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STAVE ONE

Sonebody Else in the Vehicle

said the attorney-type into his cell phone. He wiped the wet fromhis face.
"There nust be. It's in the carpool lane." He listened, squinting, and
not i oned

to Wnnie: Stop. Don't open the car door yet . Already, other drivers were
sl owi ng down to rubberneck. "Wiere are we, Braintree, Quincy? On 93 north,

anyway, a half mle beyond the junction with 128. Yes, | know enough not to
nove

anyone, but I'mtelling you, you'll have a hell of a tinme getting an

anmbul ance

t hrough, what with rush hour—there'll be a backup a nile |ong before you know
it."

He |istened again. Then, "Right. 1'll look. Two or nore, naybe."

Returning froma few qui et days on Cape Cod, Wnifred Rudge had m ssed her
turnoff west and gotten stuck on the JFK toward Boston. Wol gat hering, nai
biting, sonething. Focus was a problem Late for her appointnment, she'd

consi dered the odds: in this weather, what were her chances of being ticketed
for violating the dianond |ane's two-riders-or-nore rule? Linited. She'd

ri sked

it. So she'd been at the right place on the downgrade to see the whol e thing,
despite the poor visibility. She'd watched the top third of a white pine snap
in

the high winds. Even froma half mle away, she'd noticed how the wood flesh
had

sprung out in diagonal striations, |like nougat agai nst rain-blackened bark
The

crown of the tree twisted, then tilted. The wi nd had caught under the tree's
parasol linbs and carried it across three | anes of slownoving traffic,
flinging

it onto the hood and the roof of a northbound Subaru in the carpool |ane. The
driver of the Subaru, four cars ahead of Wnnie, had braked too hard and
hydr opl aned | eft against the Jersey barriers. The evasive action hadn't

hel ped.

W nni e had managed to tanp her brakes and avoid adding to the collection of
crunpl ed fenders and popped hoods. She had been the first out in the rain,

t he

first to start poking through dark rafts of pine needles. M. Useful Cel
Phone

was next, having enmerged from sone vehicle behind her. He carried a

ridicul ous

out - bl own unbrella, and when he got off the phone with the 911 operator he
hooked the unbrella handl e around a good-size tree linb and tried to yank it
away.

"They said don't touch the passengers,’

he yell ed through the rain.



Afraid her voice would betray her panic, she didn't even |like to answer, but
to

reassure himshe managed to say, "I know that much." The snell of pine
boughs,

sap on her hands, water on her face. What was she scared of finding in that
dar k

vehicle? But the prime virtue of weather is imediacy, and the wind tore away
the spicy Christmas scent. In its place, a vegetable stink of cheap spilled
gasoline. "W may have to get themout, do you snell that?" she shouted, and
redoubl ed her efforts. They could use hel p; where were the other conmuters?
Just

sitting in their cars, listening to hear thenselves nentioned on the WEBH
traffic report?

"Cars don't blow up like in the nmovies," he said, notioning her to take a
position farther along the tree trunk. "Put your back against it and push;
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pull. One. Two. Three." Thanks nostly to gravity they managed to di sl odge the
thing a foot or so, enough to reveal the windshield. It was still holding,

t hough crazed into opacity with the inpact. The driver, a fiftyish sack of a
worman, was sl anted agai nst a net bag of volleyballs in the passenger seat.
She

didn't ook lucky. The car had sl anmed up agai nst the concrete barrier so
tightly that both doors on the driver's side were bl ocked.

"Isn't there soneone else?" said Wnnie. "Didn't you say?"

"You know, | think that is gasoline. Maybe we better stand off."

W nni e made her way al ong the passenger side of the car, through branches
doubl e-jointed with rubbery nuscle. The rear door was | ocked and the front
door

was | ocked. She peered through pine needl es, around sports equipnent. "There's
a

booster seat in the back," she yelled. "Break the w ndow, can you?"

The unbrella handl e wasn't strong enough. Wnnie had nothing useful in her

pur se

or her overnight bag. The cold rain nade gluey boils on the windows. It was

i mpossible to see in. "No car could catch on fire in a stormlike this," she
said. "lIs that snmoke, or just burned rubber fromthe brake pads?" But then
anot her driver appeared, carrying a crowbar. "Snash the wi ndow, " she told him
"Hurry," said Cell Phone Man. "Do they automatically send fire engines, do
you

t hi nk?"

"Do it," she said. The newconer, an older man in a Red Sox cap faded to pink
obliged. The wi ndow shattered, spraying glassy baby teeth. As she clawed for
t he

recessed lock in the rear door, Wnnie heard the nother begin to whinper. The
door creaked open and nore netal scraped. Wnnie |urched and sl oped hersel f
in.

The child strapped into the booster seat was too large for it. Her legs were
thrown up in ungainly angles. "Maybe we can unl atch the whole contraption and
drag it out," said Wnnie, nostly to herself; she knew her voice woul dn't
carry

in the wind. She | eaned over the child in the car's dark interior, into a
hol | ow

agai nst whi ch pine branches bunched on three sides. She funbled for the
buckl e

of the seat belt beneath the nolded plastic frane of the booster. Then she
gave

up and pulled out, and slamed the door

"Il get it," said Red Sox Fan, massing up

"They said | eave everybody where they were," said Cell Phone, "you could snap
a



spi ne and do permanent damage."

"No spine in her," said Wnnie. "It's a life-size Raggedy Ann doll, a decoy."
The energency services arrived, and Wnni e, valuing her privacy, shrank back
The funes of the spilled gasoline foll owed her back to her car. She sat and
bi t

a fingernail till she tore a cuticle, unwilling to talk to the police. To her
surprise, the traffic began crawming again within fifteen mnutes. The police
never noticed that she was another illegal driver doing a solo run in the

car pool | ane.
And then, despite her nmissed exit, the snarl-up, the downpour, the rush hour,
she wasn't late after all. Damm.

"Someone' s been here before us," observed the ol der worman in the mul berry

wi ndcheat er, pocketing the keys. She flopped her hand agai nst the inside wall
to

knock a light switch. The air was stale, alnmpst stiff. A few transl ucent
panel s

over head blinked, and then steadied. Wnnie noted: It's your standard-issue
nmeeting room It proves the agency's fiscal prudence and general probity. A
few

tables with wood | aminate, sticky with coffee rings. Fitted carpets of nuddy
rose, muddier in the high-traffic zones. Folding chairs pushed out of their
congregational oval. As if whatever group that net here |ast night had

cl eared

out with rude speed.

"Someone' s been here, but not the cleaning crew," said the woman. "They don't
pay me for housekeeping. Ch, well, cone in, and we'll set ourselves up by
ourselves." A veteran in the social work world, wearing one of those
grandmotherly rain hats |like a pleated plastic freezer bag. She wiggled out
of

her jacket, which was a bit snug, and she sniled sourly. Her nylon sleeves

hi ssed as they slithered.

O her rectangles of light kicked on. Qutside, obscured by the reflections
flaring in the broad plate glass, a few nore couples emerged fromcars. Wnen
huddl i ng under the arns of their husbands, the human forns snudged into
anonymty by the rain. The observabl e sky seethed in sl ow notion over

Vel | esl ey,

Needham and this patch of New on

W nni e, on edge because of the accident, because of the challenge of the day,
hung back in the doorway for as long as she could. She pictured the Wat her
Channel ' s conput er-graphic inpression of the storm Misture trawmed in from
t he

Atlantic, unseasonable icebox Arctic air sucked down over the Geat Lakes, a
continental thunbprint of weather, fully a thousand miles broad. A thunbprint
slowy twisting, as if to make the undernuscle of the world ache.

She harvested the details; that was what she was good at. That was all she
was

good at. Anyway, that was what she was there for, and no apol ogi es. She

noti ced

that, as nore fluorescent tubes kicked on, everything became nore
manuf act ur ed,

nore present, the shadows cowed and blurred by multiple |ight sources. This
Styrof oam coffee cup fallen on the carpet. This chair turned on its side, FF
scraw ed in Magic Marker on its seat.

