ny hip. | asked himto take them
out. He tossed them across the floor. They rang out as they hit and slid. Good
ni ght keys.

In the living room| stared into the enpty fireplace a monent and then
put my hand in ny pocket. It was there. It was tinme, so | took it out. Because
of all the mad things happening when | picked it up in the basenent at Hugh's
silent urging, | hadn't |ooked carefully at the piece of wood I now held in ny
hand. | had nore ~r less forgotten about it until | was standing in the | obby
of Fieberglas talking to the nurse about Frances. Then the only way | can
descri be what happened is that the wood _canme to me_ the way a good idea or
real fear comes. Al at once, as if through every pore in your body. Yes, it
had been in nmy pocket the whole tine, but suddenly | becane aware of its
presence again. O maybe | just renenbered it and, in doing so, grasped its
real inmportance and what to do with it. A small piece of wood about seven
i nches long. Dark on three sides, light on the other. The side where it had
broken of f the baby's crib when MCabe/ Shunda threw it against the wall.

There was a fragment of a figure carved on it, but the way the wood had
snapped of f made it inpossible to deci pher what it was. The back half of a
runni ng animal. A deer perhaps, or a nythological creature that fit the rest
of the extravagant, fantastical world that had been carved on that wonderful
old cradle. Qur child's cradle, our baby girl. I thought of her, the only
sight of her | would ever have. Then | thought of Declan and what his father
had said. And | knew what | had to do, and it was right, but if I were to

somehow survive what was about to happen, | would regret doing it forever. |
| ooked at the wood in my hand and because | felt | had no other choice | said,
"I"'msorry." | had two pieces of wood to burn. Two pieces for ny marriage of

sticks: The one in ny hand fromthe cradle, and the one from Central Park

had picked up the day we knew it was going to happen. Two sticks were enough
for a marriage. More woul d have been better. | would have | oved to have a huge
bundl e of themfor a world-sized bonfire when | was eighty years old and at
the satisfied end of a marvelous life. But | had only these two and they woul d
have to be enough. They were inmportant though -- as inportant as anything. One
synmbol i zed Hugh, this one our child. Were in the house was the Hugh stick?

t hought but then realized it didn't matter because soon it woul d be gone too.

Wt hout knowi ng why, | knew when | lit it, this wood would ignite as if
it were made of pure gasoline. Breaking off a match fromthe pack, | put it to
the striking pad and flicked nmy hand. A flanme snapped open, flaring and
hi ssing a second before tam ng down to the size of a fingernail. Lit match in

one hand, the wood in the other. Good night life.
| 1 ooked up one last tinme. At the wi ndow were faces. Many many many of



them Some were pressed to the glass, distorting their features -- bent noses,
com cal lips. Ohers hovered in the background, waiting their turn to get
close as they could to the window, to this room to ne. And | knew all of the
faces _were_ne, all the ne's frompast |lives who had come to watch this
happen. To watch the end of their line, last stop, everybody out.

"Good-bye." Calmy | put the match to the wood and the world expl oded.

| heard the blast and saw a blinding flash of light. Then utter silence.
| don't know how long it lasted. | was sonmewhere else until | was back in the
living room sitting by nyself on the couch, holding both enpty hands in the
air in total surprise. It took tinme to realize where | was and of course | did
not believe it. Everything was so still. My eyes readjusted to the norma
light in the roomand the colors, the things around ne, everything was exactly
as it had been.

| dropped ny hands to the couch and felt its rough wool beneath ny
pal ms. Turning ny head slowy fromside to side, | took in the view Nothing
had changed. Frances's house, our possessions, home again. Even the snell was
the sane.

No, there was sonething el se. Hugh. Hugh's cologne was in the air. Then
I felt hands on ny shoul ders and knew instantly that they were his. Hugh was
her e.

The hands lifted. He cane around the back of the couch and stood in
front of ne. "It's all right, Mranda. You're all right."

| stared at himand could only repeat what he had said, because it was
true. "I'mall right." We | ooked at each other and | had nothing to say. |
under st ood nothing but I was all right.

