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FEED THE BABY OF LOVE

O'son Scott Card

This story will appear in the anthol ogy OCTOBER S FRI ENDS, ed. by

Martin Harry Greenberg, consisting of stories witten in honor of Ray
Bradbury's 50 years of publishing science fiction. For this anthol ogy, Ray
Bradbury authorized the contributors to use characters and settings fromhis
novels. This may be the only story in the anthol ogy to use Dougl as

Spaul ding, the nain character fromthe Dandelion Wne stories.

NOTE: The story "Feed the Baby of Love" is copyright (c) 1991 by
Orson Scott Card. The gane "Feed the Baby of Love Many Beans or
Perish in the Flames of Hell" is copyright (c) 1990 by G eg Johnson
Al'l quotations and gane features depicted in this story are used by
perm ssion of the ganewight. The lyrics to "The Baby of Love" by
Rai ni e Pinyon are used with the consent of the copyright hol der.

FEED THE BABY COF LOVE
Orson Scott Card

When Rainie Pinyon split this tine she didn't go south, even
though it was October and she didn't like the winter cold. WMaybe she
thought that this winter she didn't deserve to be warm or maybe she
wanted to find some unfamliar territory -- whatever. She got on the
bus in Brenerton and got off it again in Boise. She hitched to Salt
Lake City and took a bus to Omha. She got herself a waitressing job,
usi ng the nane |da Johnson, as usual. She quit after a week, got
another job in Kansas City, quit after three days, and so on and so on
until she cane to a tired-1ooking cafe in Harnmony, Illinois, a small town
up on the bluffs above the Mssissippi. She liked Harnony right off,
because it was pretty and sad -- half the storefronts brightly painted
and cheerful, the other half streaked and stained, the w ndows boarded
up. The kind of town that would be perfectly willing to pick up and
move into a shopping mall only nobody wanted to build one here and
so they'd just have to make do. The help wanted sign in the cafe
wi ndow was so old that several generations of spiders had |ived and
di ed on webs between the sign and the gl ass.

"We're a five-calendar cafe," said the pinched-up overpainted old
| ady at the cash register.

Rai ni e | ooked around and sure enough, there were five cal endars
on the walls.

"Not just because of that Blue H ghways book, either, 1'll have
you know. We already had these cal endars up before he wote his
book. He never stopped here but he could have."

"Aren't they a little out of date?" asked Rainie.
The ol d |l ady | ooked at her |ike she was crazy.

"If you already had the cal endars up when he wote the book, |

mean.

"Well, not these calendars,"” said the old lady. "Here's the thing,
darlin'. A lot of diners and what-not put up cal endars after that Bl ue
H ghways book said that was how you could tell a good restaurant.
But those were all fakes. They didn't understand. The cal endars have
all got to be local calendars. You know, |ike the insurance guy gives
you a cal endar and the car dealer and the real estate guy and the
funeral honme. They give you one every year, and you put themall up
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because they're your friends and your custoners and you hope they do
good busi ness. "

"You got a car deal er in Harnony?"

"Went out of business thirty years ago. Used to deal in
St udebakers, but he hung on with Buicks until the big dealers up in the
tri-cities underpriced himto death. No, | don't get his cal endar
anynore, but we got two funeral hones so maybe that nmakes up for it."

Rai ni e al nost nmade a remark about this being the kind of town
wher e nobody goes anywhere, they just stay hone and die, but then
she deci ded that nmaybe she |iked this old |lady and nmaybe she'd stay
here for a couple of days, so she held her tongue.

The old lady smled a twisted old snile. "You didn't say it, but |
know you thought it."

"What ?" asked Rainie, feeling guilty.

"Sonme joke about how people don't need cars here, cause they
aren't going anywhere until they die."

"I want the job," said Rainie.

"I like your style," said the old lady. "I'mMnnie WIcox, and
can hardly believe that anybody in this day and age named their little
girl lda, but I had a good friend named Ida when | was a girl and
hope you don't mind if | forget sonetines and call you Idie |ike
al ways did her."

"Don't mind a bit," said Rainie. "And nobody in this day and age
does name their daughter Ida. | wasn't naned in this day and age."

"Ch, right, you're probably just pushing forty and starting to fee
old. Wwell, | hope | never hear a single word about it fromyou because
I"mright on the seventy line, which to my mnd is about the sane as
driving on enpty, the engine's still running but you knowit'll sputter
soon so what the hell, let's get a fewnore mles on the old girl before
we junk her. | need you on the norning shift, Idie, | hope that's all the
same with you."

"How earl y?"

"Six a.m |'msad to say, but before you whine about it in your
heart, you renenber that |'mup baking biscuits at four-thirty. M Jack
and | used to do that together. 1In fact he got his heart attack rolling
out the dough, so if you ever conme in early and see nme spilling a few
tears into the powderm |k, |I'mnot having a bad day, |'mjust
renenbering a good man, and that's ny privilege. W got to open at
si x on account of the hotel across the street. |It's sort of the opposite of
a bed and breakfast. They only serve dinner, an all-you-can-eat famly-
styl e home-cooki ng restaurant that brings "emin fromfifty nmiles around.
The hotel sends them over here for breakfast and on top of that we get
a lot of folks in town, for breakfast and for lunch, too. W do good
business. |1'mnot poor and I'mnot rich. |1'll pay you decent and you'l
make fair tips, for this part of the country. You still see the nickels by
the coffee cups, but you just give those old coots a wink and a smle,
cause the younger boys make up for themand it's not like it costs that
much for a roomaround here. Meals free during your shift but not
after, I'msorry to say."

"Fine with ne," said Rainie.
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"Don't go quittin' on ne after a week, darlin'."

"Don't plan on it," said Rainie, and to her surprise it was true. It
made her wonder -- was Harnony Illinois what she'd been | ooking for
when she checked out in Brenerton? It wasn't what usual ly happened.
Usual | y she was | ooking for the street -- the down-and-out half-
hopel ess life of people who lived in the shadow of the city. She'd
found the street once in New Ol eans, and once in San Franci sco, and
another tinme in Paris, and she found places where the street used to
be, like Beale Street in Menphis, and the Village in New York City, and
Venice in L.A. But the street was such a fragile place, and it kept
di sappearing on you even while you were living right init.

But there was no way that Harmony Illinois was the street, so
what in the world was she |l ooking for if she had found it here?

Funeral hones, she thought. 1'mlooking for a place where
funeral homes out nunber car deal ershi ps, because ny songs are dead
and | need a decent place to bury them

It wasn't bad working for Mnnie WIlcox. She talked a |ot but
there were plenty of town people who cane by for coffee in the
nmorning and a sandwi ch at lunch, so Rainie didn't have to pay
attention to nost of the talking unless she wanted to. Mnnie found out
that Rainie was a fair hand at maki ng sandw ches, too, and she could

fry an egg, so the work | oad kind of evened out -- whichever of them
was getting behind, the other one helped. It was busy, but it was
decent work -- nobody yelled at anybody el se, and even when the

peopl e who canme in were boring, which was al ways, they were stil

decent and even the one old man who | eered at her kept his hands

and his comments to hinself. There were days when Rainie even

forgot to slip outside in back of the cafe and have a snoke in the w de-
open gravel alleyway next to the dunpster

"How d you used to nanage before | cane al ong?" she asked
early on. "l nean, judging fromthat sign, you' ve been |ooking for help
for along tine."

"Ch, | got by, ldie, darlin', | got by."

Pretty soon, though, Rainie picked up the truth fromcomments
the custonmers nmade when they thought she was far enough away not
to hear. dd people always thought that because they could barely

hear, everybody el se was hal f-deaf, too. "Oh, she's a live one."
"Knows how to work, this one does." "Not one of those young girls
who only care about one thing." "How long you think she'll |ast,
M nni e?"

She | asted one week. She lasted two weeks. It was on into
Novenber and getting cold, with all the | eaves brown or fallen, and she
was still there. This wasn't |ike any of the other times she'd dropped
out of sight, and it scared her a little, how easily she'd been caught
here. It nmade no sense at all. This town just wasn't Rainie Pinyon,

and yet it nust be, because here she was.

After a while even getting up at six a.m wasn't hard because
there was no life in this town at night so she mght as well go to bed as
soon as it turned dark and then dawn was a logical tine to get up
There was no TV in the room Rai ni e took over the garage of a short-
tenmpered man who told her "No visitors" in a tone of voice that made it
cl ear he assunmed that she was a whore by nature and only by sheer
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force of will could he keep her respectable. WlIl, she was used to
letting the voice of authority nmake proclamati ons about what she coul d
and couldn't do. Al nost nade her feel at honme. And, of course, she'd
do whatever she wanted. This was 1990 and she was forty-two years

old and there was freedomin Russia now so her |andlord, whatever his
name was, could take his no-visitors rule and apply it to his own self.
She saw how he sized up her body and deci ded she was ni ce-| ooki ng.

A man who sees a nice-l ooki ng wonan and assunes that she's w cked

to the core is confessing his own desires.

After work Rainie didn't have anywhere nuch to go. She ate
enough for breakfast and lunch at the cafe that dinner didn't play nuch
of a part in her plans. Besides, the hotel restaurant was too crowded
and noi sy and full of people's children running around dripping thick
gl obs of gravy off their plates. The chatter of people and clatter of
silverware, with Mntovani and Kastel anetz (?) playing in the

background -- it was not a sound Rainie could enjoy for long. And
when she passed the piano in the hotel |obby the one tine she went
there, she felt no attraction toward it at all, so she knew she wasn't

ready to surface yet.

One afternoon, chilly as it was, she took off her apron after work
and put on her jacket and wal ked in the waning |light down to the river.
There was a park there, a long skinny one that consisted nostly of
par ki ng pl aces, plus a couple of picnic tables, and then a nuddy bank
and a river that seenmed to be as wide as the San Francisco Bay. Dirty

and cold, that was the Mssissippi. It didn't call out for you to swimin
it, but it did keep noving leftward, flow ng south, flow ng downhill to
New Orl eans. | know where this river goes, thought Rainie. |'ve been

where it ends up, and it ends up pretty low. She renenbered Ni cky
Villiers sprawled on the levee, his vonit formng one of the M ssissippi's
| ess distinguished tributaries as it trickled on down and di sappeared in
the mud. Nicky shot up on heroin one day when she was out and then
forgot he'd done it already and shot up again, or naybe he didn't

forget, but anyway Rainie found himdead in the nasty little apartnent
they shared, back in the winter of -- what, sixty-eight? Twenty-two
years ago. Before her first album Before anybody ever heard of her
Back when she thought she knew who she was and what she want ed.

If 1'd had his baby like he asked ne, he'd still be dead and |I'd have a
fatherless child old enough to go out drinking without fake i.d.

The sky had cl ouded up faster than she had t hought possible --
sunny but cold when she left the cafe, dark and cl oudy and the
tenperature droppi ng about a degree a minute by the tinme she stood
on the riverbank. Her jacket had been warm enough every ot her day,
but not today. A blast of wind came into her face fromthe river, and
there was ice init. Snowflakes |ike needles init. ©h yes, she thought.
This is why | always go south in winter. But this year |'mnot even as
smart as a migratory bird, |I've gone and got nyself a nest in blizzard
country.

She turned around to head back up the bluff to town. For a
monent the wi nd caught her from behind, catching at her jacket and
making it cling to her back. When she got back to the two-Iane
hi ghway and turned north, the wind tried to tear her jacket off her, and
even when she zipped it closed, it cut through. The snow was coni ng
down for real now, falling steadily and sticking on the grass and on the
gravel at the edges of the road. Her feet were getting wet and cold
ri ght through her shoes as she wal ked al ong in the weeds, so she had
to nove out onto the asphalt. She walked on the left side of the road
so she coul d see any onconing cars, and that made her feel |ike she
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was a kid in school again, listening to the safety instructions. War |ight
clothing at night and al ways wal k on the left side of the road, facing
traffic. Wiy? So they can see your white, white face and your bright
terrified eyes just before they run you down.