By the noment the | eader grew nore cheery and despotic. She brisked about.
Wnni e and the other supplicants hung back: this wasn't their terrain, not
yet.

Over their chairs they hung their London Fog knockoffs, their L. L. Bean

Pol artec parkas, and, in one instance, a retro fox fur suffering from

Cross- eye.

"Alittle bit of leftover Hurricane Getl, they tell us,"’

said the | eader.



She

addressed the spatter against the windows. "You. Stop that. It's supposed to
be

too late in the season for you. So long. Scram"”

Thunder blurted, a distant throat-clearing of one of the nore cautious gods.
The | eader was undaunted. She made her way past the bulletin boards shingled
with curling color photographs. Hands on hips as she surveyed the detritus of
di scarded handouts, crunpled napkins, spilled sugar. "Look at this nmess. A
group

of Forever Families having their quarterly neeting, | bet." In one corner
toddl er-size furniture squatted on its thick linbs. The | eader swooped,
collecting things. She stepped on a stuffed nonkey, and it conplained with a
m crochi p nelody playing, inevitably, "It's a Small Wrld, After All." Wnnie
turned away, busying herself with a small notebook and a pen

"I'f you help yourself to that old coffee, be it on your own head," said the

leader. "lI'mtelling you. Nobody even bothered to put the mlk away
over ni ght .

Do they pay me to be the mother to the world? They do not. But 1'll do a
fresh

pot in a mnute. You, you can't listen to ne? You can't wait? Go ahead. Be ny
guest . "

The bal di ng young man with his hand on the lever of the thernps said in an
apol ogetic murmur, "Sorry. I'mgroggy. | didn't sleep all night."

"Caffeine addiction. Let me take a note." This was only pretend terrorism

si nce

the | eader followed up with a pretzel of a snmile. "Name tags, name tags?" she
went on. "People, please, as | get the brew going, find your name tags,
peopl e.

W're starting late, but that's okay: the rain, the traffic, we're not al
her e.

I"'mnot all here. Nanme tags, people. Here's mine, |I'm Mabel Quackenbush, or
was |ast time | checked."

Wnnie frowned. Surely she'd been incognito in her application? She'd neant
to

be Dotty O Malley, a favorite alter ego she adopted on bow i ng nights. But
there

was her badge, staring out at her am dst the Miurrays, the Pellegrinos, the
Spencer - Mbscous:

W Rudge

ohediently W Rudge sl apped the gunmy-backed | abel to her Tufts sweatshirt,
but

she arranged her drenched scarf to conceal her nane. Then she took a place in
the circle of chairs as near the back as she could. Wen they were al

settl ed,

the | eader said, "I'mthe Forever Fanilies coordinator for today. Mabe
Quackenbush, fromthe Providence office. W had twenty-three registrants. |
don't know where everyone else is . If | could get here, anyone coul d.
Bel i eve

me, 1-95 was no treat thanks to Hurricane Wosie. | left at seven and we
crawl ed

." Mabel Quackenbush enbroidered the uninteresting story of her journey. A
warmup and a stalling tactic, as new arrivals tiptoed in, shook the wet off
their coats, and settled in their chairs.

The room becane close. A nothball fug aspirated off danp wool ens. Wnnie



want ed

to see who the rest of the registrants were, but she | ooked at their
reflections

i nstead, at the streaked inprecise flatnesses in the w ndows.

Qut of the many-col ored earth

That eats the light and drinks the rain

Cone beauty, wi sdom nercy, mrth,

That conquer reason, greed, and pain.

John Masefield, if she renenmbered correctly, who |linked reason with greed and
pain. O was it de |la Mare? There was that habit agai n—sonme people did it
with

pop songs—ef giving one's life a soundtrack. In her case, snippets and sound
bi tes of doggerel

Don't di agnose reason, greed, or pain, she corrected herself: sinply observe
t he

synpt ons.
Mabel Quackenbush turned her head this way and that, ducklike. She knew her
j ob.

She drew fol ks in. The skin on her chin was | oose, an unbaked cinnanmon roll
Behi nd her hal f-1enses her eyes blinked, as if with sl ow washes of al bunmen.
She

was beginning to | ook earnest. Please God, no openi ng sernbns concerning
children with hunps and fins for |inbs, who nonetheless, inmmortal souls all
deserve life, liberty, and the pursuit of Happy Meals.

She tried to nip that crankiness in the bud. Wnnie, she said to herself, go
easy on these folks. Be fair. You haven't been here ten mnutes yet. Don't
you

cut theminto pieces. Let themdo it to thenselves, if they're going to.

"Nine-fifteen, and we're still missing, let's see, five couples,” said Mbel
counting. "Well. Lateconers will have to fend for themselves. Now. So ." She
had

fanned piles of photocopies at her feet. She peered down at them dubiously,
and

then said, "First things first. The nane thing, the round-the-roomthing, a
wor d

or two: who you are, where you' ve cone fromthis nmorning, anything persona
you

want to share about why you're here. No pressure.”

Wnnie shrank into her sweatshirt. In Lewis Carroll's Wnderland, Aice could
smallify herself by sipping froma tube of sonething that said DRI NKVE, but
in

real life you only shrunk inside.

"Chat," ordered Mabel Quackenbush

The coupl e hunched in their folding chairs at Mabel Quackenbush's left was
required to start. Joe and Cathi Pellegrino. (Durham New Hanpshire.) Joe

tal ked, Cathi saturated a Kl eenex until shreds of it clung to her cheeks.

Four

stillbirths. Four

Next, Cookie and Leonard Schinmel. (Braintree, Massachusetts.) Leonard had the
linp, Cookie had the fox fur. Leonard a |egal practice, Cookie the ache that
derives froma hysterectony. They both had noney, but only Leonard had style.
Then came the Spencer-Mscous. (Brookline with summrers in Provincetown.) A
gay

couple. Geoff was a recording technician for Channel Five and Adrian taught
fourth grade. The Pellegrinos, the Boudreaus, the Miurrays, and the Schinels
gl anced warmy at the Boys.

The Fogartys didn't smile. Wnnie practiced summng themup in a remark: they
|l ook as if they spend their highway hours inventing biographies of

ant hr oponor phi zed neadow ani mals who all end up as roadkill.

"W Rudge," said M sie Quackenbush



"Here," said Wnnie

"W? Wanda? WI ma?"

"W" Oh, all right. "Wnifred."

"And you hail fronP" said Mabel, as if Wnnie were a slow contestant on a
tal k

show who sonehow had slipped through the screening process and needed

pr oddi ng.

"Came up fromthe Cape this norning, but | live in Jamaica Plain," said

W nni e.

"Unmarried."”

Mabel , waiting for nore, glanced at sone papers. Wen the silence |engthened,
she said, "Well, glad to neet you, Wni- fred." She put the stress on the

| ast

syl l abl e, which seemed unnecessarily hostile.

The wives inched nearer to their husbands, grateful for them To her right,

t he

Boys grinned at Wnnie with a solidarity she didn't feel. She tried not to
notice, and turned inquiringly to the next pair.

Murray, George and LouBeth. (Billerica, Massachusetts.) Infertility of a
private

nat ur e.

The Boudreaus. (Weston, Massachusetts.) Their two young children had di ed of
snoke inhal ati on when a Guatemal an au pair forgot to check the lint trap
Hank

Boudreau had insisted on trying again, but D ane was too far into the Change.
The room got qui et. Soneone cleared her throat. Sonmeone crossed and uncrossed
his legs. Despite her best intentions, Wnnie found herself thinking that

D ane

Boudreau had sacrificed any claimto pity by being such a shanel ess bottle

bl onde.