"You're not allowed to kill yourself. Wen you burned the wood, you
could only give them back what was theirs. Now you have the rest of your life.
That bel ongs to you."

| looked at him | nodded. Al right. Anything was all right.

"Thank you, Mranda. You did an incredible thing."

| looked at himand | was enpty as death, enpty as an old heart that's
just biding its tinmne.

Sonehow, from some place | didn't know | had, | was able to whisper
"What now?"

"Now you live, ny sweetheart.
had ever seen

He smled and it was the saddest smle

"Al'l right."

He reached into his jacket pocket and took out sonmething. He offered it
to ne. Another piece of wood. A snmall long silvery piece that |ooked |ike
driftwood. Wod that had been floating in sone uni magi nable sea for a thousand
years. | turned it over in ny hand, examining it carefully. Shapel ess,
silvery, soft, old. Yes, it nust have been driftwood.

When | | ooked up agai n Hugh was gone.

THERE WAS A nice song on the radio years ago. They played it too nuch
but | didn't mnd because it kept ne conpany and |I'm al ways grateful for that,
| often found nyself humming it without realizing. The title was "How Do
Li ve Wthout You?"

I have cone to realize this is an essential |lesson: In order to survive
you must learn to live without everything. Optimsmdies first, then | ove, and

finally hope. But still you nust continue. If you were to ask me why, | would
say that even wi thout those fundanental things, the great things, the

hot - bl ood-i n-the-veins things, there is still enough in a day, in alife, to

be precious, inmportant, sonetimes even fulfilling. How do | live w thout you?

| put you in the museum of ny heart where | often go, absorbing as nuch as |
can bear before closing tine.

What nore can | tell you that you need to know beyond what | already
have? | had a life. | never married, had no children, nmet two good nen | m ght
have | oved, but after what | had experienced, it was inmpossible. | was proud



of nyself though, because | honestly tried with real hope and an open heart to
fall in love again. No good.

| went back to selling books and | did well. Sometines | was even able
to lose nyself in what | was doing, and that was when | was happiest. Al the
time | thought of Frances Hatch and how she had done it -- lived a full and

interesting life after she had cut the thread. So many times | wished | could
have spoken with her, but she died three days after we |ast net.

Zoe married Doug Auerbach and they were happy for a long tinme. \Wen he
died ten years ago, | noved out to California to live with her. W becane
qui ntessential L.A old ladies. W ate only free-range chicken and t ook too
many vitamns. W spent too rmuch time in nmalls, went to aerobics classes for
seniors, wore thicker and thicker eyegl asses as the visual world becane
foggi er and surrounded by increasingly soft edges. W made a |ife and wat ched
the sun set over it.

| always woke earlier than she and nade the coffee. But she was
punctual , and by nine every norning she joined me in the backyard to read the
newspaper and tal k about what needed doing that day. W had a garden, there
were a few friends, and we rem ni sced unendingly. O course | never told her
any of ny real story.

For my birthday one year she bought nme a pocket tel ephone. On the
package was a note she had witten that said, "Now you'll really be a
California gal!" When | opened the box and saw what it was, | asked who on
earth woul d ever call nme? Zoe said sexily, "You never know" And | |oved her
for her optimismand | |oved her for the lie. | knew she had given it to ne
because she was worried. | had been having fainting spells, _swoons_ she |iked
to call them and they were getting worse. My doctor, an Irishman naned Keane,
joked that | had the bl ood pressure of an iguana. Sonetines | pretended
wasn't feeling well just so | could visit him

But death winds the clock and one norning Zoe didn't show up for coffee.
She was a robust wonman and | don't think she was ever sick the whole tinme we
lived together. When | went into her roomat ten-thirty that norning and saw
her lying peacefully on her side in bed, | knew Her children, neither of whom
had even the slightest trace of her goodwi |l and energy, cane to the funera
but left on the first plane out.

12. STORIES WRITTEN | N THE SNOW

THE DOORBELL rang. The ol d worman | ooked up quickly fromthe notebook and
frowned. She did not want to be interrupted, especially not now when she was
so very close to finishing. Wat an amazing notion -- soon she would be done.