She reached the intersection where the road to town slanted up
fromthe Geat R ver Road. There was a car coming, so she waited for
it to pass before crossing the street. She was |ooking forward to
headi ng southeast for a while, so the wind wouldn't be right in her

face. 1t'd be just her luck to catch a cold and get laryngitis. Couldn't
afford laryngitis. Once she got that it could linger for months. Cost her
half a million dollars once, back in '73, five nonths of laryngitis and a

cancelled tour. Promoter was going to sue her, too, since he figured
he'd lost ten tinmes that much. H's |awer tal ked sense to him though,
and the lawsuit and the pronoter both went away. Those were the

days, when the whole world trenbled if | caught a cold. Nowit'd just
be Mnnie Wlcox in the Harnmony Cafe, and it wouldn't exactly take

her by surprise. The sign was still in the w ndow
The car didn't pass. |Instead it slowed down and stopped. The
driver rolled dowm his w ndow and | eaned his head out. "Ride?"

She shook her head.

"Don't be crazy, Ms. Johnson," he said. So he knew her. A
customer fromthe cafe. He pulled his head back in and | eaned over
and opened the door on the other side.

She wal ked over, just to be polite, to close the door for himas
she turned himdown. "You're very nice," she began, "but --"

"No buts,"” he said. "Ms. Wlcox'Il kill ne if you get a cold and
coul d have given you a ride."

Now she knew him The man who did M nnie's accounti ng.
Lately he came in for lunch every day, even though he only went over
the cafe books once a week. Rainie wasn't a fool. He was a nice man,
qui et and he never even joked with her, but he was coming in for her,
and she didn't want to encourage him

"If you're worried about your personal safety, | got ny two ol der
ki ds as chaperones."

The kids | eaned forward fromthe back seat to get a | ook at her

A boy, maybe twelve years old. A girl, looking about the sane age,
whi ch neant she was probably younger. "Get in, lady, you're letting al
the heat out of the car," said the girl.
She got in. "This is nice of you, but you didn't need to," she said.

"I can tell you're not fromaround here," said the boy in the back

seat. "Radio says this is a bad stormcom ng and you don't wal k
around in a blizzard after dark. Sonetines they don't find your body
till spring."

"Dougi e," said the nman.

That was the man's nane, too, she remenbered. Douglas. And
his last name ... Spaulding. Like the ball nmanufacturer.

"This is nice of you, M. Spaulding," she said.

"We're just com ng back down fromthe Tri-cities Mall," he said.
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"They can't wear last year's |eather shoes cause they're too small, and
their nother would have a fit if | suggested they keep wearing their
sneakers right on through the winter, so we just had the privil ege of
dropping fifty bucks at the shoe store."

"Who are you?" asked the girl
"I"'mlda Johnson,"” she said. "I'ma waitress at the cafe."”
"Ch, yeah," said the girl.

"Dad said Ms. Wlcox had a new girl," said Dougie. "But you're
not a girl, you're old."

"Dougi e," said M. Spaul ding.

"I mean you're older than, |like, a teenager, right? | don't nean
like you're about to get Al zheiner's or anything, for Pete's sake, but
you' re not young, either."

"She's nmy age," said M. Spaulding, "so |I'd appreciate it if you'd
get off this subject.”

"How ol d are you, then, Daddy?" asked the girl.

"Bet he doesn't renenber," said Dougie. He explained to Rainie.
"Dad forgets his age all the tinme."

"Do not," said M. Spaulding.

"Do so," said Dougie. It was obviously a gane they had pl ayed
bef ore.

"Do not, and I'Il prove it. | was born in 1948, which was three
years after World War Il ended, and five years before Ei senhower

becane president, and he died at Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, which was
the site of a battle that was fought in 1863, which was 127 years ago
last July, and here it is Novenber which is four nonths after July, and
Novenber is the eleventh nonth and so |'mfour tinmes eleven, forty-
four."

"No!" the kids both shouted, laughing. "You turned forty-two in
May. "

"Why, that's good news,"” he said. "I feel two years younger, and
11l bet Ms. Johnson does too."

She couldn't help but snile.

"Here we are," he said.

It took her a nonent to realize that w thout any directions, he
had taken her right to the garage with the outside stair that led to her

apartnent. "How did you know where to take nme?"

"I't's a small town," said M. Spaulding. "Everybody knows
everyt hi ng about everybody, except for the things which nobody
knows. "

"Li ke Father's mddle nane," said the girl.

"Get on upstairs and turn your heat on, M. Johnson," said M.
Spaulding. "This is going to be a bad one tonight."
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"Thanks for the ride," said Rainie.

"Nice to neet you," said Dougie.

"Nice to neet you," echoed the girl.

Rainie stood in the door and leaned in. "I never caught your
nane," she said to the girl.

"I"'m Rose. Never Rosie. Gandpa Spaul ding picked the name,
after his aunt who never married. | personally think the name sucks
pond scum but it's better than lIda, don't you agree?"

"Definitely," said Rainie.
"Rosie," said M. Spaulding, in his warning voice.

"Good-ni ght, M. Spaulding," said Rainie. "And thanks for the
ride."

He gave a snappy little salute in the air, as if he were touching
the brimof a non-existent hat. "Any tine," he said. She closed the
door of the car and watched themdrive away. Up in her room she
turned the heater on.

During the night the snow piled up a foot and a half deep and
the tenperature got to ten bel ow zero, but she was warmall night. In
the nmorni ng she wondered if she should go to work. She knew M nnie
woul d be there and Rainie wasn't about to have M nni e decide that her
"new girl" was soft. She alnpbst left the apartnment with only her jacket
for warnth, but then she thought better and put on a sweater under it.
She still froze, what with the wi nd bl owi ng ground snow i n her face.

At the cafe the talk was that four people died between Chicago
and St. Louis that night, the stormwas so bad. But the cafe was open
and the coffee was hot, and standing there | ooking out the w ndow at
the occasional car passing by on the freshly plowed road, Rainie
realized that in Louisiana and California she had never felt as warm as
this, to be in a cafe with coffee steam ng and eggs sizzling on the grill
and deadly winter outside, trying but failing to get at her.

When M. Spaulding cane into the cafe for his lunch just after
one o' cl ock, Rainie thanked hi magain.

"For what ?"

"For saving ny life yesterday."

He still | ooked baffl ed.

"Gving nme aride up fromthe river."

Now he remenbered. "Ch, | was just doing Mnnie a favor. She
never thought you'd stay a week, and here you' ve stayed for nore
than a nonth already. She would have reaned ne out royal if we had
to dig your corpse out of a snowdrift."

"Wel |, anyway, thanks." But she wasn't saying thanks for the ride,
she realized. It was sonething else. Maybe it was the kids in the back
seat. Maybe it was the way he'd talked to them The way he'd kept
on talking with them even though there was an adult in the car. Rainie
wasn't used to that. She wasn't used to being with kids at all, actually.
And when she did find herself in the presence of other people's
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children, the parents were always shushing the kids so they could talk
to her. "I liked your kids," said Rainie

"They're OK," he said. But his eyes said a |lot nore than that.
They sai d, You must be good people if you think well of ny kids.

She tried to i magi ne what it would have been like, if her own
parents had ever been with her the way M. Spaulding was with his
children. WMaybe ny whole |life would have been different, she thought.
Then she renenbered where she was -- Harnony, Illinois, otherw se
known as the | ast place on Earth. No matter whether her parents were
nice or not, she probably would have hated every m nute of her
chil dhood in a one-horse town like this. "Mist be hard for them
though,"” she said. "G owing up nmles fromanywhere like this."

Al at once his face closed off. He didn't argue or get mad or
anyt hing, he just closed up shop and the conversation was over. "I
suppose so," he said. "I'Il just have a club sandw ch today, and a diet
sonet hi ng. "

"Com ng right up," she said.

It really annoyed her that he'd shut her down like that. Didn't he
know how small this town was? He'd been to college, hadn't he?
Whi ch neant he nust have lived away fromthis town sonetine in his

life. Have sonme perspective, Spaulding, she said to himsilently. |If
your kids aren't dying to get out of here now, just give thema couple
of years and they will be, and what'll you do then?

As he sat there eating, |ooking through sone papers fromhis
briefcase, it began to grate on her that he was so pointedly ignoring
her. What right did he have to judge her?

"What put a bug up your behind?" asked M nnie.
"What do you nean?" said Rainie.

"You' re stal king and bustling around here like you' re getting set to
smack sonebody. "

"Sorry," said Rainie
"One of ny custoners insult you?"

She shook her head. Because now that she thought about it, the
reverse was true. She had insulted him or at |east had insulted the
town he lived in. Wat was griping at her wasn't himbeing rude to
her, because he hadn't been. He sinply didn't |ike to hear people
badnout hi ng his town. Douglas Spaul ding wasn't in Harnony because
he never had an idea that there was a larger world out there. He was
a smart man, much snmarter than the job of snalltown accountant
required. He was here by choice, and she had talked as if it was a bad
choice for his children, and this was a nman who | oved his children, and
it really bothered her that he had cl osed her off like that.

It bothered her so much that she went over and pulled up a chair
at his table. He looked up fromhis papers, raised an eyebrow. "This a
new service at Jack & Mnnie's Cafe?"

"I"'mwilling to learn," said Rainie. "lI'mnot a bigot against snall
towns. | just sort of took it for granted that snmall towns would fee
oppressive to kids because the small town | grew up in felt oppressive
tonme. |If that's a crinme, shoot ne."
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He | ooked at her in wonder. "I don't have an idea on God's
Earth what you're tal king about."

"A mnute ago when you shut nme down," she said, really annoyed
now. "You can't tell nme that shutting people down is so uninportant
that you don't even remenber doing it."

"I ordered ny breakfast is all | did," said Spaul ding.

"So you do renenber," she said triunphantly.
"I just wasn't interested in continuing that conversation."

"Then don't shut a person down, M. Spaulding. Tell themthat
you don't appreciate what they said, but don't just cut ne off."

"I't honestly didn't occur to me that you' d even notice," he said. "I
figured you were just making small talk, and the talk just got too small."

"I wasn't nmaking small talk,"” said Rainie. "I was really inpressed
with your kids. It's a sure thing | was never that way with nmy father."

"They're good kids." He took another bite and | ooked down at
hi s paper.

She |l aid her hand on the paper, fingers spread out to cover the
whol e sheet and nmake it unreadabl e.

He sat up, | eaned back in his chair, and regarded her. "The place
isn't crowded, the lunch rush is over, so it can't be that you need ny
table."

"No sir," said Rainie. "l need your attention. | need just a couple

of mnutes of your attention, M. Spaulding, because in your car
yesterday | caught a whiff of sonething |I've heard about but | always
thought it was a legend, a lie, like Santa Claus and the tooth fairy and
t he Easter bunny."

He got a little half-smile on his face, but there was still fire in his
eyes. "Since when is Santa Claus a lie?"

"Since | was six years old and got up to pee and saw Dad putting
together the bike on the living roomfloor."

"I't strikes ne that what you saw was proof that Santa C aus was
real. Flesh and blood. Putting together a bike. Mking cookies for
you in the kitchen."

"That wasn't Santa C aus, that was Dad and Mom except that ny
Mom di dn't make cookies for ne, she nade themfor her, all neat and
round and lined up exactly perfect on the cooky tray, Lord help me if |
actual ly touched one, and Dad coul dn't get the bike together right, he
had to wait till the stores opened the day after Christnmas so he could
get the guy in the bike shop to put it together."

"So far you haven't proved that Santa Cl aus was fake, you just
proved that he wasn't good enough for you. If Santa Caus couldn't be
perfect, you didn't want any Santa Claus at all."

"Wy are you getting so mad at nme?"