Finally, the Fogartys. Mal achy Fogarty, previously of Dublin. (Currently

Mar bl ehead.) Mary Lenahan Fogarty was unsettlingly petite, a clutch of narrow
linbs in a waparound skirt and three sweaters. "Postanorexic," she

conf essed,

"with all that that entails."

"And so, the theme of the day," said Mabel in a quieter voice, taking off her
gl asses and tasting the tip of the earpiece before putting themon again, "is
loss. We all suffer fromloss, or we wouldn't have cone today. Sinple as

t hat .

But no matter which | oss has brought us here, what Forever Fanmilies does is
recovery . Recovery of the possibilities of life. Knit the wounds and hea

t he

scars and do sonething for someone el se. And maybe, accidentally, for
our sel ves.

Now. here's the commercial."

Every business has its |lingo. Wunds, scars, recoveries. The lanolin blather
of

t he conpassion industry. But Wnnie allowed that though Mabel Quackenbush

| ooked

as if she'd take no prisoners, at |east she was up-front about the sales
pitch.

At first Wnnie scribbled some notes. Mabel had the spiel down cold. M ssion
statenment, Commonweal th accreditation status, history. Forever Fanmilies
oper at ed

in nine states as well as the District of Colunbia. It had been profiled in
Bost on nmagazi ne three years ago. Copies com ng around.

But then Wnnie's mnd wandered. She watched the ripples of rain sliding down
t he snmoked glass. Curtaining the reflections of the eager and frightened
faces.

She found hersel f capabl e of being easier on her fellow applicants when



st udyi ng

themin gl ass.

The vacant -wonbed w ves. The husbands. Wnni e supposed that the Brookline
Boys,

technically not really husbands, were nmd-to late thirties, but the other
fellows in the roomwere mdforties at |east, and Mal achy Fogarty ol der
still.

Each husband was bigger than his w fe, each husband sat back in his chair as
hi s

wi fe | eaned forward, each husband | ooked prosperous and wary. Each wife

| ooked

nuts.

Sunk low in the guts of the building, a furnace began to hum | ouder, as if
trying to drown out Mabel's pitch for Forever Families over other |oca
agenci es. The infonercial won. Mabel blinked at themw th nercy in her eyes,
nmercy overlaid by a proper respect for the cash of clients shopping in the
baby

mar ket .

W ndi ng down, she intoned, "For nost of you, there is a Precious One in your
life. Maybe already born. Qut there. Waiting. You've already taken the first
step. Congratul ati ons on brooking our hurricane, which Forever Famlies
schedul ed to wi nnow out the sheep fromthe goats. Now |l et's have our coffee,

shall we? Fifteen mnutes, people. When we cone back, I'Il give you the

ski nny

on the |l egal angles of international adoptions, we'll reviewissues of health
and wel fare, we'll do some other fun and games. Then after our |unch break
we' Il have our visit by a Forever Family, the Stankos from Pepperell. They
have

three Precious Ones from Ml dova. "

Suddenl y Mabel Quackenbush | ooked exhausted, as if she'd rather be hone

t ucki ng

into a Sara Lee cof feecake than sorting papers with the tips of her shoes.
"Stretch, now Scatter and chatter. Look at the displays."

Wnni e wasn't nuch of a coffee drinker, but as the only solo registrant she
was

a natural target for a social worker on the prowl. So Wnnie hid in a herd of
other bleary registrants and Iined up for a cup of |ukewarmwater flavored
with

cof fee stains. Wen she'd dunped enough sugar in it to nake it tolerable, she
headed for the hall, hoping to stand outside in the covered wal kway and |i ght
a

cigarette. But one of the Boys ambushed her by the coatrack

"Are you a Scrooge or a Cratchit?" he said.

She flinched and | aughed, blushing. She didn't want to talk to anyone. Was
this

Ceof f or Adrian? They both reeked of the benignity that m ddl e-cl ass

prof essi onal gay nmen seened to prize these days. "I'ma hunbug, if that's
what

you mean," she went on, trying to be honest, though it wasn't her strong suit.
Unforgi vably forward, he reached out and opened her scarf so it spread across
t he bosom of her sweatshirt. Wthin the latticework of the intertw ned sprigs
of

red-berried holly was stanped the image of M. and Ms. Fezziwi g dancing with
Christmas cheer. Eight, ten, a dozen pairs of Fezziw gs, cavorting in perfect
synchroni zati on

"It's the fanous illustration, | recognized it," he said. "I read A Christnas
Carol to ny fourth-graders every Decenber. | know the Fezziw gs when | see
them™

This silly Bond Street scarf, a Christmas present from John Conestor sone
years



back. "I can't renmenber if you're Geoff or the other one," she said, to
change

the subject. "You put your sweater on over your name tag."

"Adrian. Adrian Mbscou."

"OfF the Spencer-Mscous. "

"Ch, that. Boy, you sound appalled. Not that | blane you. That's CGeoff's

t hi ng.

He's the one in the fanmily way. But Geoff and | didn't sign up as a hinged
nane,

not today. Too risky, considering what's at stake. Qur Precious One . |
suppose

the Forever Families staff ran our Social Security numbers through a conputer
check, because Spencer-Mscou is how t he phone conmpany lists us."

"Creepy," said Wnnie. That nust be how Forever Fanilies got her real nane.
w

Rudge. She had signed up as Dotty O Malley, hadn't she? These days her nenory
wasn't reliable.

"It is creepy," said Adrian Moscou cheerfully. "Well, it's a creepy day.
Hurri cane G etl—hoever heard of a hurricane this late in the year? Mre

pr oof

of global warm ng, | guess. Now, are you going through this process on your
own

or is there a partner waiting in the parking | ot?" Meaning, probably, was she
a
dyke.
"Whi ch one of you is going to be the nomy?" she countered.
"Well, neither of us wants to be the daddy,"” he said, wthout taking offense.
He
shrugged. "I guess we'll just be like the virgin governesses fromVictorian
novel s, and spend our lives in the service of a Precious One who never
bot hers
to | earn our nanes."
"l nnocent and heartless,” said Wnnie.
"I beg your pardon?" he said.
"What James Barrie said children were like. In Peter Pan . |Innocent and
heartl ess."” The actual sentence had been gay and i nnocent and heartl ess, but
Wnnie wasn't up to uncorking that |ine of canp.
The Pell egrinos drifted over. So did Malachy Fogarty, munching antacids. Now
for
the capsul e histories. These fol ks, free on a workday norni ng?—they didn't
need
to adopt children. They needed to share. To get in touch with their inner
chil dl essness. They were the reason Tal k Radio wasn't called Listen Radio.
Wnnie treaded the oily waters with a bl ank expression, preparing caustic
observations to serve John Conestor tonorrow when she got there. He'd | ove
al |
this. But when the Pellegrinos regrouped to nutter with the Boudreaus, and
Mal achy Fogarty bolted off, hunting for the men's room Adrian Mdscou said,
"l
know, you nust be the reformed Scrooge, and you're here to adopt Tiny Tim"
She couldn't bear to be thought of as being sentimental as everyone el se
her e.
Tiny Timindeed. The coincidence of Adrian's lighting on the Scrooge
reference
was shocki ng and even upsetting, but really, she thought: Tiny Tin®? Anything
but

Qut of nerves, or pride, she admtted, "I'mnot here to adopt a child. Only
to
observe the process. |I've got a novel in progress, and |'mresearching. Every
little bit hel ps. You know "



"Neat," he said. "Cool. We're the raw material ?'

"Well, you have to admit, it's ripe stuff. Baring our souls like this."
"Enbarrassi ng. But you do what you gotta do. At least it's all in the service
of

somet hi ng ot her than ourselves."

"That's what we say, anyway," she said. "Some of us lie to ourselves better
t han

ot hers."'
gl ad

t hat Mabel Quackenbush was ready to reconvene. She excused herself from

Adri an

Moscou. When Mabel Quackenbush started the next portion of the program by
aski ng

if there were any questions so far, Adrian raised his hand.