No one ever rang her doorbell anyway, that was a given. Once in a great
whi | e soneone wearing a brown United Parcel Service uniform brought her a
package from Lands' End or another of the nail-order conpanies that supplied
her with sturdy practical clothes nade out of warmmaterials |ike Polartec or
goose down. She needed all the warnth she could get because her body felt cold
al nost constantly now, despite the fact that she was living in the desert heat
of Los Angel es. Sonetimes at night she even wore a pair of electric blue
Pol artec gl oves while watching television. If soneone had seen her they would
have t hought she was crazy, but she was only cold. Mre than wi sdom irony,
grace, or peace, old age had brought cold, and she was never really able to
escape it.



Pausi ng a nmoment, she renenbered she had ordered nothing, so whoever was
at her door now could only be m staken or a nuisance. Wuld you like to
subscribe to this magazi ne? Wuld you like to believe in ny God? Wuld you
happen to have a dollar for a guy down on his luck?

The bell rang again -- so |l oud and annoying -- _di ng-dong di ng-dong_!
There was no way to avoid it. Ginacing, she put down Hugh's fountain pen and
reached for the cane | eani ng agai nst her desk

She was fat now. Recently she had even begun calling herself that,
al t hough she'd known it for a long tinme. She was an ol d wonan who had grown
much too fat. She liked to sit. After Zoe died she had stopped going to
exerci se class. She l|iked cookies. Hugh once said, "Eating is sex for old
people.” Now it was true for her

Her knees were weak. And her hips and God knows what else. It was an
effort getting up or sitting down. Wen you were as old as she was, everything
was an effort, and when you wei ghed twenty-five pounds too nuch you did a | ot
nmore with a groan than ever before. The year she died, Zoe had gi ven Mranda
the cane for Christmas. It was a very nice one too -- nade of oak and slightly
crooked, so that it had a kind of jaunty character. It rem nded her of
somet hing an Irishman woul d use. Ireland. Hugh always said he was going to
take her to Ireland --

The doorbell rang again. Dam! She was sure she was al nost finished
writing her story, but nowthis interruption would disturb her train of
t hought. She didn't know if she'd be able to get back into it later. Witing
demanded her full attention. More and nore, her nmenory played hide-and-seek
with her. She felt conpelled to get everything down on paper as soon as she
could before sonething inevitable and dreadful |ike a stroke or Al zheiner's
di sease roared into her brain and |ike a vacuum cl eaner sucked it enpty.

Leani ng hard on the cane with one hand and pushi ng down on the desk with
the other, she raised herself out of the chair. After a few small, unsteady,
danger ous steps, she noved slowy across the shadowy room

The room never got full sunlight. She liked it that way. She kept two
[ anps burning in there alnost all the tinme. At night when she was exhausted
and going to bed she woul d wal k out and | eave them on on purpose. She |iked
t hi nki ng her workroomwas always lit. As if some kind of bright spirit was in
there guarding the inportant things |like the diary and her thoughts. Yes, she
felt she left her nost inportant thoughts in that room because it was where
she did all of her diary witing. How silly. The silly thoughts of a silly old
worran.

That's what she was thinking as she gradually made her way across the
house to the front door. Wio could it be? Wiy did they have to cone calling
now? VWhat time was it anyway? She stopped wal ki ng and | ooked at her watch. It
was an enornous thing, the watch with the largest face in the store -- bought
so that she could read the time w thout having to put on her gl asses.

"Www " It was five in the afternoon. She had been witing for hours.

That was good news because it neant she was inspired, anxious to know how she
woul d end her account. That end was so near now. She felt she could reach out
and touch it. When she was done, Al zheinmer's or heart attack or whatever
horror could take over and she wouldn't care. Really, she wouldn't care.
She peeked through the wi ndow in the front door but saw no one. If this

was a prank by a nei ghborhood kid -- ring the bell and run -- she would be
annoyed. But better that, because then she could go right back to work. O
maybe she woul d make one quick detour into the kitchen to see -- the bell rang

again. How could it? She had just | ooked and no one was there. A short
circuit? Whoever heard of a doorbell short-circuiting?