"Did | invite you to sit at this table, M. Johnson?"
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"Damit, M. Spaulding, would you call nme lIda |ike everybody
el se?"

"Damit, Ms. Johnson, why are you the only person in town who
doesn't call me Dougl as?"

"Beggi ng your pardon, Douglas."
"Beggi ng yours, lda."

"All | was trying to say, Douglas, when |I brought up Santa C aus,
Dougl as, was that in your car | saw a father being easy with his
children, and the children being easy with their dad, right in front of a
stranger, and | never thought that happened in the real world."

"W get along OK," said Douglas. He shrugged it off, but she
coul d see that he was pl eased.

"So for a mnute in your car | felt like | was part of that and
guess it just hurt ny feelings a little when you shut nme down back then.
It didn't seemfair. | didn't think my offense was so terrible."

"Like I said. | wasn't punishing you."

"Al'l right then. More coffee?"

"No thanks."

"Pie? Ilce crean®”

“No thanks."

"Wl | then why do you keep calling ne over to your table?"

He smiled. Laughed alnost. So it was all right. She felt better,
and she could | eave him al one then

After he left, after all the lunch custoners had gone and she was
washi ng down the tables and w ping off the saltshakers and enptying
the ashtrays, Mnnie cane over to her and | ooked her in the eye, hard
and angry.

"l saw you sitting down and tal king with Dougl as," she said.
"W weren't busy," said Rainie.
"Douglas is a decent man with a happy famly."

Now Rai ni e understood. In her own way, Mnnie was just like the
guy who rented her the roomover the garage. Always assum ng that
because she was a good-| ooki ng wonan, she was on the make. Well
she wasn't on the nmake, but if she was, it wouldn't be any of Mnnie's
busi ness or anybody el se's except her own. Wat was it about this
pl ace? Wy did everybody al ways assune that sex was the forenost
thing in a single forty-two-year-old wonan's ni nd?

"I'"'mglad for him" Rainie said.

"Don't you nmake no trouble for that good man and his good

wife," said Mnnie.

"l said sonmething that | thought maybe of fended hi m and
wanted to make sure everything was all right, that's all. | was trying to
make sure | hadn't alienated a custoner." Even as she expl ai ned,
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Rai ni e resented having to nake an expl anati on

"Do you think I"'ma fool? Do you think I'"msuch a fool as to
think you're a fool? Since he first laid eyes on you he's been in here
every day. And now you're going over sitting at his table arguing with
hi m and then making himlaugh. 1've got half a mnd to fire you right
now and send you on your way, except | like you and 1'd like to keep
you around. But | don't like you so nuch I'mwlling to have you
maki ng things ugly for people around here. You can make a ness here
and then just wal k away, but me and my customers, we'll have to keep
living with whatever it is you do, so don't do it. Am]l clear?"

Rainie didn't answer, just furiously wiped at the table. She hadn't
been reamed out like that since ... her mother was the last one to ream
her out like this, and Rainie had left home over it, and it nade her so
mad to have to listen to it all over again, she was forty-two years old
and she still had some old |ady telling her what she could and coul dn't
do, laying down rules, naeking conditions and regul ati ons, and cl ai m ng
that she |iked her while she was doing it.

Mnnie waited for a mnute till it was clear Rainie wasn't going to
answer. "All right then," said Mnnie. "I've got enough in the register
to give you your pay. Take off the apron, you can go."

I don't need your noney or your job, you poor old fool, I'm
Rai nie Pinyon, | sing and wite songs and play the piano and cut
al buns, I've got a mllion-dollar ranch in the Horse Heaven Hills of

eastern Washington and an agent in L. A who calls ne sweetheart and
sends ne checks a couple of tines a year, checks | arge enough even
during the bad years that | could buy your two-bit cafe and nove it to
Tokyo and never even m ss the noney.

Rai ni e thought all that, but she didn't say it. |Instead she said,
"I"'msorry. |I'mnot going to ness around with anybody's life, and I'|
be careful with M. Spaulding.”

"Take off the apron, lda."
Rainie whirled on her. "I said |'d do what you wanted."

"I don't think so," said Mnnie. "I think you got the sane tone of
voice | heard in nmy daughter when she had no intention of doing what
| said, but promised to do it just to get ne off her back."

"Well I'mnot your daughter. | thought |I was your friend."

M nni e | ooked at her, steady and cold, then shook her head. "lda
Johnson, | can't figure you out. | never thought you'd | ast a week, and
I sure never figured you for the type who'd try to hold onto a |ousy job
like this one after the tongue-lashing | just gave you."

"To tell you the truth, Ms. WIlcox, | never figured nyself that way
either. But | don't want to | eave."

"I's it Douglas Spaul ding? Are you in |ove?"

"l used up love a dozen years ago, Ms. WIlcox, and | haven't
| ooked to recharge the batteries since then."

"You nean to tell nme you been without a man for twelve years?"

"I thought we were tal king about whether | was in |ove."
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"No such thing." Mnnie |ooked her up and down. "I1'l|l bet you
didn't wear a bra during the bra-burning days, did you?"

"What ?"

"Your chest has dropped so | ow you could alnbst tuck 'eminto
your belt. | don't know what a nan would find attractive about you
anyway. "

It was such an insulting, outrageous thing to say that Rainie was
speechl ess.

"You can stay, as long as you don't call me Ms. WIcox, that just
drives me crazy, call ne Mnnie."

Thi ngs went right back to normal, nostly because Dougl as
Spaul ding didn't conme in again for nore than a week, and when he
did cone back, he wasn't alone. He was part of a group of nen --

nmost of themin suits, but not all -- who cane into the cafe wal ki ng on
the balls of their feet |ike dancers, like running backs. "You're all full of
sass," said Mnnie to one of the nen.

"Time to feed the baby!" he answered.

Mnnie rolled her eyes. "I know Jaynanne Spaul di ng's gone out
of town again.”

"Dougie's Christmas present to her -- a week with her folks up in
Raci ne. "

"Present to hinself," said M nnie.

"Taking care of the kids for a solid week, you think that's a
pi cni c?"

"Those kids take care of thenselves,"” said Mnnie. "Douglas
Spaulding's just a big old kid hinself. And so are you, Tom Reuther, if
you want my opinion."

"M nni e, honey, nobody ever has tine to want your opinion. You
give it to us before we even have a chance to wish for it."

Mnnie held up a ladle of her Cincinnati chili. "You planning to
eat your lunch or wear it, TonP"

One of the other nmen -- a nmechanic, fromthe black stains on his
overalls -- piped up fromthe two tables they had pushed together in
the mddle of the room "He's already wearing every bit of food you
ever served him Can't you see it hanging over his belt?"

"Under my belt or over it, Mnnie, | wear your food with pride,"
said Tom Then he blew her a kiss and joined the others.

Dougl as was already sitting at the table, |aughing at nothing and
everything, just like the others. He really did seemto be just a big old

kid right then -- there was nothing of the father about himnow  Just
noi se and | aughing and noving around in his chair, as if it mght just
kill himif he ever sat still for nore than ten seconds at a tine. Rainie

hal f expected to | ook down and see hi mwearing too-short or too-Iong
jeans with holes in the knees, showi ng one knee skinned up and
scabbed over, and maybe raggedy sneakers on his feet. She was

al most di sappointed to see those shiny sensible oxfords and suitpants
with the hens just right. He didn't not |ook at her, but he didn't
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particularly | ook at her, either. He was just generally cheerful, being
with his friends, and he had plenty of good cheer to share with
anybody who happened to cone al ong.

"You going to order separate checks and nake ny life m serabl e?"
asked Rainie of the group at |arge.

"Just give the bill to Doug," said Tom

"You can nake one total and we'll divvy it up ourselves," said
Douglas. "It'll be easy, because we're all having exactly the sane
t hing. "

"I's that right?"
"Beans!" cried Tom
"Beans! Beans! Beans!" chanted several of the others.

"W gots to have our daily beans, ma'am" Tom expl ai ned, "cause
we gots to feed the baby of |ove!"

"l got a double batch of chili with extra cinnanon!" called M nnie
fromthe behind the counter. "This tinme sonmebody had the brains to
call ahead and warn ne!"

Tom i medi ately pointed an accusing finger at Douglas. "Wuat is
this, Spaulding! A sudden attack of nmaturity and consideration for
others? Malicious foresight? For shane!"

Dougl as shrugged. "Last time she ran out."

"Chili for everybody," said Rainie. "lIs that all? Nothing to drink?"
"What is the drink of the day?" asked one of the nen.

"Whose turn is it anyway?" asked anot her.

"Tom s turn," said Dougl as.

They turned toward hi mexpectantly. He spread his hands out on
the table, and | ooked themin the eye, as if he was about to deliver the
state of the union address. O a funeral prayer. "Seven-Up," said Tom
"A large seven-up for everybody."

"Are you serious?" asked Douglas. "And what's for dessert, toothpaste?”

"The rule is no alcohol at lunch,” said Tom "and beyond that
we're free to be as creative as we |ike."

"You're giving creativity a bad nane," said Dougl as.
"Trust me," said Tom

"If all we get today is Seven-Up," said the nechanic, "you are
going to spend the entire evening as prinordial sline."

"No, he's going to spend the night in hell," said another

At the soda machine, spurting the Seven-Up into the gl asses,
Rainie had to ask. "Wat in the world are they tal king about?"

"It's a gane they play," said Mnnie. "It's notorious all over town.
More satani c than Dungeons and Dragons. |f these boys weren't so
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nice they'd probably be burnt at the stake or sonething."

" Sat ani c?"

"Or secul ar humani st or whatever. | get those two things m xed
up. It's all about feeding beans to the baby and when you win you
turn into God. Pagan religion and evolution. | asked Reverend

Bl akel y about it and he just shook his head. No wonder Jaynanne
| eaves town whenever they play."

"Aren't you going to serve up the chili?"

"Not till they're through with whatever nonsense they do about
the drinks."

Rai ni e | oaded the drinks onto the tray and headed back to what
she was now t hinking of as the Boys' Table. Whatever it was that
Dougl as Spaul ding and his friends had turned into, it was suddenly a
lot nore interesting to her, now that she knew that at |east sone groups
in the town disapproved of it. Evolution and paganisn? It sounded
like it was right up her alley.

She started to |oad off the gl asses at each place, but Tom

beckoned her frantically. "No, no, all here in front of nel" Wth one
arm he swept away the salt and pepper shakers, the napkin dispenser,
the sugar canister, and the red plastic ketchup bottle. "Right here, Mss

lda, if you don't mnd."

She | eaned over Tom s | eft shoul der and set down the whole tray
without spilling a drop fromany of the glasses. Before she stood up,
she gl anced at Dougl as, who was right across from Tom and caught
hi m | ooki ng down the neck of her dress. Alnost imediately he | ooked
away; she didn't know whet her he knew she saw hi m | ooking or not.

My boobs may have sagged a little, Mnnie, but | still got enough
architecture to make the tourists take a second gl ance.

There were other custoners, but while she was dropping off their
orders she kept an eye on the Boys' Table. Tom had been creati ve,
after all -- he had packets of Kool-Aid in his suitcoat pocket, and he
made quite a ritual of opening themand putting a little of every flavor
in each glass. They foamed a | ot when he stirred them and they al
ended up a sickly browni sh col or

She heard the mechanic say, "Wiy didn't you just puke in the
gl asses to start with and avoid the m ddl eman?"

"Drink, my beloved newts and enus, drink!" cried Tom
They passed out the glasses and prepared to drink

"A toast!" cried Douglas, and he rose to his feet. Everybody in
the cafe was watching, of course -- how often does sonebody propose
a toast at noon in a smalltown cafe? -- but Rainie kept right on
wor ki ng, |l aying down plates in front of people.

"To the human species!" said Douglas. "And to all the people in
it, a toast!"

"Hear hear!"