"Ms. Rudge here is a witer," he said. "She's doing research on a book. That
makes me wonder about who gets to see our applications? How secure is the
private material in our files?"

"Ch, a witer," said Mabel Quackenbush. "I didn't know, Wnifred. How nice."
She

had seen everything before and knew how to handle this one. "Wuld you like
to

tell us nore?"

Wnnie wouldn't really. But her cover was bl own. She | ooked everywhere except
at

Adrian Moscou

She tried to think of what to say. Through the pause, the sound of a truck in
the Iot, its backing-up beepers punctuating the sound of w nd: delivering
nor e

babi es to the | oadi ng dock?

"I"msure you're not here to plunder other people's stories,"” said Mabe

He rai sed an eyebrow, not sure what she neant. She found she was

Quackenbush. "This is serious business. | hope | don't have to ask you to
| eave. "
Wnnie said, "No, you don't. I'mlegit. |I filled out all the forms. |'mjust

doi ng a book about adoption. A novel, that is. The smallest bit of rea

det ai

makes the biggest difference. My character is off to Central Europe to adopt
a

child. | take notes"—she brandi shed her spiral-bound notebook in a jaunty
manner—1'm a conpul sive note taker. Everything hits home eventually. | could
do

some good for the industry, you know. "

"Have you published anythi ng?" asked Mabel doubtfully, in the same voice with
whi ch she had asked the couples if there were other children at hone.

"Sadly, nothing you'd have heard of," said Wnnie. W Rudge's children's
chapt er

books canme out with pleasant regularity but little fanfare. Her only adult
publication, The Dark Side of the Zodiac, was a trashy self-help succ&#232;s
de

scandal e, brought out under the name of Cphelia Marley. It was her cash cow,
to

t he extent she had one, though its udders were going dry.

Mabel Quackenbush stood up. "The head staff nust be in by now, unless the
storm

has kept them honme. |'Il run upstairs and have a qui ck powwow. |In the
nmeant i e,

let's get going on a rol e-playing assignnment. You too," she said blithely to
Wnnie. "Mght as well soak it up before we get the security guard to cone

br eak

all the bones in your typing fingers. Now, people, count off, one two three."
They did. Wnnie was a one. She joined a smaller circle with Adrian Mdscou



Leonard Schi mel, Diane Boudreau, and Mal achy Fogarty. G oup one was told to
act

out this scenario: You ve got a Precious One in the kitchen and an Oi gi nal
Mot her shows up with docunments proving the prior relationship. What do you
do,

dear ?

"I"'d be a ness. | admt it. I'd just weep," said Adrian Moscou. "Then call FF
for advice, probably. Wep some nore."

"You litigate," said Leonard Schinmel. "Nothing like it. You litigate fast you

litigate hard you don't let up. Take out a restraining order. | have
connections. "

"What's the problen?" said D ane Boudreau. "I'd invite an Oiginal Mther in.
Put on a pot of coffee. The nore open the better. | intend to let our child
know

the full scoop, soon as he or she can understand English. You can't keep this
stuff under the rug."

"Are you mad?" said Mal achy Fogarty. "An Original Mother? 1'd turf the bitch
out. She gave up the child, didn't she? 1'd get a gun." They woul d have

| aughed

had he not sounded as if he neant it.

Attention turned to Wnnie, who hadn't spoken. She shrugged, and said, "Since

I"'mnot here to adopt, | don't need to play this gane, no matter what Mabe
says."

"But this scenario, it's like story witing," said Adrian. "lIsn't this your
j ob?

You shoul d be good at inventing what to do."
"I should be very good at it, shouldn't 1?" she said. "But | can't open that

door, | can't see that scene. | can only wite the scenes |I can see."

"You have to play," said Diane Boudreau. "Or we'll trade you to another
group. "

"I'"ll record our observations. I'll report to everyone else. |I'm good at
that."

Mabel Quackenbush was taking her tine upstairs. They sat in a stalemate for a
few nonents, listening to the |laughter and then the nore careful discussion
from

the other two groups. Then to the rain beating yet nore heavily across the
parking | ot, against the glass.

"Good thing they're not doing Hallowe' en tonight," said Diane after a while.
"Think of those little kids walking out in this weather! So dangerous."
"Little plastic skeleton masks dripping with rain," said Adrian. "I like it.
Adds verisimlitude, wouldn't you say, Wnifred? Corpses |liquefy, you know
That's why they plant so nany trees in ceneteries. Soak up the juices."
"Cheery," said D ane.

"Ceoff and | are going to a party tonight,"'
t he

person you'd nost |like to be haunted by. Geoff has the easy costune, he's
doi ng

Bruce Springsteen fromBorn to Run . White T-shirt, jeans, cap. Helps that he
has the body for it too," he added, snugly proud. "Wo wouldn't like to be
haunt ed by the Boss?"

Nobody asked Adrian what thrill he was going as.

"Isn't the idea of haunting that you don't get to choose who does it to you?"
said D ane.

"We're haunted by the IRS, bloody ghouls," said Malachy. "Half the reason I
want

to hire a kid is to get the adoption tax credit and the dependent child
credit.”

They tittered unconvincingly. Adrian turned to Wnnie. "So who would you
choose

to be haunted by, in your wldest fantasies?"

he said. "The job is to cone as



"I"'ma witer, | spend too rmuch tine with literary fantasies as it is," she
demurred. But she adnmitted to herself, she was taken with that image of kids
trick-or-treating in their costumes, an early snow coating them Not bad.
Troubling and cal ning at once. The snow maki ng ghosts of every pint-size
witch

and hobo and ball erina. She scratched a few words on her pad.

When Mabel Quackenbush got back, she | ooked terse, the |ast Sovi et
appar at chi k.

"You. Sorry. They ran you through the conmputer. They said you have to | eave.
No

di scussion. "

The group bristled slightly, though was it on Wnnie's behal f or not?
"Burmmer," said Adrian, daring to show his hand, anyway, bless him "What

gi ves?"

"It doesn't matter," said Wnnie, "never mind. |I'lIl clear out.
"You can check in at the front office if you want the reasons," said Mbel
"AWfully sorry, dear." She | ooked ready for a fight.

She wal ked Wnnie to the door, a kind of senior citizen bouncer. In a |ower
voi ce she said, "They know who you are. They left nme a note in my box, but I
didn't see it because | was late, what with the rain and all. You applied
under

a pseudonyn®? Why? You shoul d have guessed they don't allow that."

"I"msure there's been sone mstake," said Wnnie, blathering slightly, "but
it

doesn't matter. |'m goi ng abroad tonorrow anyway. | can use the tinme to pack
And the roads are only going to get worse." She picked up her things and
tried

not to nove too hastily. She didn't | ook at Mabel as she left.

Wnifred W Rudge, out at her car a half hour before |unch, thinking: how
smal |,

how t ouchy everyone in there is. How could that be? Does being unlucky in the
egg and sperm departnent erase all personal dignity? Wo needs to wite
fiction

anynor e?

But it wasn't them this she knew. It was her own eyes, seeing things crabbed
and phony; it was her own ears, set to discrinmnate in favor of the |udicrous
and not the humane. This was part of her problem It was what had given her

t he

bl eak vision to create The Dark Side of the Zodiac , it was what nade

aci d- edged

gossip with John Conmestor so much fun. Wen, really, what was so terrible
about

Mabel Quackenbush pitchi ng daddy-woo and nmommry-1ust at childl ess people, if
smal | kids got connected with famlies? Beware becom ng superior, she said to
herself. O desiccated. O dead.