Maybe soneone was trying to trick her into opening the door. These were
dangerous tines. Terrible things happened to old wonen |iving alone. They were
such easy prey. Watch the news any night and it was easy to be frightened. She
had many | ocks on her door, but so what? Life had certainly taught _her_ harm
cones in any door it wants and doesn't need a key. Yes, she grew quickly
worried, but again it was only because she hadn't finished her diary. Her



prayer, if she had been a religious woman, woul d have been, "Please let ne
finish. Gve me the strength and the time to finish. The rest is yours."

Uneasily, she peeked again through the wi ndow in the door and saw
somet hing odd. The first time she had | ooked only strai ght ahead. Now she
nmoved from side to side and saw that the steps leading to her front door were
covered with cooki es.

"Waa --" bew | dered she pressed up closer for a better view Cookies.
That's right. Fromthe sidewal k across the small but perfectly kept front yard
to the door were sixteen octagonal paving stones. She had |iked those stones
t he nmonent she first saw them They rem nded her of an English country cottage
or a magical path in a fairy tale. Zoe had liked themtoo, and when it was
necessary to dig up the entire yard years ago to repair the septic tank, both
worren i nsisted the workers replace the stones exactly where they'd been

Now cooki es covered each one. Well, not exactly covered. Wth her bad
eyes, she could clearly see five of the stones |eading to the house. On each
stone were four? Yes, four cookies, big ones, like the kind Ms. Fields and
Dave's sold in their stores. Mranda | oved them Chocolate chips. Wth dark or
[ight chocol ate chunks, macadamia nuts . . . it didn't matter. She loved big
chocol ate chip cookies and here they were on her _front wal k_!

An unfamliar dalmatian | oped onto her lawn in a hurry to get sonewhere.
But he rust have caught their scent because, slaming on his brakes, he
started gobbling. Dogs don't eat when they're excited, they inhale, and this
guy was no exception. He ate so fast, jumping fromstone to stone, that
M randa began to giggle. She didn't know who'd put themthere but she doubted
they meant the cookies for this fellow

"Foll ow the yellow brick cookie. They're your favorites, right?"

She froze. The voice cane fromdirectly behind her. She didn't know this
voice, but it was a man's and it was definitely right behind her, _near_ her

"Don't you recognize hin? It's Bob the dal mati an. Hugh and Charlotte's
dog. Say hi to Bob."

He spoke calmy, his voice quiet but anused. She had to turn around
because there was nothing el se she could do.

Shunda stood five feet away wearing a gray sweatshirt with "Skidnore"
printed across the front, jeans, and el aborate blue running shoes. He had not
aged at all fromthe last time she had seen him decades ago.

"I had a whole little scene planned out with a foll owthe-yellow brick
motif but it didn't include old Bob. Cause | know you | oves dem cookies."

What could she say? It was all over. The tinme had cone for her to die.
Why el se woul d Shunda have come? How many years had it been? How many
t housands of days had passed since she last saw this handsome bad man on the
porch of the house in Crane's View, New York?

"What do you want ?"

He touched both hands to his chest and put on a wounded expression. "Me?
| don't want anything. |I'm here on assignnent. |'ve been given orders.”

"You' ve cone for ne?"

"Voila. _Es nmuss sein_.

"Where . . . What are you going to do?"

"I"ve come to take you for a ride in nmy newcar. It's a Dodge! | asked
for a Mercedes but they gave nme a Dodge."

She hated his voice. It was a nice one, deep and |low, but the tone was
nocki ng and arrogant. He spoke to her as if she were a stupid child who knew
not hi ng.

"You don't have to address nme like that. I'lIl do what you say." It cane
out hard, steely.

He didn't like that. His eyes wi dened and lips tightened. Sonething
bet ween t hem had shifted and he hadn't been prepared for that. He'd probably
expected her to whine or beg, but that wasn't her way. H s unsure expression
changed to a | eer and suddenly he was back in charge. "I told you I was
comng, Mranda. Along tine ago. Don't you renmenber that dog you |iked that
was set on fire?"