"And to all the people who only wish they were init, | promse
that when | am suprenme god, you will all be human at last!"
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"In a pig's eye!" shouted the nechanic joyously.
"I''"ll drink to that!" cried Tom and with that they all drank

The nechanic did a spit take, putting a thin brown Kool -Aid and
Seven-Up fog into the air. Tom nmust have had some inner need to top
that; as he finished noisily chug-a-lugging his drink, Rainie could see
that he intended to throw the glass to the floor

Apparently Mnnie saw the sanme glint in his eye. Before he could
hardly move his arm she screeched at him "Not on your life, Tom
Reut her!™"

"I paid for it last tine," said Tom

"You didn't pay for all the lunch custoners who never cane back
Now you boys sit down and be quiet and | et fol ks have their lunch in

peace!"

"WAit a minute!" cried Douglas. "W haven't had the song yet."

"Al'l right, do the song and then shut up,"” said Mnnie. She turned
back to the chili and resunmed dipping it out into the bows, muttering
all the while, "... drive away ny custoners, spitting all over, breaking

gl asses on the floor
"Whose turn to start?" sonebody asked.
The nechanic rose to his feet. "I choose the tune."

"Not opera again!"

"Better than opera,"” said the nechanic. "I choose that pinnacle of
i ndi genous American mnusical acconplishnment, the | ove theme from
Gscar Meyer."

The boys all whooped and | aughed. The man next to himrose to
his feet and sang what nust have been the first words that canme into
his mind, to the tune of the Oscar Meyer weiner jingle from-- what,
twenty years ago? Rainie had to laugh ironically inside herself. After
all ny songs, and all the songs of all the nusicians who've suffered and
sweat ed and taken serious drugs for their art, what sticks in the nenory
of my generation is a song about a kid who wi shes he could be a hot
dog so he'd have friends.

"I wish |l had a friend in ny nostril."

The next nman got up and without hesitation sang the next line.
"In fact | know that's where he'd want to be."

And the next guy: "Cause if | had a friend in ny nostril."
"Cheat, cheat, too close to the first line!" cried Tom
"Bad rhynme -- same word!" said the nechanic.

"Wl |l what else am | supposed to do?" said the guy who sang the
line. "There's no rhyne for nostril in the English |anguage."”

"Or any other," said Dougl as.

"Li ke you're an expert on Tadzhi ki dialects or sonething," said
Tom
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"Wastrel!" shouted the nechanic.
"That doesn't rhyne," said Dougl as.

"Leave it with nostril," said Tom "W'IlI|l sinply heap scorn upon
poor Raynond until he rues the day."

"You are so gracious," said Raynond.

"Dougie's turn,"” said the nmechanic.
"I forgot where we were," said Douglas, rising to his feet.

The nechanic imredi ately junped up and sang the three lines
they had so far:

I wish | had a friend in ny nostril,
I know that's where he'd really want to be,
Cause if | had a friend in ny nostri

Rai ni e happened to be passing near the Boys' Table at that
monent, and she blurted out the song lyric that popped into her m nd
bef ore Dougl as coul d even open his nouth:

He coul d eat the boogers | don't see!

I medi ately the men at the table |l eaped to their feet and gave
her a standing ovation, all except Tom who fell off his chair and rolled
on the floor. The only people who didn't seemto enjoy her lyric were
M nni e, who was glaring at her, and Dougl as, who stared straight
ahead for a nonent and then sat down -- |aughing along with the
others, but only as much as conviviality required.

I"'msorry | stole your thunder, Rainie said silently. Wenever

think of the perfect clincher at the end of a verse, | always blurt it out
like that, I'msorry.

She went back to the counter and got the chili, which Mnnie had
already laid out on a tray. "Are you trying to nake ny custoners get
i ndigestion right here in the diner?" Mnnie hissed. "Boogers! Eating

them M land!"
"I"'msorry," said Rainie. "It just cane out."

"You got a barnyard nouth, Ida, and it's nothing to be proud of,"
said Mnnie. She turned away, | ooking huffy.

When Rainie got back to the table with the chili, the men were
tal ki ng about her. "She got the last line, and it was a beaut, and so
she's first," said Tom "That's the |aw"

"It may be the law," said Douglas, "but Ida Johnson isn't going to
want to feed the baby."

"Maybe | do and maybe | don't," said Rainie.
Dougl as cl osed his eyes.

"Dougi e's just sore because he could never think of aline to top
lda's," said Raynond.
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"Retarded parrots could think of better |ines than yours,

Raynond, " said the mechanic.

"Ret arded parrot enbryos," said another nan

"What baby do you feed, and what do you feed it?" asked Rainie.
"It's a gane," said Tom "W kind of nade it up. Dougie and I."
"Al'l of us," said Dougl as.

"Dougie and nme first, and then everybody together. |It's called
"Feed the Baby of Love Many Beans or Perish in the Flanes of Hell.""

"Greg had the idea in the first place," said Douglas

"Yeah, well, Geg noved to California and so we spit upon his
menory, " said Tom

At once everybody made a show of spitting -- all to their left, al
at once. But instead of actually spitting, they all said, in perfect unison,
"Ptui."

"Conme on, lda," said Tom "It's at Douglas's house. The gane's
all about karma and reincarnation and trying to progress from
prinordial slime to newt to emu to human until finally you get to be
suprene god."

"Or not," said the mechanic.

"I'n which case your karnmm deci des your eternal fate."
"I'n Heaven with the Baby of Love!"

"Or in Hell with the Baby of Sorrows!”

"I don't think so," said Rainie. She was noticing how Dougl as
didn't seemtoo eager to have her come. "I nean, if Douglas's wife
| eaves town whenever you play, then it nust be one of those mal e-
bondi ng things and |'ve never been good at mal e bonding."

"Ch, great," said Tom "now she thinks we're gay."
"Not at all," said Rainie. "If | thought you were gay |'d be there
with bells on. The refreshnents are always great at gay parties. It's

you pi ck-up basketbal | -game types who think beer and |inp pretzels are
a righteous spread.”

Raynond rose to his feet. "Behold our nuncheon feast, your
maj esty,"” he said. "Do we |look |like the beer and pretzels type?"

"No, you actually look Iike the boys who al ways nmade disgusting
messes out of the table scraps on their school -lunch trays."

"That's it!" cried Tom "She understands us! And she put a
brilliant last line on the song. Tonight at seven, Idie Baby, |I'Il pick you

up. "

From the | ook on Douglas's face, Rainie knew that she shoul d say
no. But she could feel the |oneliness of these past few weeks in this
town -- and, truth to tell, of the nonths, the years, before -- like a
sharp pain within her. Being on the fringes of this group of glad friends
made her feel like ... what? Like her best days living on the street.
That's what it was. She had found the street after all. Gown up a
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little, nmost of themwearing suits, but here in this godforsaken town she
had found sone people who had the street in their souls, and she
couldn't bear to say no. Not unless Douglas nade her say it.

And he didn't make her say it. On the contrary. She |ooked him
in the eye and he half smiled and gave her a little shrug. Suit yourself,
that's what he was saying. So she did.

"CK, so l'll be there," she said.

"But you should be aware," said Tom "we probably aren't as fun
as your gay friends' parties.”

"Naw, " she said, "they stopped being fun in the eighties, when
they started spending all their tinme tal king about who had AIDS and
who didn't."

"What a downer," said Raynond.

"Bad karma!" said the nechanic.

"No problem" said Tom "That just means she'll end up in Hell a
lot."

"Do | need to bring anything?" asked Rainie.

"Junk food," said Tom "Nothing healthy."

"That's Tom s rule," said Douglas. "You can bring anything you
want. |'Il be putting out a vegetable dip."

"Yeah, right," said Raynond. "M . Health."
"M. Quiche," said another nan.
"Tell her what we dip in your vegetable dip, Dougie."

"Frankfurters show up a lot," said Douglas. "And Tootsie Rolls.
Once Tommy stuck his nose into the dip, and then the Health
Departnment cane and cl osed us down."

"Ida!" Mnnie's voice was sharp
"I'"mabout to get fired," said Rainie.

"Mnnie can't fire you," said Tom "Nothing bad can ever happen
to Those Who Feed the Baby!"

But the expression on Mnnie's face spoke el oquently about the
bad things that could happen to her waitress |Ida Johnson. As soon as
Rai ni e got behind the counter with her, she whispered in Mnnie's ear,

"I can't help it that it's at Douglas's house. Count the chaperones and
give ne credit for alittle judgnent."

M nnie sniffed, but she stopped | ooking |like she was about to put
a skewer through Rainie's heart.

The Boys' Table lasted a whol e hour, and then Dougl as | ooked at
his watch and said, "Ding."

"The one-o0'clock bell," cried Tom

Raynmond whi stl ed between his teeth.
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"The one-o0'cl ock whistle!"

And in only a few noments they had their coats on and hustl ed
on out the door. They might act |ike boys for an hour at noon, but

they were still grown-ups. They still had to get back to work, and right
on time, too. Rainie couldn't decide if that was sad or wonderful
Maybe bot h.

By the tine Rainie's shift was over, Mnnie was her cheerful self
again. \Wether that nmeant that Mnnie trusted her or she had sinply
forgotten that Rainie was going to feed the baby with the boys tonight,
Rainie was glad not to have to argue with her. She didn't want
anything to take away the strange jittery happi ness that had been
growi ng inside her all afternoon. She had no idea what the gane was
about, but she knew she liked these nen, and she was beginning to
suspect that maybe this gane, naybe these boys were the reason she
had st opped her wandering at this cafe in Harnony, Illinois. |If there'd
been a place in town that sold any clothes worth buying, Rainie would
have bought a new outfit. As it was, she spent a ridicul ous anpbunt of

time fretting over what to wear. It had to be that the sheer foolish
imaturity of these boys had infected her. She was like a virgin girl
getting ready for her first date. She |laughed at herself -- and then

took off all her clothes and started over again.

She spent so much tine choosing what to wear that she put off

buying any refreshnents until it was alnpst too late. As it was, all she
had tinme to do was rush to the corner grocery and buy the first thing
that she saw that |ooked suitable -- a giant bag of peanut MMs.

"l hear you're going to feed the baby," said the zit-faced fat thirty-
year-ol d checkout girl, who'd never given her the tine of day before.

"How do these stories get started?" said Rainie. "l don't even
have a baby."

She got back to her apartnent just as Tompulled up in a brand-
new but thoroughly nud-spattered pickup truck. "Hop in before you |et
all the heat out!" he shouted. He was rolling before she had the door
shut .

Dougl as Spaul di ng' s house was just what she expected, right
down to the white picket fence and the veranda w apped around the
white clapboard walls. Sinple, clean lines, the walls and trimfreshly
pai nted, with dark blue shutters at the wi ndows and |ights shining
bet ween the pul |l ed-back curtains. A house that said Good plain fol ks
live here, and the doors aren't |ocked, and if you' re hungry we've got a
bite to eat, and if you're lonely we've got a few m nutes to chat,
anytime you feel like dropping by. It was an island of light in the dark
ni ght. Wen she opened the door of Tom s pickup truck, she could
hear | aughter fromthe parlor, and as she picked her way through the
paths in the snowto get to the front porch, she could | ook up and see
peopl e novi ng around inside the house, eating and drinking and
talking, all so at ease with each other that it woke the sweetest flavors
in her nmenory and made her hungry to get inside.

They were laying the gane out on the dining roomtable -- a
| arge honenmade board, neadow green with tiny flowers and a path of
white squares drawn around the outside of it. Mst squares had either
a red heart or a black teardrop, with a nunber. |In the mddle of the
board was a dark area shaped like a giant kidney bean with bl ack
dotted lines radiating out fromit toward the squares. And in the
m ddl e of the "bean" were a half-dozen little pigs that Rainie recognized
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as being fromthe old Pig-Qut gane, plus a |arger pig fromsone child's
set of plastic barnyard ani mal s.