She funbl ed with her car keys, hoping that no one inside the Forever Fanmilies
stronghol d was wat chi ng her exile. She began to be al oof, seeing herself as

i f

fromfive feet away. Not with a cinematographer's eye, fram ng everything,
calibrating the apertures, roasting the scene with |anplight—-but seeing

her sel f

as a mddl e-aged witer, struggling with noney, frightened about the future.
What does the working novelist |ook Iike, when she gets in a car on a
rai n- snowy

afternoon in a Boston suburb? A witer handi capped in her profession by a
l[imted capacity for synpathy?

The wind tore the door out of her hand; the hinges creaked. The storm noved
on.

Her hair seethed. Suddenly she undid her ridiculous scarf and let it bl ow
away,



a surrender flag of latticed green and red, the dancing Fezziw gs sent

Wi ngi ng

out over the concrete retaining wall, flagging down the traffic craming on a
snow choked Route 128.

Beaky, she said of herself; a nose like an iron doorstop. Firmflat cheeks. A
smal | bl uish dot on one nostril that |ooked Iike ink, but was sone residue of
i npl oded capillary, the result of a magnificent nosebl eed when she was

twel ve.

Not tall, not dunpy, neither slender nor stout. A serviceable body shape, shy
of

gl amour, though not yet quite fallen

"Why did you blurt out about being a witer?" she said aloud. Her words in a
string following the scarf. "Did you guess Adrian woul d squeal on you? Did
you

hope so? Were you trying to get kicked out?"

Safely in the car, patting rain off her forehead with a handkerchief, she
added,

"And since when are you talking to yoursel f?"

But you're a witer. That's what you do. You just usually don't do it al oud.
She hunched over the wheel, hating herself for being such a ness. Peering as
t he

rain turned to snow and back again, she went skidding and sliding east on
Rout e

9, and she watched the sky skid and slide above. The gray towers of
Hunt i ngt on

Avenue and South Huntington | oomed out of the |aid-paper texture of the day's
danp at nosphere.

The car was down to a crawl by the time she got to Huxtable Street, and she
scraped a nei ghbor's fencepost as she slalonmed into her parking space. But
her

mood had lifted, revived by the prom se of seeing her cousin tonmorrow. She'd
tell him about the gay teacher picking up on the scarf; John woul d appreciate
that. What woul d she say if John asked her why she'd liberated the scarf?

Vel |,

she woul dn't tell himshe had done so. Let Scrooge and all that—that pastness
of

life—tet it go, let it blow off.

She nmade her way cautiously up the wooden steps of the sem detached house.
Shabby, shabby, unornanmented, unconsoling. Home. And then as she fit her key
into her |ock, she paused, even though the cold rain flecked agai nst her
face—+emenbering the opening lines of A Christmas Carol . Scrooge's first
intimation of his dark epi phanies:

Marl ey was dead: to begin wth.

Scrooge, having scorned relatives and enpl oyees and the filthy poor alike,
headed home full of sour stomach, and twisted his key in his |ock, and saw

t he

door knocker turn into Marley's face with-—she knew it well—a dismal I|ight
about
it, like a bad lobster in a dark cellar.

There was no knocker on her door. But she sensed a jolt of presence, or

i magi ned

she did. Maybe nothing nore than a field nobuse who had cone into the house
due

to the unseasonabl e snow. She bent over and peered through the flap of the
mai |

slot. Like many who nmake their living exploiting the public's appetite for
magi ¢, she was a stone-hearted rationalist. She didn't expect to peer into a
void of any sort—no trap of stars and gal axi es—ho w spy haunt ed ot herworl d.
Rat her she worried about surprising sone nei ghborhood felon out to relieve
her



of stereo and conputer conponents. But there was nothing, just the cold heavy
air of an unoccupi ed house. A light was on in the kitchen, bronzing the wall
on

whi ch she had stenciled blurry and unconvi nci ng pi neappl es. The pi neappl es

wi nked out and returned. Power surge in the stornf? The dishcloth lay crunpled
on

t he brai ded rug where, several days earlier, late and hurrying, she'd dropped
it.

She twisted the key in the dead bolt, then in the [ ower |ock, and pushed open
t he door. Readying herself for the nmelodic ding that would ring for thirty
seconds until she had punched in the code. She was knocked agai nst the

doorj anb,

but not by an intruder, just by surprise. The wong anplified al armwas

ki cki ng

on. The other one. The "This is not a test" siren

The noi se was so huge that she had to force herself down the hall to the

cl oset

where the control unit was nounted. Her four-digit code didn't kill the
racket.

She punched it in several tines, then thunped the keypad until she
accidental ly

hit the right circuit-breaking button. And the next thing that woul d happen
if

t he system worked, was that soneone fromthe central office in Nebraska woul d
call and ask her for her code word. If all was well she was to utter the
secret

signal, at which the Nebraska fol k woul d cancel the request for Boston's

fi nest

to send a car. But in the event that a gun was pressed to her back, she was
to

say sone other word instead, and the cops would be there in five m nutes.

The phone rang, and she was on it in a flash. She picked up the receiver and
snapped, " Marley, Marley, Marley,it's all right; there nust have been a
short.

W're having a stormhere. | tripped it nyself. No need to send a squad car."
No sound on the other end.

"I's that Ironcorp? lIroncorp Security? Are you on speakerphone? Pick up the
handset, dam it."

Sil ence, then the connection broke. Unrnusically a dial tone sawed.

She hel d the phone in her hand an instant |onger, but away from her. Then the
shrill triad and the condescendi ng nmessage: "If you'd like to nmake a cal

"I"d like you to shut up and get out of my life," she said to the recorded
voi ce, and replaced the receiver with a bang.

Al most i nmmredi ately the phone rang again. She | ooked left and right—what if an
i ntruder had been breaking into the house through the basenment just as she
was

letting herself in the front door? Wat if she wasn't alone in here?

She picked up the receiver and held it out, waiting to hear a voice. No one
spoke, but there was a hiss again.

"John?" she said. "ls that you?"
Anot her pause, then a voice. "Could that be Wnifred Rudge?"
"Well, is this Ironcorp Security or not?"

"I't's Adrian Spencer-Mscou, Adrian Mscou, on |unch break at Forever
Fami | i es.

Feeling guilty about blowi ng the whistle on you. Look, I'mreally sorry and
hate nyself and for punishrment |'m=

"Everything is fine. Did you just call and hang up? You're tying up ny line
and

the police will show up at nmy door if | don't hang up inmediately." This she



di d.

Then she waited for the call fromlroncorp Security, or for the Boston police
to

swi ng by and check out the suspected breach of her househol d def enses.

Nei t her

of which, in half an hour, had happened. Stormor no storm someone shoul d at
| east call, thought Wnnie. What am| paying thirty-eight bucks a nonth for
if

the system doesn't work? |I could be facedown in a thickening glue of my own
bl ood by now, and who woul d care?

But it took her sonme time—a noisy cup of tea, slammed cabinet doors,

egr egi ous

and theatrical cursing—to get up the nerve to go upstairs. In fact, who would
care if she got herself nurdered or mainmed?

To avoid answering that question, she kept on packing. She ordered the taxi
for

the early nmorning trip to Logan Airport. Dragged a basket of laundry into the
nmusty basenent and put on an underwear load with a little bleach. It |ooked
to

be a |l ong afternoon

She couldn't get it out of her m nd that something was there in the house
with

her, though each room seenmed to be filled only with her enpty life.

Who woul d you choose to be haunted by, if you could choose?

O course there's soneone else in this house, she said to herself: it's that
pesky Wendy Pritzke again. Wendy and her story. Wuld it becone anot her
exerci se

in Gothic excess, born of the grimer side of Wnnie's sensibility? She could
do

m | k-chocol ate children's books on the one hand, arsenic-|aced bourbon
foreboding on the other. How easily Neverland is corrupted into the deserted
i sland of Lord of the Flies . How quickly Tinkerbell regresses to being one
of

the flies pestering the gouged eye sockets of the pig that the | ost boys

but cher.