"That was _you_?"

"Yes. | thought for sure you'd know that it was | with _that_ one. Wat
bi gger hint did you need? Don't you remenber that Frances saved ne by burning
a dog?"

"You killed a dog just to tell ne you were coni ng?"

"It was dramatic but obviously not very effective. Anyway, we have to go
now. You won't need to take anything. We're not going far."

The fear canme. It rushed up through her like water and she inmedi ately
began to trenble. She hated herself for it. Despite the staggering fear, she
hated herself for letting this appalling man see her shake. She started a deep
breath that stopped hal fway down her throat because she was so afraid. Still
she managed to say "May | take something with nme?"

"You want to _pack_?"

"No, | want to take one thing with me. It's in the other room™

He | ooked at her a long tornenting nonment, then snmirked. "Do | get three
guesses? |Is it bigger than a breadbox? Go on, but hurry up."

Sonehow she nustered her nmeager energy and shuffled toward the back of
t he house. Thank God she had the cane, because her body now felt |ike stone.

It did not want to nove; it did not know how to wal k anynore. But she noved.
She wal ked sl owWy and unsteadily down the hall to her workroom

She went in and for several seconds stared at the desk and on it the
open di ary. She would never finish. She would never be able to conplete it and
put it away in a safe place where one day they would find it and know t he
whol e story. Never. Al over. Finished.

"Al'l right. It's okay. Just walk away." She said it out loud as she
wal ked over to a dresser pushed up against a wall. She slid the top drawer out
and reached in for the piece of wood. The silver piece of wood Hugh had gi ven
her the last tinme she saw him She had since collected other pieces over her
long life, but they would have to stay here. She didn't know what she woul d do
with it wherever she was going but she needed to have it with her. d osing her
fingers over it, she left the room

Shunda was waiting by the front door. Wien he saw her he opened it.
Bendi ng forward at the waist, he gestured with an exaggerated sweep of his arm
for her to go first. She shuffled forward, |eaning hard on her cane. She was
so scared. Her knees ached. Were were they goi ng? She heard himcl ose the
door. GCently taking her arm he hel ped her down the one step to the front
yard. The dog was gone and so were the cookies. A few mnutes ago it was al
strange and funny -- chocol ate chip cookies on her footpath -- but now funny
was gone. Soon everything woul d be gone.

They wal ked to the street, where he told her to wait. He strode away and
around the corner. She | ooked at the sky. An airplane had left a thin white
contrail across the blue. A car peeled out somewhere, its long screech filling
her ears. Then it was silent, and soon some birds began singing.

A shiny green van drove up and stopped in front of her. Shunda was at
t he wheel wearing a San Di ego Padres baseball cap. He got out, opened the
passenger's door, and hel ped her in. She had trouble getting into cars but
rode in themso rarely now that it nmade no difference.

"\Where are we goi ng?"

"It's a surprise.”

"I don't want a surprise. Just tell me. At |least give nme that."

"Be quiet, Mranda. Sit back and enjoy the ride. You haven't been
outside in along tine."

Fol di ng her hands in her |ap she | ooked out the w ndow. Wen Shunda
spoke again she ignored him wouldn't even turn to | ook. As soon as he
realized she wouldn't respond, he chattered on nonstop. Told her what he had
been doing all these years, told her what _she_ had been doing all these years
("They said to keep tabs on you"), told her everything she didn't want to
hear. She | ooked out the window and tried with all her mght to ignore him If
this was to be her last ride, she didn't want his voice nattering in her ear
A hanmburger stand, a gas station. Wiy had it come so abruptly? Couldn't they



have gi ven her sonme warning? A day. If they had given her one nore day she
coul d have finished everything and been waiting at the door when he arrived. A
yel l ow convertible driven by a beautiful brunett passed them Then a

Vol kswagen that | ooked as though it had been driven around the world six
tinmes. The driver was a man with a shaved head. Hi s hands danced back and
forth across the top of the steering wheel. A used book store. One day would
have been enough. Today while she was working, her stomach had knotted up
several tines because she knew in her secret self that she would be finished
soon, and then what woul d she do with her days? Wiy had Shunda been wat chi ng
her for years? She was no threat. She had never been a threat. Besides, al
_that _ had been so I ong ago. Soon after it was over she'd started forgetting
t hi ngs and despite having witten this diary, so nany nenories of that tine
were |like Greek ruins to her by now

She had never planned to reread her account, but riding al ong now she
grew furious that she would never even have the choice. Al that work, but now
she could not go back to relive for a while certain experiences that she m ght
al ready have forgotten. How nmuch can an old brain hold before it begins to
spring | eaks fromthe weight of so many years?