"That's the pigpen," said the nechanic, who was counting beans
into piles of ten. Only he wasn't dressed |like a nmechanic anynore --
he was wearing a white shirt and white pants with fire-engi ne-red
suspenders. He was al so wearing a visor, like the brimof a basebal
cap. Rainie remenbered seeing people wear visors like that on TV. In
old westerns or something. Wwo wore then? Bank tellers? Bookies?
She couldn't renenber.

"What's your name?" asked Rainie. "Il've been thinking of you as
the guy in overalls cause | never caught your name."

"I'f 1'd a knowed you was a-thinkin' of me, Mss Ida, |'d a wore ny
overalls again tonight, just to please you." He grinned at her
"Three ldas in the same sentence,"” said Rainie. "Not bad.”

"It's a good thing she didn't think of you as "that butt-ugly guy,'"
said Tom "You're a |lot better |ooking when you keep that particul ar
feature covered up."

"Look what M ss lIda brung us," said the nechanic. "Ms."

Imediately all the men in the vicinity of the table hunmed in
uni son. "Mmmm  Mmmm "

"Not just Ms, but peanut Ms."
Again, only twice as loud: "MMWWMW  MVUWMWM "

Either M&VMs were part of the ritual, or they were nmaking fun of
her. Suddenly Rainie felt unsure of herself. She held up the bag.
"I'sn't this OK?"

"Sure," said Douglas. "And | get the brown ones.” He had a
| arge bow in his hand; he took the back of M&Ws from her, pulled it
open, and poured it into the bow .

"Dougi e has a thing for brown M&\s," said the mechanic.

"l eat themas a public service," said Douglas. "They're the ugly
ones, so when | eat themall the bow is full of nothing but bright colors
for everyone else.”

"He eats the brown ones because they nmake up forty percent of
t he package,"” said Tom

"Tom spends nost of his weekends openi ng bags of M&\Vs and
counting them just to get the percentages," said an old man that hadn't
been at the cafe.

"H, Dad," said Douglas. He turned and offered the old man the

bow of M.

The old man took a green one and popped it in his nouth. Then
he stuck out his right hand to Rainie. "Hi," he said. "I'm Dougl as
Spaul ding. Since he and his son are al so Dougl as Spaul di ng,
everybody calls me Gandpa. |'mold but | still have all ny own teeth."

"Yeah, in an old baby-food jar on his dresser," said Tom

"In fact, he has several of my teeth, too," said the nechanic.
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Rai ni e shook Grandpa's hand. "Pleased to neet you. I'm..."
Rai ni e paused. For one crazy noment she had been about to say, |'m
Rai nie Pinyon. "I'mlda Johnson."

"You sure about that?" asked Grandpa. He didn't let go of her
hand.

"Yes, | am" she said. Rather sharply.

Grandpa raised his eyebrows and rel eased her hand. "Wl come
to the madhouse.”

Suddenly there was a thunderouspoundi ng on the stairs and
Rose and Dougi e burst into the room "Release the pigs!" they both
shouted. "Pig attack! Pig attack!"

Dougl as just stood there laughing as his kids ran around the table,
grunting and snorting |ike hogs as they reached into every bow for
chips and M&Vs and anything el se that | ooked vaguely edible, stuffing

it all into their mouths. The nmen all |aughed as the kids ran back out of
the room Except G andpa, who never cracked a snmle. "Wat is the
younger generation com ng to?" he murnured. Then he w nked at

Rai ni e.

"Where should | sit?" she asked.

"Anypl ace, " said Tom

She took the chair at the corner. It seened the best place -- the
spot where she'd have to sit back away fromthe table because the
table leg was in the way. It felt just alittle safer to her, to be able to sit

alittle bit outside of the circle of the players.
The nmechani ¢ | eaned over to her and said, "Cecil."
"What ?" Rai ni e asked.

"My nane," he said. "Don't tell anybody else."

Tom who was sitting next to her, said in a |oud whisper. "W
all pretend that we think his name is "Buck.' |t nmakes himfeel nore
manly."

"What do | call you?" asked Rainie. "If |I'm supposed to keep

Cecil a secret."
"Now you' ve gone and told," said Cecil.
"Call himBuck," said Tom

"Does anybody else really call himthat?" asked Rainie.

"I will if you will," said Tom

"Time for a review of the rules!" said Douglas, as he took the | ast
pl ace at the table, which happened to be in the mddle of the table on
the side across from Rainie, so she'd be |ooking at himthroughout the
gare.

"I hate to nmake you have to spend tine going over everything for
sai d Rainie.

me,

"They repeat the rules every tinme anyway," said G andpa.
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"Cause Grandpa's getting senile and forgets themevery time,"
said Tom

"They repeat them because they're so proud of having thought
them up thensel ves," said G andpa.

The gane was pretty conplicated. They used plastic children's
toys -- little robots or dinosaurs -- as their playing pieces. The idea of
the gane was to roll three dice and get around the board. Each tine
they passed Start they were reborn as the next higher life-form from
slime to newt to emu to human; the wi nner was the first human to
reach Start and therefore becone suprene god

"Then the supreme god turns over his karma cards. |If he's got
more good than bad karma, then whoever has the npbst good karnma
comes in second. But if the supreme god has nore bad karma than
good, then whoever has the nost bad karma comes in second,” said
Dougl as.

"So bad karma can be good?" asked Rainie.

"Never," said Tom "What kind of person are you? No, if the
suprene god turns out to have bad karma, it's a terrible disaster for the
known universe. W all sing a very sad song and cry on the way
hone. "

"The last tinme bad karma triunphed, Meryl Streep and Roseanne
Barr rel eased that nmovie She-Devil," said Dougl as.

"So you see, the consequences can be dire," said Tom

"She didn't even get to do an accent," said Cecil, his tone
mour nful and hushed.

"And ... and Ed Begley Junior had to play Roseanne Barr's
husband, " sai d Raynond.

"Only John Goodman is man enough to do that and live," said
Ceci | .

"So you see," said Tom "our gane isn't just a gane. It has
consequences in the real world."

Dougl as continued with the rules. Every time you |anded on a
teardrop or a heart, you had a chance to pray to either the Baby of

Sorrows or the Baby of Love, depending. In order to pray, you had to
make an offering of as many beans as the number shown on the
square. "So beans are |like money," said Rainie.

"Ugly noney," said Raynond.
"Nasty noney," said Tom
"Filthy lucre," said G andpa.

"W hate beans,"” said Cecil. "Nobody wants beans. Only greedy,
nasty, selfish people try to get a |lot of beans.”

"Of course, you have no chance of wi nning unless you have a | ot
of beans," said Douglas. "But if it ever looks like you are too interested
in getting beans, then we hold a bean council and punish you."

"l never did |like beans,"” said Rainie.
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"Good thing," said Cecil. "But watch out, because Tomis a
m serabl e bean thief and he'll steal your beans when you're not
| ooki ng. "

"If | actually cared for beans," said Tom "I'd be an excellent bean
thief."

"If your prayer is granted," Douglas said, going on with the rules,
"then you get a power card. There are evil powers and good powers,
dependi ng on whi ch baby you pray to. Wen you use an evil power
you get a bad karma card, and when you use a good power you get a
good karma card. Good power cards are al ways played on other
peopl e -- they never benefit the person who plays them Evil power
cards are always vicious and selfish and vindictive."

"That's not in the rules," said Cecil.

"But it's the truth," said Douglas. "Good people never use evi
power cards."

"Dougi e's just sore because of the tinme we ganged up on himand
killed himevery tine he stuck his nose out of Hell," explained Tom

"l tried to reason with them"
"He whined all night. It only goaded us to new depths of cruelty."
"They had no pity."

"W were nature red in tooth and claw," said Tom "You were
unfit to survive."

They went on with the rules but at the end Rainie could hardly
renenber half of them "You just tell nme what to do and I'l|l get the
hang of it."

She started the game with five power cards. Al of themwere
hand-written, the good powers in red ink, the evil powers in black. She
had three evil cards and two good ones. One of the good ones said:

"BUTT- | NSKI "
Al ows you to
cause 2 other

pl ayers to swap

al |l power cards.

Two of the evil power cards said:

"UP THE PI GGACE"

ADD 2 PIGS TO THE PEN.

and

"YOUR KARMA | S
MY KARMA"
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all ows you to swap
karma cards with
anot her pl ayer

The last two cards, one good, one evil, nade Rainie |augh out
I oud. The evil one said:
RELEASE
THE

Pl GS!'!

The good one, on the other hand, said:

RELEASE
THE
Pl GS! !
For the good of the

whol e.

"What ' s funny?" asked Tom

"I's there any difference between rel easing the pigs on sonebody
froma good power card as opposed to an evil power card?" she asked.

"Al'l the difference in the world!" cried Raynond.

"When you rel ease the pigs for the good of the whole," said Cecil
"it's a noble act, a kind and generous sacrifice for the benefit of the
entire conmunity, w thout a single thought of personal benefit."

"Whereas," said Tom "releasing the pigs froman evil power card
is the act of a soulless, cruel, despicable human being."

"But | mean, is the actual pig attack any different?"
"Not a whit," said Dougl as.

"Absolutely identical," said Tom

"I"'mbetting that Ida has her a couple of Rel ease-the-Pigs cards,"
sai d Raynond.

"How many beans are you betting?" asked Tom

"Fi ve beans says she does."

"Ch, yeah?" said Tom "WlI|, ten beans says she does."
"That's what | said," said Raynond.

"No, you said five beans," said Tom
"Roll the dice, Ida," said Gandpa, "or we'll never get started."

"The fate of the world hangs in the balance," said the quiet guy at
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the other end of the table -- Rainie couldn't renenber his name. He
| ooked very sad, even when he | aughed.

"Because you are first," said Douglas, "and because you have
never played before, you may use the | obster dice to begin.”

The | obster dice were just |like the other dice -- there were about
a dozen scattered around the table -- except that they had a red
| obster printed on the face that should have had the one-spot.

"The | obster dice have special significance," said Douglas. "And if
you should be so fortunate as to have a lobster turn up on your roll, it
changes your nove. For instance, if you roll the three dice and get two
fives and a | obster, the total isn't eleven, it's ten-lobster."

"How many do | move for the | obster?"
"One," said Dougl as.
"Per |obster," added Tom

"So that's el even," said Rainie.

Dougl as and Tom both nmade a show of |ooking stricken. "An
unbel i ever," said Douglas. "I never would have thought it of you."

Tom addressed the others. "If she can't tell the difference
bet ween el even and ten-|lobster, then what if she rolls, |ike, four-|obster-

| obst er ?"
They all shook their head and nade nournful noises.

"I worry about you, lda," said Douglas. "You seemto have an
unhealthy grip on reality."

"Nay," said Cecil, "reality hath an unhealthy grip on her."
"Maybe 1'mnot worthy to use the | obster dice," said Rainie.
"Ah," said Douglas. "That's all right then."

"What is?"

"As long as you think you m ght be unworthy, then you are
wort hy. "

"Thi nking |I'munworthy nmakes nme worthy?"

"Here are the sacred | obster dice," said Douglas. "You found the
perfect last line for the song. You served us our beans and brought us
our drinks. No one is worthier than you."

He spoke with such sinplicity and sincerity that, even though she
knew he was j oking, she couldn't help but be touched. "I'm honored,"
she said, and neant it. She took the dice and rolled

Two of the dice showed | obsters. The other die showed an ace.
Sone of the nen gasped.

"One-| obster-lobster," nurnured Cecil.
"The first roll of the gane."

"Surely good karma will triunph tonight."
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"Tell me," said Cecil, "are you perchance a visitor from anot her
realm tenporarily dwelling among us nortals in disguise?"

"No," she said, |aughing.

"Have you not been sent by the Baby of Love," Cecil insisted, "to
bring the blessing of healing to a world of woe?"

Rai ni e reached out her hand toward Cecil. "Flesh and bl ood,
see?"