VWho was Wendy Pritzke? Wnnie couldn't quite tell until the book had begun
itself. She had details and conundruns, but no ampunt of random detail could
add

up to a convincing life. Rather, she believed that it took a convincing life
to

confer neaning and significance to randomdetails. And she didn't know nuch
about Wendy's life, at this point.

But Wnnie doubted that Wendy Pritzke was going to |linger in England; Wndy
Pritzke was probably lighting out to Mttel europa, London being only a pit
stop

on her trip. Wendy Pritzke heading for sonmewhere darker than anypl ace
accessi bl e

to the Circle Line. Wendy Pritzke's departure for Ronmania from Heat hr ow

Term nal

Two. Her bad flight over the Channel, the coastal flats of France, the sharp
shadowed pockets of Al pine valleys

Don't spend your tine on Wendy today, Wnnie | ectured herself. You're not

r eady

yet, you haven't even left Boston. But a new book took hold as it would and
in

its own tine, and little governing it. When Wnnie went down to nove over the
wash, she carried the portable phone with her in case Ironcorp Security ever
got

around to responding to the alarm She al so brought a notebook to catch a few
sentences or twists of plot, or brief revelations of character if they



occurred

to her while she fiddled with the lint trap. All she could scrawl, over and
over, was Wendy, Wendy: Peter Pan's unromantic friend, his stand-in nother
as

if there were sonething to learn fromthat.

Since her taxi was ordered for 5A.M., she got ready for bed early, flunping
a

hot -wat er bottl e under the coverlet and appreciating the jelly glass with its
hal f inch of MOelland' s single malt. She knew that John, expecting an
updat e

of her travel plans, would have turned off his ringer and sw tched on his
machi ne, so she dialed his nunber wi thout fear of waking himat four in the
nor ni ng.

But the phone only jangled and jangled, the faniliar double ring of British
Tel ecom The machine didn't pick up

Heavi ng herself into bed at |ast, she turned to set the alarmon the digita
clock radio. The gelid blue numeral s pul sed.

00: 00

00: 00

00: 00

They were spelling OO00, OO00 at her, she thought. Odd. So there had been a
power cut with the storm that was probably why the al arm had gone off. But
even

if the clock lost track of the hour, it usually began to count the ninutes
agai n

fromthe noment the power was restored

00: 00

00: 00

She fiddled with the back of the clock. She couldn't get it to work. Its

i nnar ds

nmust have been fried. She had to get up and hunt for a travel alarm She
found

one, and checked its battery to make sure the thing wasn't dead. She had no
nei ghbors wi th whom she was chumy enough to ask for help, no friends left to
call even at the respectable hour of 9P.M. So she was glad that the small
plastic clock still ticked its time and pipped its alarmresponsibly.

But she settled against the pillow knowing that a bad night's sleep was
ahead.

She was unsettled by everything today, fromthe accident on the JFK

Expr essway

to the broken alarm That storm had swept in bad cess. A power outage is a
simpl e thing, but thinking about the emascul ation of tine:

00: 00

00: 00

Well, it gave her a clanmy feeling in her throat.

Thr oughout the night, the house shuddered, the furnace gasping
enphysemat ousl vy,

t he wi ndows bucking in their casings. A shade flapped up suddenly in the

st udy

under the eaves. Peter Pan breaking in? She turned away from the noise, not
al arnmed. Who says he stayed sweet and nonviolent? After all, his nother had
cl osed the w ndow agai nst him Wy wouldn't he come back and slay her? He
never

grew up, he was lost and still unclained, so by these nodern days he'd have
| ear ned sonet hi ng about ki ds and guns, in school yards and hi gh schoo
cafeterias

and railroad tracks. He'd know how to do it.

But she surprised herself by sleeping soundly, only waking a few ni nutes
bef ore

the alarmat 4:15A.M. She felt unperturbed and not even very tired. Already



mentally shifting over to G eenwich nmean tine, she hoped.

She fini shed packi ng and brought her suitcases to the door. A scrap of paper
she

must have mi ssed in clearing up the mail on the floor yesterday, a circular
She

picked it up and glanced at it before dunping it in the wastebasket. She'd
seen

its sort a dozen tinmes: a flinsy white card printed in blue ink, posted to
"Resident" at 4 Huxtable Street. Mil box Values asks: Have You Seen Us? Two
photos printed beneath, one of a Hawaiian girl with eyes set close and
outturned, another of a blond toothy woman in her fifties. Have you seen us?
"Over ninety-five children featured have been safely recovered." Cal

1- 800- THE- LOST.

She crunpled it up before throwing it out. Then she stood in the w ndow bay
so

the taxi driver wouldn't honk at that hour. The rain | ooked snow sh agai n,

t he

street a black hollow, the precipitation white and silver against it.
Vell-1it

city streets at night, especially when enpty, look |ike nmovie sets. Down
Huxt abl e Street she imagined a small tribe of costuned children
trick-or-treating in the eternal dark. A patient, voicel ess throng of ghosts,
suited up with rubber nmasks of Frankensteins and Ronal d Reagans, plastic
faces

of aliens and witches, hobo char. They waited before her house. They did not
ring the bell. In their nmdst the taxi pulled up and stood there, its

bunbl ebee

yel low real er than they. She set the burglar alarm She | ocked up her house.
She

didn't know when she'd see the Huxtable Street house again, but she hoped
when

she cane back the story of Wendy Pritzke would be far enough al ong on paper
t hat

it would no | onger be haunting her

She was hunting for a story that was but wasn't the story of Wendy Pritzke.
It was the first tine she'd flowm to England on a day flight. The flight
attendants | ooked casual, as if this were a busman's holiday for them and

t he

departure | ounge was nearly enpty. Wnnie half expected to be waved down the
jetway without having her ticket or passport checked. The worman who checked
her

in, atall Iippy redhead whose badge said FRETTA, was yawni ng even as she
made

announcenents over the PA system

"This is close to upsetting," said Wnnie. "Way is no one flying today? Is

t he

weat her worse than | thought?"

"It's a newroute. People are still getting used to it," said Fretta.

"I fly to England all the tine. |I've never seen a departure |ounge so

t onbl i ke.

Do you find passengers freaking out when it gets like this?"

"Ch, soneone's always freaking out. W're not very busy today, but there are
a

few nore people to check in behind you. Have a nice flight."

"If the flight is so enpty, may | be upgraded wi thout cost to business class?"
"So sorry." Fretta scanned the |ounge for another passenger to check in, and
cracked her knuckl es.

W nni e found her seat-—31K—and, feeling chastised, postponed searching for a
better spot. There was hardly anyone in this section of the cabin. Not a
squaw i ng baby, not a pair of retirees chattering, no businessmen tap-tapping



on
their personal conputers. Fretta didn't even bother with a tray when she

br ought

Wnnie a plastic glass of orange juice. "Here," she said, as if handing a

si ppi e

cup to a toddler.

W nni e shucked her shoes and donned the conplinentary sanitary socks. She
tortured herself into her assigned seat, feeling crowded even whil e al one.
The

rain on the runway made slices of colored |light out of Charlestown or

W nt hr op

or whatever town that was across the finger of black harbor. A pretty sight,
but

di stant, and Wnni e had scarcely nudged a Robert Louis Stevenson into her nind
The rain is raining all around,

It falls on field and tree,

It rains on the unbrellas here,

And on the ships at sea

when plain rain had shifted once again to sl ow unnerving snow.

She'd forgotten to order a minicab to nmeet her at Heathrow. Damm. She mi ght
flag

down Fretta and find out if the international phone was avail able, but the
host ess was of f sonewhere, probably yakking with one of her girlfriends or
offering the pilots No Doz. Wnnie slunped her head agai nst the w ndow, half
asl eep, aware of how the fol ded bl anket was liable to slip off.