Honey- cooked hans, di scount sungl asses, Mnsfield Avenue, street signs
all flew by the car window. He was driving faster now Were were they going?
She remenbered Frances Hatch in her hospital room surrounded by flowers.

Maybe Shumda woul d drive her soneplace but then drive her home again. A
flutter, a humm ngbird's heartbeat of hope raced through her but was gone just
as quickly. It was over. \Whatever he had waiting for her would be appropriate
and terrible, she was sure. She renenbered wal ki ng back into Frances's room
and seeing her crying.

He turned left on La Brea and accel erated. Eveni ng was begi nning. The
sky was still bright but when they wal ked to the car fromher house the air
had been cool and still, already starting to settle for the night. Down La
Brea past the cheap furniture stores, cheap drugstores, cheap fast-food
pl aces. More people stood out on the sidewal ks here waiting for buses, waiting
for friends, waiting for some kind of luck or change that woul d never cone.

M randa had been lucky and she knew it. She had travel ed, she'd had an
interesting job and been her own boss. She'd nade nobney. For a short time she
knew and was | oved by a renmarkable man. Hugh. If this was the end, she wanted
to spend it thinking about Hugh Cakley. As if he knew what she was trying to
do, Shunda interrupted her

"Why did you do it?"

"Way did | do _what_?" Her voice canme out cranky -- she wasn't
interested in answering his questions, especially not now when there was so
little tine left.

He lifted a hand off the wheel and let it fall back again.

"You're not al one, you know. There were others who did what you did. But
I"mjust interested, you know? What woul d possess anyone to voluntarily give
up the life you had for this one?" His hand rose again off the wheel and
batted the air as if flicking away a fly. "And you didn't even know who you
were giving it to! That's incredible. You handed over your immortality to a
stranger. Soneone you never even nmet!"

Coming to a red traffic light they slowed to a stop. He glanced at her
and nade a face. She ignored himand | ooked strai ght ahead. The light changed
but instead of accel erating, Shunda continued watching her

Eventual |y she said, nmore to herself than to him "I never really
t hought about it. The nonment canme and it had to be. That's all. Isn't that
_interesting_? | was always fighting with nyself -- ny head, ny heart.

Soneti mes one won, sonetimes the other. But with that there was no fight.
There wasn't even a question."” The old wonman beanmed. Her whol e denmeanor
changed, as if whatever inner storns had been ragi ng had now passed and she
was at peace. Shunda had never seen anyone in her position at peace, and he
had seen his share. Oh yes, he had seen quite a few.

"Life is about to spit in your face, Mranda. | wouldn't be too smley



about that."

They were silent the rest of the ride. To her great satisfaction, out of
the corner of her eye she observed that he kept |ooking at her to see if her
expression would change -- if the enormity of whatever terrible thing was
about to happen to her had finally sunk in. Wiy hadn't_ the great final fear
wrapped her inits arns as it always did with the people he had escorted to
their destruction?

It took another ten minutes. He kept |ooking over but her pleased
expression never changed. All right, so it didn't change. Wait till she got
there. Vit till she saw what waited!

The road suddenly becane hilly and there were oil wells all up and down
those hills doing their slow work. The | and was khaki-col ored, sun-parched. It
was a strange part of Los Angeles, neither here nor there, a kind of oddly
enpty no-man's | and between downtown and the airport.

Signaling with his blinker, Shunda slowy nerged into the right | ane and
then pulled off the road onto the shoulder. He cut the engine and sat there,
savoring what came next. He grinned at her. "Renmenber this spot?"