He touched her hand, cradled it gently in his, as if it were a
porcelain rose. "Ah," he said, "she is real. | knowit, for | have touched
her . "

"She's not a real person," said Gandpa. "She's a ghost. Can't
you tell? W're being haunted here tonight. I|da Johnson is just a
figment of her own imagination."

The ot hers chuckl ed, and Rainie | aughed. But as she took her
hand back from Cecil, she felt strangely shy. And when she | ooked at
Grandpa, she found himgazing at her very steadily.

"I"'mnot a ghost," she said softly.

"Yes she is," said G andpa to the others. "She can fool you boys,
but not these old eyes. | know the difference."

"One-| obster-1lobster," said Douglas. "Let's get this gane noving!"

The gane got noving. It took only a few mnutes for Rainie to
get into the spirit of it. The ganme was about |ife and death, but what
happened with the dice was alnobst trivial conpared to what they al
did to each other with the power cards. The gane had hardly begun
when the blond guy at the other end of the table -- Jack? -- played a
card on her that said,

"THE GRASS | S ALWAYS GREENER .. ."
Al'l ows you to swap power
cards with another player.

and in one nonment she found herself with a handful of conpletely
different cards. It wasn't Jack's turn, or hers -- he just felt like playing
it.

In a nonent, though, she saw why. Douglas had | anded on a
square whose pigpath -- the line connecting it to the pigpen -- had
only three dots on it. Jack played one of her former Rel ease-the-Pigs
cards, and they all whooped and hollered and |lined up the baby pigs at
the head of the pigpath, with Monma Pig last in |ine.

"This is pointless," said Douglas. "I'mstill prinordial ooze. | can't
regress any farther than that."

"I want you in hell," said Jack.

"But I won't go to hell. | don't have any karma at all yet."

"You personally released the pigs on nme twice last tine. Tonight
you' re never going to be reincarnated."
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"Grudge-hol ding is beneath you, Jack."
Jack burst into a country-nusic song.

If I can't hold ne a wonan,

Then a grudge will have to do.
The wonman |'d hol d agai nst nyself,
But the grudge I'lIl hold against you.

Rai ni e had never heard the song before, so she figured he had
made it up. The tune was actually pretty good.

The pigs were about to start chargi ng down the pigpath when
Jack played her forner card adding two pigs to the pen. Now there
were even nore pigs on the path, and since they | eapfrogged instead of
taking turns, the pigs were bound to reach Douglas. Each pig that got
to himwould cost himtwo |ife-pennies, except for Monma, who woul d
cost himfour. Since everybody started with only ten |ife-pennies, he
was doomned.

"I need the | obster dice," said Dougl as.
"You need an angel from heaven," said Jack

Tom handed Jack the two bad-karma cards he got for playing evi
power cards.

"Oh, these are bad," sad Jack
"Only what you deserve," said Dougl as.

"Well, before we sic the pigs on you, Dougie, let's try this."
Wher eupon Jack | aid down another of Rainie's old cards, the one that
all owed himto swap karma with Douglas. Since Douglas had none
and Jack had two bad karma cards, it nmeant that when Dougl as died
his karm ¢ bal ance woul d be negative and he'd go to hell

"You are one seriously evil dude tonight, Jack," said Raynmond. "I
like your style. Let's see what happens with this one." He laid down
an evil power card that said,

" ANGRY O NKERS"
doubl es t he danmage of

all pigs on a given pig

att ack

"Hey, how dead can | get?" asked Dougl as.

"W won't find out on this turn," said Grandpa. He laid down a
good power card that said,

"FAIR IS FAIR'
Causes the person
who rel eased the
pigs to take the
damage from a
pig attack (only
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when pigs are
rel eased on
sonmeone el se)

"Son of a gun!" shouted Jack. "You can't do this to ne!"

"Can so."

"I"'mnot even on a pigpath!" It was true. Jack's playing piece --
the plastic triceratops -- was on a square with no path connecting it to
t he pi gpen.

"Doesn't nmatter," said Tom "You're taking the damage fromthe
attack on Douglas, so the pigs will still follow his pigpath.”

"And since you just played that evil power on Douglas switching
your karma, you get a new evil power card of your very own," said
G andpa. "So if you die, you'll go to hell."

The pigs started down the path. As each baby pig advanced to a
new dot on the path, Jack got to roll one die. |If he got a one or a two,
the pig was "popped" and returned to the pen. He wasn't |ucky -- he
only popped two pigs, so five reached himand he was dead before
Momrma coul d even start her run down the path.

Just before the last pig reached him though, he played the other
Rel ease-the-Pigs card that he had got from Rainie, and since this one

was "for the good of the whole" he got a good karma card for it. "Ha!"
he said. "It's a ten and ny bad karma card was only a four. ['Il go to
heaven, and Douglas still has to face the pigs!"

So once again the pigs were lined up and started down the path.
Rai ni e | ooked again at the cards she had gotten from Jack. One of
t hem sai d,

"PERHAPS | CAN HELP"
Al ows you to hea
anot her pl ayer of
al | damage.

(WIl not work after
they have been
killed).

She waited until Douglas was down to his last two |ife-pennies, and
pl ayed the card.

"You are ny hero," he said.
"You're just too young to die," said Rainie.

"There's still sone nore pigs," Jack pointed out.
"Not enough to kill me," said Dougl as.

"But," said Tom "what if Momma rides again!" He slapped down
an evil power card that said,

"MOMMVA RI DES AGAI N'
causes the nmomma pig to cone
down the path tw ce

"This has gone too far!" cried Cecil. "I say Monma is drunk as a
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skunk." He laid down a good power called "SOUSED SOWN that was
supposed to keep Momma hone.

"l hate do-gooders," said Raynond. He laid down an evil power
card that said,

"1 HATE

DO GOODERS"
Al'lows you to
cancel a Good
power before it
takes effect.

"So Momma rides twice," said Tom "That'll be eight |ife-pennies
if she nakes it both tinmes, and that plus the two babies and you coul d
di e, Douglas."

"Good to know," said Douglas. "Is this how you talk to your
patients?"

"I''"'m a dernmatol ogi st, '
put bags over their heads."

said Tom "M patients don't die, they just

"Let's make sure of this," said Raynond, |aying down anot her

card.

"PI GS CAN FLY"
pi gs nmove 2 squares
each step instead of 1.

"I'"'mdead," said Douglas. And it was true. The pigs cane down
the path, Monmma twice, and all his |ife-pennies were gone.

"Dead and in hell," said Jack cheerfully.

"Boy am | nice," said Grandpa, |aying down a card

"Not "Boy Am | N ce'!" wailed Jack

But it was the Boy-Am|-N ce card. G andpa took on hinself all
of the bad karnma Dougl as had gotten from Jack, |eaving Douglas wth
no karma at all. "And that counts as good karma," said Dougl as, "and
so | go to heaven."

"No, no, no," npaned Jack

"I"'min heaven while you're in hell, Jack," said Douglas. "Wich
is the natural order of the universe."

"Do people get to stay in heaven if they gloat?" asked Rainie.

"Absolutely. It's about the only fun thing that people in heaven
are allowed to do," said G andpa

"And you should know, Grandpa," said Jack

"Al'l nmy old friends have gone to heaven," said Gandpa, "and not
one of themis having any fun at all."

"They talk to you?" asked Rai nie.
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"No. They send nme postcards that say "Having a wonderful tine.
Wsh you were here.' They're all gloating."

The gane went on, the power cards flying thick and fast, with
everybody praying like crazy to get nmore power cards. Wen soneone
didn't have enough beans to pray, somebody would invariably |end
hima few And Rainie noticed that there actually was a remarkabl e

anount of bean-stealing when people weren't |ooking. 1In the

meanti me, Dougl as had eaten every single brown peanut MM in the

bowl. "It really does | ook nore festive when you do that," said Rainie.
"Do what ?"
"Take the brown ones out. It |ooks so nuch brighter."

"Sometimes he | eaves only the red and green ones," said

Raynmond. "At Christmastime, especially."”

Dougl as got out of heaven after three turns there, and before |ong
he had caught up with the others -- or rather, the others had been
sent back or killed or whatever so often that he was about even with
them Jack, however, was never even able to get past the sline stage

and up to the level of newt. "The gane knows," said Douglas. "Sline
thou art, and sline thou shalt remain."
"Makes me want to go wash," said Jack.
"That's a question," said Douglas. "If slinme washed, what would it

wash off? | nean, what seens dirty to sline?"

The gane ebbed and fl owed, people ganging up on each other
and then, at odd nonents, pitching in and hel pi ng sonmebody out with
a good power card. Rainie began to realize that crazy as it was, this
gane really was like life. Even though people could only do to each
ot her whatever was permtted by the power cards they randomy drew,
it took on the rhythns of Iife. Things would be going great, and then
sonet hi ng bad woul d happen and everything woul d | ook hopel ess, and
then you'd cone back fromthe dead and the dice would be with you
again and you'd be OK. They didn't take it easy on Rainie, and she
pl ayed with the same gusto as everyone el se, but the dice were with
her, so that she seened to nmake up her | osses quite easily, and seened
to have exactly the power card she needed tinme after tine.

Then Rai nie prayed successfully to the Baby of Sorrow and the
evil card she drew was an event, not a power.

"TAKE A BREAK"

everyone rel ax, eat sone
food (at host's expense)
call your spouses or
whatever. After all,
what's life for?

"About tine!" said Tom "I'm hungry."

"You' ve had your hands in the potato chips all night," said Dougl as.
"That just neans ny hands are greasy."
"Nobody can eat just one," added Raynond.

They were already up fromthe table and noving toward the
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kitchen. "Should | draw anot her power card to replace this?" asked
Rai ni e.

"Naw, " said Jack. "Wen the card says take a break, we take a
break. You can finish your turn when we get back."

In the kitchen, Douglas was nuking sone | asagna.

"It doesn't have that revolting cottage cheese this time, does it?"
Raynmond was aski ng when Rai nie cane in.

"It's ricotta cheese," said Dougl as.

"Ch, excuse nme, ricotta cheese."

"And | made the second pan without it, just for you."
"Ch, | have to wait for the second pan, eh?"

"Wait for it or wear it," said Dougl as.

Rai nie pitched in and hel ped, but she noticed that none of them
seenmed to expect her to do the dishes. They cleaned up after
t hensel ves right along, so that the kitchen never got disgusting. They
weren't really little boys after all.

The | asagna was pretty good, though of course the m crowave
heated it unevenly so that half of it was burning hot and the other half
was cold. She carried her plate into the famly room where npost of
them were eating.

"They' Il call them “the oughts,'" G andpa was sayi ng
"They' |l call what “the oughts?' " asked Rainie.

"The first ten years of the next century. You know, ~ought-one,’
“ought-two.' Wien | was a kid people still remenbered the oughts, and
peopl e al ways tal ked about themthat way. “~Back in ought-five.' Like
that."

"Yeah, but back then they still used the word ought for zero, too,"
sai d Douglas. "Nobody'd even know what it nmeant today."

"Peopl e won't use ought even if they ought to," said Tom
Several of the nen near himdipped a finger into whatever they were
drinking and flicked a little of the liquid onto Tom who bowed his
head graci ously.

"What about zero?" said Raynond. "Just call the first two decades
“the zeroes' and "the teens.'"

"People aren't going to say " zero-five,'" said Douglas. "Besides,
zero has such a negative connotation. “Last year was a real zero.'"

"Aren't there any other words for zero?" asked Rainie.
"I've got it!" said Tom "The zips! Z p-one, zip-two, zip-three."
"That's it!" cried Raynond.

Douglas tried it out. " Back in zip-nine, when Junior got his
Ph.D.' That works pretty well. It has style."

"*1 know what's happening, you young whi ppersnapper,'" said
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Cecil, putting on an old man's voice. "'| renmenber the nineties!
didn't growup in the zips, like you.""