Her first and nost inportant destination was Rudge House in Watherall Walk,
that quiet cul-de-sac on Holly Bush H Il at the very crown of Hanpstead. The
Rudge fam |y home was recent by English standards, its original roons dating
to

the early nineteenth century. Yesterday, really. But in the 1930s the house
had

been partitioned, and by the time her generation cane along to inherit

sonmet hing, the only part left in famly hands was the top-floor flat. It

m ght

have been Wnnie's flat, had her father not died so young, had her father's
sister not married a widower with a child, John Comestor. Wnnie |oved the
house

and wi shed her stepcousin John could afford to buy the whol e thing back

pi ece

by piece, but he couldn't, and it would be senseless of her to get involved.
Ni ce enough that she had a place to stay, that he put up with his peripatetic
faux relative. Especially since the house shoul d have been hers.

From her frequent visits and occasional short-termresidencies, Wnnie
possessed

a nmental map of nodern London. It revol ved around Rudge House, just ten

m nut es

fromthe drafty Heath. Her personal London included libraries, theaters,
nmuseuns, parks, and a few homes whose nmenory she treasured for having been

t he

setting of bedroom adventures.

She al so had her own nore i mutabl e London, an older city of the mnd, the
one

that she had been forming fromthe age of eight. As for so many Anericans it
was

aliterary London. But she didn't care for overheated Bl oonsbury. She'd never
si gnposted her internal London for Dickensian inns, nor for the sal ons of
Pope

and Boswel . Even the universal allure of Shakespearian England and the
Puritan

London of Pepys and MIton had not stuck all that rmuch. Wnnie's firnmest



London

was a tenplate of chil dhood readi ng.

She could see it in her mind. It seethed with that vitality particular to
stories. The swallow in her bird s-eye view circled about in haphazard
fashi on,

adm ring her ur-London. It included Prinrose Hll, where the Twi light Barking
of

One Hundred and One Dal natians started. Here was a street in Chel sea called
Cherry Tree Lane, al ong whose sidewal ks the perennial English nanny-goddess
Mary

Poppi ns hustl ed her charges. Here was Paddi ngton Station, in whose airy
concourse a bear call ed Paddi ngton had been | ost, then found. Here was
Kensi ngt on Gardens, Rackham s bl eak version, with sprites and root goblins

j ust
out of sight, and Peter Pan, the original |ost and abandoned child, a baby
dressed in oak | eaves, still crouching there even when thousands of nourners

were depositing floral bouquets at the death of Princess D ana.

London was a trove of the magic of childhood, for anyone who had read as
obsessively as Wnni e had done before the age of twelve. Pull back just a
bi t,

and nore of England became inplicated: a bit of river out toward Oxford, on
which a rat and a nole were busy messing about in a boat. Peter Rabbit
steal i ng

under sone stile in the Lake District. Sonewhere on this island, was it in
Kent ,

t he Hundred Aker Whod, with those figures who have yet to | earn that sawdusty
toys die deaths as certainly as children do. The irrepressible Canel ot,

al ways

bursting forth out of some hunmock or other. Robin Hood in his green jerkin,
Kipling's Puck of Pook's Hill, and just underneath it all, places only
slightly

| ess England, the dreary inprobabilities of Aice' s Wnderland, the bosky
dells

of the theocracy of Narnia, the wind-tortured screes and wastes of

M ddl e-earth.

The nmenory of the power of this early reading was part of what had pronpted
her

to wite for children. The person who woul d becone a |ifelong reader should
stunbl e upon very rich stuff first, early, and often. It lived within, a nost
agreeabl e ki nd of haunti ng.

And magi ¢ Engl and was endl essly reinvented, nodern masters like Philip
Pul | man

and Sylvia Waugh and J. K Rowing piling it on with their daenons and their
Mennyns and their Miggles. Al those books with side-by-side worlds, forever
springing | eaks into one anot her.

The only Dickens that had ever really appealed to Wnni e Rudge was A
Chri st mas

Carol . Partly the famly legend, to be sure, but also it was the D ckens
story

nost |ike a children's book. The door knocker as Marley's face! What did
Scr ooge

deserve, if he hadn't shaped up? To be left out of life, beyond the | ocked
wi ndows of the nursery |like Peter Pan, or worse—

00: 00

00: 00

She startl ed herself awake. The security alarm going off again? No. It was
t he

ai rpl ane wi ndow, it was streaked with sudsy bl ood. She w enched her neck
catapul ti ng away, across the aisle. O perhaps she had screamed. Fretta the
flight attendant poked her head fromthe galley. "Everything all right, I



hope?"

she said brightly.

Wnnie pointed to the w ndow.

"Ch, that. Ground crew de-icing the plane. A warm substance called gl ycol or

somet hi ng. "

Pi nk, nmedical, watery. Wnnie stood up and said, "I hope the restroons are
usabl e?"

"Ch, yes. W're not cleared for takeoff in this weather, so make yourself
confy."

She stunbled to the toilet. She wanted the anonymity of takeoff. She wanted
anot her London for a tenplate, not one in which the prom ses of chil dhood
lived

on so adroitly to nock. She sat on the plastic seat and thought about it.
Kennet h Grahane wote about the idylls of childhood in Dream Days and The

W nd

inthe WIllows, and his son Alistair's death on a railroad track was probably
sui cide. One of the original Lost Boys for whom James Barrie had invented

Pet er

Pan had al so killed hinself. Christopher MIne, the Christopher Robin of his
father's tales, whinged in print up until his death. The curse of chil dhood
fancy.

She pushed the | ever. Power flush. The two neat ends of the toilet rolls,

si de

by side, flapped their white paper hands at her in the powerful disruption of
air, as if waving her back to her seat. This airplane is jinxed, she thought.
"The Haunted Loo." Just ny luck

She dozed fitfully again during takeoff, and only woke when a | ukewarm

br eakf ast

thing was slung at her by Fretta, who seened now to resent that the plane was

required to carry any passengers at all. Wnnie tore at the shrink-w apped
br eakfast cheese and nanaged to spill the indifferent coffee. Later, wal king
about the cabin to wake herself up and shake the bad feelings down, she

st opped

to peer out a window in one of the energency doors. Perhaps the flight was

al ready hal fway there, accelerated by Hurricane Gretl. Nothing to see but the
anonynity of cl ouds.

Not hi ng to see but blue. No islands or boats, no smaller aircraft veering
away

beneath them Just three or four thin layers of cloud, unraveling like
freshly

| aunder ed shrouds between her triple-socked feet and the seam ess bl ue fl oor
of

the sea.

Standing still at 550 miles an hour

Her London would be a way stop, and so she didn't bother to map it in the

m nd

There were a few friends to see, some |ast-mnute purchases to nake. She had
Jack the Ri pper on her mnd, and wanted to | ook about Whitechapel and

Al dgat e,

in the event there was a book in it for her. Wth her tendency to cheery
nmorbidity she had fastened on a lane to the north of \Witechapel Hi gh Street,
a

| oop of passage called Thrawl Street. None of the nine nurdered wonmen had
been

found there, but it was a central point around which several of the nurders
could be arrayed. Emma Snith, Martha Tabram Annie Chapman, and Mary Kelly.
Anyway, the words Thrawl Street appealed to her

She went back to her seat. Wile she was gone, a woman had nmoved into the
enpty

seat across the aisle. A teenage nother in a sequined cowboy bl ouse, coddling



a
fussy lump of infant wapped in butter nint blankets. Wiere had this nmountain
mana gotten the cash to fly? She was a one-wonman crisis, ringing the cal

bel |

every three or four mnutes. The bottle, could you warmit? The bottle, it's

t oo

war m now, could you try another? Don't you have no apple juice? The nother had
a

dirty face and wore her exhaustion proudly. Her baby was her license to be
demandi ng. Perhaps no one had ever listened to her whining before.