M randa | ooked around. "No."

"You will." He opened his door and got out of the van. It was all she
could do not to watch him He wal ked around to the back and opened the two
rear doors. She heard himpush and slide sonething netallic.

"Be with you in just a sec. Sit tight."

Slow y reaching up, she twisted the rearview mrror so she could | ook
out the back. He was fooling around with sonmething and it took her a nonent to
realize what it was. He did something and the thing went pop and suddenly
unfol ded into a wheel chair.

Cars zoomed by, sone close, others far away, all of themloud and
snoot h, rushing and dangerous. And then of course it dawned on her

So many years ago she was in one of these speeding cars on her way to
Los Angel es airport. She had been in bed with Doug Auerbach that day and
afterwards they went to a big drugstore together. Afterwards she rode to the
airport in a taxicab and the driver, |ike Shunda now, wore a San Di ego Padres
basebal | cap. She was so young then, so young and busy, and she hadn't met
Hugh OCakl ey yet. She hadn't met Hugh Cakl ey and she hadn't seen dead Janes
Stillman alive again. She was flying back to New York that night and only days
later her entire life changed forever. So long ago. Al of it so | ong ago, but
now all of that day and what followed was crushing her and she couldn't stop
the nenories and the results, all of themcrystal clear.

Shunda pushed the wheel chair around to her side of the car and stood
there waiting.

When they drove to the airport that night so long ago, it was just about
this time. She renenbered the woman sitting in a wheelchair by the side of the
r oad.

"Let's go, Mranda. Tinme to watch the traffic."

But there was no traffic. Unbelievably, all of the cars had di sappeared
fromthe road, every last one of them A strange silence surrounded them as
if the sounds of the world had sinply vani shed.

"I can open the door and pull you out, or you can get out and make
t hi ngs easier for both of us."

"What are you going to do?"

"Nothing. 1'mgoing to put you in this chair and I'mgoing to | eave. And
you'll be alone. To tell you the truth, |I have absolutely no idea what'l
happen next. But I'msure it won't be pleasant. It never is."

"Shunda, was it me? Was it me that night, here, in the wheel chair?"

"I don't know. | just do what |'mtold. Let's go, get out."

To her great surprise, the only thought she had was, Do whatever is in
front of you and do it fully. Commt yourself to the monent and if you are
[ ucky --

Her door was flung open. He took her roughly by the arm "Don't touch
me!" She pulled away fromhimand slowy heaved hersel f out of the van.



The road was enpty. Up on a hill an oil well punped, and now she coul d
hear the roll and heave of the machine. A flock of sparrows fled across the
sky cheeping loudly. Those were the only sounds -- the nachine and the
sparrows. She nade it over to the wheelchair and, taking hold of the two arns,
| owered herself into it. The seat was much too narrow for her wi de bottom She
tried to nove into a nore confortable position but there wasn't one. She gave
up trying and | ooked up into the evening sky again. Wat if that night years
ago they _had_ stopped to help the woman? Wul d it have changed anythi ng? Had
it been she that night? If they had stopped and she had seen the other woman,
woul d she have recogni zed her?

Shunda pushed the chair closer to the road. "lI'd love to stay and see
what happens next to you, but |'ve got things to do." He | ooked at his
wristwatch. "Enjoy the silence. The cars will be back in a couple of minutes."

He | ooked at her and his face showed nothing. He turned to | eave.

" Shunda! "

"What ?"

"Did you love her? Did you ever |ove Frances?"