"This is great!" said Tom "Let's wite to our Congressnman and
get it made into a law. The next decade will be called "the zips!'"
"Don't make it a law, or they'll find a way to tax it," said

Raynond.

"Fine with ne," said Tom "if | get a percentage for having
t hought of it."

Rai ni e noti ced when G andpa got up, set his plate down, and
stepped outside. Probably going for a snoke, thought Rainie. And
now t hat she thought of snoking, she wanted to. And now that she
wanted to, she found herself getting up without a second thought. It
was col d outside, she knew, and her coat wasn't that warm but she
needed to get out there.

And not just for the cigarette. |In fact, when she got outside and
| ooked into her purse, she realized that she didn't have any cigarettes.
When had she stopped carrying then? How |long had she not even
noticed that she didn't have any?

"Nasty habit," said G andpa.
She turned. He was sitting on the porch swing. Not snoking.

"l thought you cane out here to snoke," said Rainie.

"Naw," he said. "I just got to thinking about the people | knew
who remenbered the oughts, and | Iiked thinking about them and so
came out here so | could hold the thought without getting distracted."

"Well, | didn't mean to disturb you."

"No problem" said Gandpa. "I'mold enough that ny thoughts
aren't very conplicated anynore. | get hold of one, it just goes around
and around until it bunps into a dead brain cell and then |I just stand

there and wonder what | was thinking about."

"You're not so old," said Rainie. "You hold your own with those
young nen in there."

"I amso old. And they aren't all that young anynore, either."

He was right. This was definitely a party of m ddl e-aged nen.
Rai ni e t hought back to the beginning of her career and renenbered
that in those days, people in their forties seened so powerful. They
were the Establishnent, the ones to be rebelled against. But now that
she was in her forties herself she understood that if anything mddle-
aged people were | ess powerful than the young. They had | ess chance
of changing anything. They seened to fit into the world, not because
they had made the world the way it was or because they even
particularly liked it, but because they had to fit in so they could keep
their jobs and feed their famlies. That's what | never understood when
I was young, thought Rainie. | knewit with nmy head, but not with ny
heart -- that pressure of feeding a famly.

O maybe | did knowit, and hated what it did to people. To ny
parents. Maybe that's why ny narriages didn't last and | never had
any babies. Because | never wanted to be forty.
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Surprise. |'mpast forty anyway, and |onely to boot.

"I'"ve got a question | want you to answer,'
"Straight, no jokes."

she said to G andpa.

"l knew you'd get around to asking."

"Ch, really?" she said. "Since you're so know edgeable, do you
happen to know what the question is?"

"Maybe." Grandpa got up and wal ked near her and | eaned
agai nst the porch railing, whistling. The breath came out of his nouth
in a continuous little puff of vapor.

He | ooked unbearably snug, and Rainie |onged to take hi m down
just a notch. "OK, what did | want to know?"

"You want to know why | called you a ghost."

That was exactly what she wanted to ask, but she couldn't stand
to admt that he was right. "That wasn't ny question, but as long as
you bring it up, why did you say that? If it was a joke | didn't get it.
You hurt ny feelings."

"I said it because it's true. You're just haunting us. W can see
you, but we can't touch you in any way."

"l have been touched in a hundred places since | cane here."

"You got nothing at risk here, lIda Johnson," said Grandpa. "You
don't care."

Rai ni e thought of Mnnie. O Douglas and his kids. "You're
wong, Gandpa Spaulding. | care very nuch.”

"You care with your heart, nmaybe, but not with your soul. You
care with those feelings that cone and go |like breezes, nothing that's
going to last. You're playing with house noney here. No matter how
it comes out, you can't lose. You're going to cone away from
Harmony Illinois with nore than you brought here."

"Maybe so," said Rainie. "Is that a crine?"

"No ma'am Just a discovery. Sonething | noticed about you
and | didn't think you'd noticed about yourself."

"Well ain't you clever, Grandpa." She sniled when she said it, so
he'd know she was teasing him not really being snide. But it hurt her
feelings all over again, nostly because she could see now that he was
right. How could anything she did here be real, after all, when nobody
even knew her right nane? In a way |da Johnson was her right nane
-- it was her nother's nane, anyway, and didn't Dougl as Spaul di ng
have the same name as his father? Didn't he give the sane nane to
his son? Wy couldn't she use her nother's nane? How was that a
lie, really, when you |looked at it the right way? "Ain't you clever. You
found out ny secret. Gandpa Spaul ding, Gray Detective. Sees a
strange wonan in his parlor one Novenber evening and all at once he
knows everything there is to know about her."

Grandpa waited a nonment before answering. And his answer
wasn't really an answer. Mbdre like he just let slip whatever her words
made himthink of. "My brother Tomand | did that one sunmer. Kept
a list of Discoveries and Revel ations. Like noticing that you were a
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ghost . "

Every tinme he said it, it stung her deeper. Still, she tried to keep
her protest playful-sounding. "Wen you prick ne, do | not bleed?"

He ignored her. "W nade another list, too. Rites and

Cerenonies. Al the things we always did every year, we wote them
down, too, when we did themthat sunmmer. First stinkbug we stepped
on. First harvest of dandelions."

"They got chemicals to kill the dandelions now, " said Rainie.

"Stinkbugs too, for that matter," said Grandpa. "Very convenient."

Rai ni e | ooked through the wi ndow. "They're settling back down
to play the game in there."

"CGo on back in then, if you want. Haunt whoever you want. Us
nmortals can't determne your itinerary."

She was tired of his sniping at her. But it didn't make her angry.
It just made her sad. As if she had | ost sonething and she coul dn't
even remenber what it was. "Don't be nmean to me," she said softly.

"Way shouldn't 1?" he answered. "l see you setting up to do sone
harmto ny famly, lda Johnson or whoever you are."

It couldn't be that Rainie was doing sonething to tip everybody
of f how rmuch she was attracted to Douglas Spaul ding, to the idea of
him It had to be that people around here were just naturally
suspicious. "Do you say that to every stranger in town, or just the
wonen?"

"You' re one hungry woman, |da Johnson," said G andpa,
cheerful Iy enough.

"Maybe | haven't been getting ny vitamns."
"You can get pretty mal nourished on a diet of stolen food."

That was it. The last straw. She didn't have to put up with any
more accusations. "lI'mdone talking with you, old man." She neant to
make a dramatic exit fromthe porch, but the door to the parlor
woul dn't open.

"That door's painted shut," he said helpfully. "You want the other
one." He pointed around to the far side of the bay w ndow, where the
door she had come out of was open a crack. The noises of the nen at
the table surged and faded |i ke waves on the shore.

She took two steps toward that door, stal king, angry, and then
realized that Grandpa was | aughing. For a nonment she wanted to slap
him to stop himfromthinking he was so irresistibly wi se, judging her
the way adults always did. But she didn't slap him |Instead she
pl unked back down on the swi ng beside him and | aughed right al ong.

Finally they both stopped | aughing; even the silent gusts of
| aughter settled down; even the lingering smles faded. It was cold, just
sitting there, not talking, not even sw nging.

"What was your question, anyway?" he asked out of nowhere.

For a nonent she couldn't think what he was tal king about.
Then she remenbered that she had denied that he was right when he
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guessed her question. "Ch, nothing," she said.

"I't was inportant enough for you to cone out here into the cold,
wasn't it? Mght as well ask me, cause here | am and next week you

can't be sure, |'mseventy-four going on seventy-five."

She still couldn't bring herself to admt that he had been right. O
rather, she couldn't adnmit that she had lied about it. "It was a silly
question."

He said nothing. Just waited.

And as he waited, a question did come to her. "Your grandson,
Dougi e, he said that there were sone things that nobody in town knew,
and one of themwas his father's middle nane."

Grandpa Spaul di ng si ghed.

"You can tell ne," said Rainie. "After all, I'ma ghost."

"Dougl as has never forgiven nme for naming himthe way | did.
And sometimes |'msorry | did it to him How was | supposed to know
that the nane would turn trendy -- as a girl's nane? To ne it was a
boy's name, still is, a nane full of sweat and sneakers and flies buzzing
and junping into the |ake off a swing and al nost drowning. A nane
that neans open wi ndows and hot fast crickets chirping in the sultry
ni ght."

"Sumer," she said. A murrmur. A whisper. A sweet nmenory on
a cold night like this.

"That's right," he said. "I naned hi m Dougl as Sunmer
Spaul di ng. "

She nodded, thinking that Sunmer was the kind of nane a
sentinmental, narcissistic fourteen-year-old girl would choose for herself.
"You're lucky he didn't sue you when he cane of age."

"I explained it to him The way | explained it to ny wife. |
wanted to name him for something perfect, a dreamto hold onto, or at
| east to wish for, to try for."

"You don't have to try for sumer," said Rainie. "You just have
to have the guy cone and service the air conditioner."

"You don't believe that," he said, |ooking appall ed.

"Ch, aren't ghosts allowed to tease old eccentrics?"

"I didn't name himfor just any old sumrer, you know. | named
himfor one summer in particular. The summer of 1928, to be exact,
the perfect sumrer. Twelve years old. Living in Grandpa's and
Grandma' s boarding house with ny brother Tom | knew it was perfect
even at the tinme, not just thinking back on it. That sumrer was the
pl ace where God lived, the place where he filled ny heart with |ove,
the nonent, the |ong exquisite twel ve-week nonent when | discovered

that | was alive and that | liked it. The next sumrer G andpa was
dead, and the next year the Depression was under way and | had to
work all sunmmer to help put food on the table. | wasn't a kid anynore

after summer 1928."

"But you were still alive," Rainie said.
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"Not really," said Gandpa. "I renenbered being alive, but | was
coasting. Summer of '28 was like | had ne a bike at the top of
Culligan Hi Il and fromup there | could see so far -- | could see past

the edge of every horizon. Al so beautiful, spread out in front of ne
li ke Grandma's supper table, strange-Iooking and sweet-snelling and
bound to be delicious. And so | got on the bike and | pushed off and
never had to touch the pedals at all, | just coasted and coasted and
coasted."

"Still coasting?" asked Rainie. "Never got to the supper table?"

"When you get down there and see things close, it isn't a supper
table anynore, Rainie. It turns out to be the kitchen, and you aren't
there to eat, you're there to fix the neal for other people. Gandna's
kitchen was the strangest place. Nothing was anywhere that nade
sense. Sugar in every place except the canister marked sugar. Onions
out on the counter and the knives never put away and the spices
wherever Grandma | ast set them down. Chaos. But oh, Rainie, that
old lady could cook. She had miracles in her fingers."

"What about you? Could you cook?"
He | ooked at her bl ankly.

"When you stopped coasting and found out that life was a
kitchen."

"Ch." He renenbered the stream of the conversation. "No," he
said, chuckling. "No ma'am | was no chef. But |I didn't have to do it
alone. Didn't get married till | got back fromthe war, twenty-nine years
old in 1945, | still got the nmud of Italy under ny fingernails and believe
me, |'ve scrubbed them plenty, but there was ny Marjory, and she
gave nme three children and the second one was a boy and | naned
hi m Dougl as after nyself and then | named himfor the nost perfect

thing I ever knew, | named himfor a dream..."
"For a ghost," said Rainie.
He | ooked at her so sadly. "For the opposite of a ghost, you poor

child."

Dougl as opened the parlor door and | eaned out into the night.
"Aren't you two smart enough to conme in out of the cold?"

"One of us is," said Grandpa, but he didn't nove.

"We're starting up," said Douglas, "and it's still your turn, lda."
"Coming," said Rainie, getting up

Dougl as slipped back inside.

She hel ped Grandpa Spaul ding out of the swing. "Don't get ne
wong," he said, patting her back as she led the way to the door. "I like
you. You're really sonething."

"Mm " said Rainie.

"And if | can feel that way about you when you're pretending to
be something you're not, think how much I'd Iike you if you actually
told the truth about sonething."”