You had to feel sorry for the sprout, though, and didn't blanme it for

f ussi ng.
How its nother brayed! How big of a deal could it be to crank up the heat in
this frigging place? It's, like, freezing

Thank God for the airline magazi ne, she thought, diving into it with phony
ent husi asm

It was mild nmonsters |like these that made Jack the Ri pper go after young
Wonen,

she deci ded: who could tolerate yielding the world to someone who behaved as
if

she had given birth to the very world hersel f?

She woke with a crick in her neck, for the nmonent thinking, perversely, of
Mabel

Quackenbush. Mabel giving her the bum s rush out of Forever Fanmilies! The
indignity. But in her sleepy mind Wnnie al so thought of another Mbel, the
dul |

friend of little Alice in Wnderland. Alice, frightened at the nonstrousness
of

Wonder | and, wondered if she'd been changed in the night, turned into soneone
di fferent —Aaybe Mabel , who knew such a very little.

How do you know, waki ng out of your nepenthean pardon, that you have returned
back to the prison sentence of your own individuality, and not soneone el se's?
The flight came in over Wndsor Castle alnost a full hour early. Wnnie

wat ched

with the usual anxiety. Now the | andscape was still seen fromthe air, for
one

nore instant, and now the bare thorny trees around Heat hrow were springing up
i ke pop-up figures against the horizon, snapping the third di nensi on back
into

the world. It nade her feel nauseated and safe at the sane tine.

She stunbled up the jetway and was herded into the correct immigration |ine by
a

stout unsmling Asian worman buttoned too tightly into a uniform The

i mmigration

of ficer glanced through her passport, uninpressed by its stanps and seal s and
page- broad visas, and he said sinply, crisply, "Reason for your visit?"

She nust not be awake; for a monent she couldn't understand the question
"Busi ness or holiday?" he continued as if she were drunk, or slow

"Just passing through.™”

He didn't even bother to ask her final destination, but that was fine with
her

as, in so many ways, she didn't knowit.

Since the Piccadilly Line originated at Heathrow she easily found herself a
seat. Now there was nothing to do but sit back and wait to see John, and plan
out nmore of the weeks to cone, to cramthemfull of artifice and nonsense, as
if

the nore detail, the nore significant. She worked up sone jovial remarks so
she

could enter with a flourish. And the choice of airplane novies! Keeping the
sound off, | watched sonethi ng done by the Mippets—a versi on of Madane



Bovary,

near as | could tel

She changed at Leicester Square and then alighted the Tube at Hanpstead

Stati on.

She pushed with the evening comuters into the |ift that heaved them up, away
fromthe smell of Northern Line burning rubber brake pads, to disgorge them
onto

Hanmpstead High Street. Fromthere it was a short slog up the hill at Heath
Street and left into Holly Bush Steps, the steep stairs cut into Holly Munt.
Wnnie's suitcase and | eather catchall and conputer slowed her down, |ike
physi cal manifestations of jet lag. Then, around the corner and out of sight
of

t he nei ghborhood: the house in its secluded hal f-square, part gracious
courtyard

and part car park. Brown brick |ike old puddings, a somewhat squashed-| ooki ng
fanlight over the door, snmall bleak flush-framed w ndows, flecked with the
inmpurities in the glass, and double-flecked with the speckling rain.

O Western wind, when wilt thou bl ow,

That the snmall rain down can rain?

Christ, that ny love were in ny arms

And | in ny bed again!

Well, there was the western wind, bringing the first bad breath of Hurricane
Getl, and the small rain too, but nothing would bring that |over back.

She rang the buzzer first, to alert him and slid her key into the |ock. She
stepped over a mound of mail on the floor. The stairwell snelled of prawns
and

Dettol . She paused, fixed her hair, and arranged a |l ess-tired | ook on her
face,

and went on up. At the top, a few plastic drop cloths were folded on the

car pet

by the bristly hedgehog shoe scraper. She pushed open the door with one hand,
calling, "Brace yourself; sadly, it's only me." He was not there at once to
hel p

wi th the |uggage; strange. The foyer |ooked curiously dark and chilly.
Struggling with her bags on the threshold, she saw no note on the hall table.
Yet the place seened full of sonething anticipating her, the way her own
house

on Huxtable Street had seened, was it just yesterday? "John?" she said, and
went

in.

STAVE TWD

At the Flat in

Weat heral | Wl k

there was no nmilk in the fridge, no ice in the tiny freezer unit, little to
pl an

a neal around but tinned pears and a jar of Tesco's mld curry. The better
furniture was hung over with drop cloths, the |eather-bound books evacuated
from

their shelves. The nmuseum quality nineteenth-century prints of bugs and wld
boars and roses | eaned agai nst one another in a corner of the parlor. The

ki tchen was being torn up, and plaster dust had settled uniformy in any room
wi t hout a door. Unconnected wiring threaded fromwalls, and a snell of |azy
drains, sonething rotting, unfurled fromthe sewer all the way up to this
flat.

W nni e wenched open a wi ndow. But no sign of John? How cone?

She swept up enpty |lager cans and the remains of the triangul ar packagi ng of
ready- made sandwi ches—tuna and sweet corn, chicken tikka, egg

mayonnai se—pr oof

of workers on-site, as recently as today, probably.

The answer phone was unpl ugged, she saw. But John had known she was comni ng



he' d

known for weeks.

She flipped through piles of mail hunting for a note. Nothing. The postnarks
went back eight, ten days. Could he have been called away with such urgency
t hat

there was no tinme for a note? John Comestor was in shipping insurance,
specializing in the approval of policies to the aging merchant fleets that
served the Baltic. He assessed the dredging of harbors, the tenperanent of

t he

| abor market, any pending | egislation that bore on trade. He converted into
cost

anal yses and risk thresholds the slimanecdotal information he could glean
over

gl asses of vodka in docksi de shacks. He hated working up the final reports,
but

he |iked the vodka in dockside shacks, l|iked the snell of diesel, fish, and
i ntrigue.

He avoided the main office in the Gty whenever possible. If he had to be
home

i n Engl and, he booked hinself comatose with Latin American filmfestivals or
| ecture series at the I CA Sonetinmes when Wnnie was expected they'd schedul e
a

motoring trip on the Continent, conducting haphazard investigations of the
remai ns of Cistercian abbeys, or the Bavarian follies of mad King Ludwi g, or
one wonderful time, vineyards in the Loire. John would read the gui debooks
al oud

whil e Wnnie drove.

They made a confortably unromantic team their tenpers strained only by
Wnnie's

preference for settling on a daily destination every norning and booki ng

r oomns

ahead. Wnni e knew that John enjoyed ronmantic enthusi asns el sewhere, and by
| ong

customthe discussion of it was avoided. It didn't inpinge. Wnnie's
relationship with John wasn't a relationship. It was cousi nhood, and

st epcousi nhood at that.

It was a relief to see that John's cl ocks weren't going 00:00 00: 00 at her
But

the hour was late, too late for Wnnie to hope to get Gllian, John's office
staffer, on the line. Unless, of course, there was a crisis in the Baltic, in
which case G Il mght be working late. But the phone there just rang its
doubl e

pul se, over and over, unanswered.

John had friends, and Wnni e knew them but generally she preferred to keep
her

di stance. How much easier for stepcousins to maintain a quiet truce about the
nature of things, keeping everything informl and vague. How nuch easier not
havi ng to negotiate debts and favors, lies and silences, the rates of
enot i ona

exchange that would occur at the consolidation of two social systens into one.
A gentl eman, John honored her feelings about this by forgoing invitations to
soi r&#233; es and drinks parties when she touched down. Obliquely, Wnnie knew
about

Al legra Lowe, the lead so-called girlfriend, who did arts therapy of sone
sort,

and about various university roommates now in places |ike Barnes and

W nbl edon

and Motspur Park. Their nunbers were witten in pencil in the back of John's
directory. But she liked standing apart fromall that. So, for her own
confort



toni ght, she deci