For a nonent it appeared he was about to respond. |Instead he turned
around and went back the van. The door was open and he reached in for
somet hing. He pulled out a red book, her red book, the diary. \Wen had he
gotten it? Wien had he taken it? He pretended to skimthrough the pages. His
face grew serious and he rubbed his chin. In a perfect imtation of the silly
lisp of Daffy Duck he said, "Fath-sin-atin'!" and then in a pitying voice he
asked, "Did you really think _this_ would change anythi ng?" He flung the book
back into the car. He got in, the engine canme to life, and he was gone. She
wat ched the van clinb a hill and di sappear

Everything seened to be holding its breath. She | ooked up, but the birds
were gone. \Wen she | ooked toward the oil punp it had stopped noving. Silence.
Gipping the arns of the chair, she shut her eyes. She renmenbered that Hugh's
pi ece of wood was in her pocket, so she took it out. Everything that had ever
mattered to her lived in that wood. She gripped it tightly in both hands. How
snooth it was. Smooth and warm and the | ast thing she would ever hold. How

woul d they do it? Wuld they come from behind, or fromover the hill, or the
ot her side of the road? What would it be?
She could have tried to get up and nove away fromthere -- but what was

the use? If they wanted it to be tonight then it woul d happen tonight no
matter where she was. And how far could she get on her old I egs?

She thought of her diary and what she might have said to finish it. An
i ntriguing question that m ght have conforted her, or taken her m nd away from
what was immnent. But then she heard it: the deep runble of many cars coning
her way that grew | ouder every second. It would be the cars. Something to do
with these cars woul d be her end.

She wanted to close her eyes but knewl she nmustn't. A nmonent nore and it
woul d all be over. The rushing sound grew and then she saw them She saw t hem
com ng and had never heard anything like it. An eruption of noise so
i mpossibly loud that it filled the world. _Wam t hunp wham wham t hunp_! They
sl ashed by her at astoni shing speeds: trucks, cars, notorcycles. Al of them
beating her down into her chair with their power and threat until she felt
there was no nore air to breathe.

Cl ose. They cane closer by the second. Was this it? Was this the second?
O the next? The next? _Wwunp! Whanm Whunp! Whunp_! The draft off their speed
sl ammed her face, pushed her body back into the chair. She started to
hyperventil ate. She wanted to stick her fingers in her ears and nake the
sounds go away. But how coul d she? How coul d anyone bl ock out the end of the
worl d? She tried to swallow but there was no liquid in her nouth.

Because there were so nmany, she didn't notice the blue car until it
veered fromits path and cane right at her. Headlights straight on her face,
it still didn't really register until it flewup to within feet of her -- and

stopped. There was a wild shush and scrabble of sand, gravel, and dirt flying
into the air all around it. Cars on the road hammered by. But now there was



this one, so close. Was _this_it? Time passed -- seconds? And then the door
opened and first she heard a shrill ting-ting-ting of a bell inside telling
t he passenger somet hi ng was w ong.

The overhead |ight canme on and she saw the driver inside. A nan. He was
staring straight at her and did not nobve. But then he was getting out of the
car, careful to | ook behind so he would not be hit by the sl am of oncomni ng
traffic. He pushed the door closed but not enough to stop the 'ting' inside.

He wal ked slowy toward her. A middl e-aged nan. There was sonething in
his face, something famliar but so distant and renmote that her poundi ng heart
couldn't figure it out. Sonething

"I didn't knowif I'd get here in tine."

She said nothing, only stared at himand the noise was brutal and al
over but something she knew, sonething on the tip of her mind said, Look
harder, find it. And she did. She recognized him "_Declan_?"

Only when he smiled did she know for sure it was Hugh's son, because he
wore his father's snile. She would have recognized it if she had lived to be a

mllion years ol d.
"W have to hurry, Mranda. They're conming and I don't know how nuch
time we have. |'ve broken every rule in the book --"

"How did you know I was here?"

"You know _everything_ when you' re one of us. Being imortal has its
advant ages." He | ooked worriedly behind him

"How can you know already that you're inmortal ? You' ve only lived one
lifel! That's why | was witing the diary! So you'd find it and know and then
you could avoid --"

" _We have to go_, Mranda! There's no tinme. Tell me in the car. W have
to get out of here right now They're comng."

"Wy, Declan? Wiy are you doi ng this?"

He spat out the words. "Because you gave ne ny |life! Because you
sacrificed your own daughter so that _|I_ could live. How could I not at |east
try to help you?"

A pause. Recognition. Amazenent.

Al'l she could do and it was done w thout thinking was hold out the stick
his father had given her. Decl an woul d understand what it was.