She cane through the door blushing, with anger and with
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enbarrassnment and with that thrill of fear -- was she found out? D d
Grandpa Spaul di ng sonehow know who she really was?

Maybe he did. Wthout knowi ng the name Rainie Pinyon, maybe
he knew exactly who she was anyway.

"Whose turn is it?" asked Tommy.

"lIda's," sonebody said.

"What is she, an emu?"
"No, human. Look, she's a hunman."
"How did she get so far w thout us noticing?"

"Not to worry!" cried Douglas Sumrer Spaul ding. He raised a
red-lettered card over his head. "For the good of the whole -- Release
the Pigs!"

The others gave a rousing cheer

"G ve ne ny good karmm," said Douglas. Then he grinned
sheepishly in Rainie's face. "You have only five |ife-pennies and there
are seven piglets and the pig-path is only three dots long, so | sincerely
hope with all ny heart that your karm c balance is of a sort to send you
to heaven, because, dear |ady, the porkers from purgatory are going to
eat your shorts."

"Heaven?" said Rainie. "Not likely."

But she popped every one of the pigs before they got to her. It
was |ike she couldn't roll anything but ones and twos.

"Grandpa's right,"'
went right through her!"

said Tommy. "She really is a ghost! The pigs

Then she rolled eighteen, three sixes, and it was enough to w n.
"Suprene god!" Tommy cried. "She has effed the ineffable!"
"What's her karnic bal ance?"

She flipped over the karma cards. Three evils and one good, but
the good was a ten and the evils were all |ow nunbers and they
bal anced exactly.

"Zero counts as good," said Douglas. "How could anyone have
supposed otherwise? So | bet | conme in second with a bal ance of nine
on the good side."

They all tallied and Grandpa finished last, his karm c bal ance a
negative fifty.

"That's the npost evil | ever sawin all the years we've been
feeding the baby," said Tomry. He switched to a mdwestern white
man' s version of black dialect. "G andpa, you bad."

Grandpa caught Rainie's eye and winked. "It's the truth."

They all stayed around and hel ped finish off the refreshments and
clean up fromdinner, talking and | aughing. Tomwas the first to go.
"If you're conming with me, Ida, the tine is now"
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"Already?" She shouldn't have said that, but she really did hate
to go. It was the best night she'd had in nonths. Years.

"Sorry," he said. "But |'ve got to scrape sone noles off people's
faces first thing tonorrow, and | have to be bright-eyed and bushy-
tailed or | accidentally take off noses and ears and people get so testy
with ne when | do that."

"That's fine, | really don't mnd going."

"No, you go on ahead, Tom" said Douglas. "Sonmebody el se can
take her hone."

"l can," said Raynond

"Me too," said Jack. "Right on ny way."

They all knew where she was living, of course. |t nmade her smle.
Whet her | knew them or not, they cared enough about ne to notice
where | lived. Smalltown nosiness could be ugly if you | ooked at it one
way, but kind of sweet and conforting if you | ooked at it another way
entirely.

After a while she drifted away fromthe conversation in the
ki tchen and began wandering a little in the house. It was a bad habit
of hers -- her mother used to yell at her about it when she was a little
kid. Don't go wandering around in strangers' houses. But curiosity
al ways got the better of her. She drifted into the living room No TV,
| ots of books. Fiction, biography, history, science -- so that's what
accountants read. | never woul d have guessed.

And then up the stairs, just to see what was there. Not neaning
to pry. Just wanting to know.

Standing in the upstairs hall, in the near darkness, she coul d hear
the children breathing. Which roomis which, she wondered. The
bat hroom had the nightlight in it; she could see that the first two roons
bel onged to the kids, one on the right, one on the left. The other two
roons had to be the one Douglas shared with his absent w fe, and
G andpa's. A houseful. The extended fanmily. Three generations
present under one roof. This is the Anerican home that everyone
dreans of and nobody has. Dad goes off to work, Mom stays hone,
G andpa lives right with you, there's a white picket fence and probably
a dog in a nice little doghouse in the back yard. Nobody lives |like this,
except those who really work at it, those who know what life is
supposed to be like and are determned to live that way.

Lord knows Mom and Dad weren't like this. Fighting all the tine,
cl awi ng at each other to get their own way. And who's to say that
Dougl as and Jaynanne aren't like that, too? | haven't seen them
together, | don't know what they're like.

But she did know. Fromthe way the kids were with their father
That doesn't come out of a honme torn apart with power struggles, with
nmut ual fear and | oat hing.

She wal ked down the hall -- just to see -- and opened the |ast
two doors. The one on the right had to be Grandpa's room and she
cl osed the door imedi ately. The one on the left had the big bed.
Dougl as' s room

She woul d have cl osed the door and gone downstairs at once,
except that in the faint [ight fromthe bathroom nightlight she caught a
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glinpse of bright reflection froman old faniliar shape, and suddenly
she was filled with a longing that was so faniliar, so right, that she
couldn't resist it, not even for a monent. She snapped on the |ight and
yes, it was what she had thought, a guitar, |eaning against the wal

besi de the dresser that was obviously his -- cluttered on top, no knick-
knacks.

Pul ling the door al most cl osed behind her, she walked to the
guitar and picked it up. Not a particularly good make, but not a bad
one. And the strings were steel, not that w npy nylon, and when she
strunmed them softly they were perfectly in tune. He has played this
gui tar today, she thought. And now my hands are hol di ng sonet hi ng
that his hands have held. | don't share the having of children with
him | don't share this sweet inpossible house with him but he plays
this instrument and | can do that too.

She didn't nean to play, but she couldn't help herself. 1t had
been so | ong since she had even wanted to touch a nusical instrunent
that, now that the hunger had returned to her, she had no will to resist
it. Wiy should she? It was nusic that defined who she was in this

world. It was nusic that gave her fane and fortune. It was nusic that
was her only confort when people |let her down, which was al ways,
al ways.

She pl ayed those ol d nournful nelodies, the plucked-out ones,
not the strumm ng tunes, not the dancey, frolicking ones. She played
softly, gently, and hunmed al ong, no words, no words ... words would
cone |later, after the nusic, after the mood. She renenbered the hot
African wi nd com ng across the Mediterranean and drying her after a
| ate-night swimon a beach in Mallorca. She renenbered the |over she
had had then, the one who yelled at her when he was drunk but who
made love in the norning like no man had ever made |ove to her

before, gluttonously, gorgeously, filling her |ike the sun coming up over
the sea. Where was he now? A d. He'd be in his sixties now He
m ght be dead now. | didn't have his baby, either, but he didn't want

one. He was a sunrise man, he was always gone by noon

Tossing and turning, that's what sleep was like in Mallorca. Sticky
and sweaty and never nore than a couple of hours at a tine. |In the
darkness you get up and stand on the veranda and |l et the sea breeze
dry the sweat off you until you could go back inside and |ie down
again. And there he'd be, asleep, yes, but even though you were
facing away from hi myou knew he'd reach out to you in his sleep,
he'd hold you and press agai nst you and his sweat would be clammy
on your cold body, and his armwould arch over you and his hand
woul d reach around you and cup your breast, and he'd start noving
agai nst you, and through it all he'd never even wake up. It was second
nature to him He could do it in his sleep

What did Mallorca have to do with Harnony, Illinois? Wy were
tunes of hot Spanish nights com ng out of this guitar here in the cold of
Decenber, with Christmas conming on and the little dying firs and pines
standing up in the tree lots? It was the dreamof love, that's what it
was, the dream but not the menory of |ove because in the long run it
never turned out to be real. In the long run she al ways woke up from
|l ove and felt it slip away the way dreans slip away in the norning,
retreating all the faster the harder you try to renmenber them It was
al ways a mrage, but when she got thirsty for it the way she was now, it
woul d cone back, that dream and nake her warm again, nake her
sweat with the sweetness of it.

Maybe there was a noi se. Mybe just the novenent at the door.
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She | ooked up, and there were young Dougi e and Rose, both of them
awake, their faces sleepy but their eyes bright.

"I"'msorry," said Rainie, immediately setting the guitar aside.
"That's Dad's guitar," said Rose.

"You're good," said Dougie. "I wish | could play like that."
"I wish Dad could play like that," said Rose, giggling.

"l shouldn't be in here.”

"What was that song?" asked Dougie. "I think I've heard it
before. ™"

"I don't think so," said Rainie. "I was making it up as | went
al ong. "

"It sounded |ike one of Dad's records."

"Well, | guess |I'mnot very original-sounding,"” said Rainie. She
felt unbelievably awkward. She didn't belong in this room It wasn't
her room But there they were in the doorway, not seemng to be
angry at all.

"Can't you play sonme nore?" said Dougie.

"You need your sleep," said Rainie. "l shouldn't have wakened

you.

"But we're already awake," said Rose. "And we don't have schoo
tomorrow, it's Saturday."

"No, no," said Rainie. "l have to get home." She brushed
apol ogetically past themand hurried down the stairs.

Everybody was gone. The house was quiet. How |ong had she
pl ayed?

Dougl as was in the kitchen, making a honey sandwich. "It's ny
secret vice," he said. "It's making ne fat. Want one?"

"Sure," she said. She couldn't renenber ever having a honey
sandwi ch in her life. She watched himpull the honey out of the jar,
white and creany, and spread it thickly on a slice of bread.

"Lid or no |id?" he asked.

"No lid," she said. She picked it up and bit into it and it was

wonderful. He bit into his. A thin strand of honey stretched between
his mouth and the bread, then broke, |eaving a thread of honey down
hi s chin.

"I't's nmessy, but | don't care," he said.
"VWhere do you buy bread like this?"
"Jaynanne nekes it," he said.

O course. O course she makes bread.

"Where is everybody?" she asked.
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"Went hone," said Doug. "Don't worry about a ride. They al
had wi ves waiting for them and | don't, so | said |I'd take you hone."

"No, | don't want you to have to go out on a night like this.”

"I figured we'd leave a note on Mnnie's door telling her you' d be
| ate tonorrow "

"No," said Rainie. "I'Il be there on tine."
"It's after midnight."

"I'"ve slept I ess and done nore the next day. But | hate to have
you have to drive ne."

"So what would you do, wal k?"

I'"d sleep in your bed, Rainie said silently. 1'd get up in the
mor ni ng and we' d nmake breakfast together, and we'd eat it together,
and then when the kids got up we'd fix another breakfast for them and
they'd laugh with us and be glad to see us. And we'd snmile at each
ot her and renenber the sweetness in the dark, the secret that the
children woul d never understand until twenty, thirty years from now.
The secret that |I'monly beginning to understand tonight.

"Thanks, I'll ride," said Rainie

"Dad's out seeing to the dog. He worries that the dog gets too
cold on nights like this."

"\What, does he heat the doghouse?"

"Yes, he does," said Douglas. "He keeps bricks just inside the
fireplace and then when he puts the fire out at night he waps the hot
bricks in a cloth and carries them outside and puts themin the
doghouse. "

"Does the dog appreciate it?"

"He sleeps inside with the bricks. He wags his tail. | guess he
does." Douglas's bread was gone. She reached up and w ped the
honey of f his chin with her finger, then licked her finger clean

"Thanks, " he sai d.

But she could hear nore in his voice than he meant to say. She
could hear that faint trenble in his voice, the hesitation, the
uncertainty. He could have interpreted her gesture as notherly. He
could have taken it as a sisterly act. But he did not. Instead he was
taking it the way she nmeant it, and yet he wasn't sure that she really
meant it that way.

"Better go," he said. "Mrning comes awmful early.”

They bundl ed up and went outside. They net Grandpa com ng
around the front of the house. "Night," G andpa said

"Night," said Rainie. "It was good talking to you."

"My pleasure entirely," he said. He sounded perfectly cheerful,
whi ch surprised her. Wy should it surprise her?

Because |'m planning to do what he warned ne not to do,
thought Rainie. |'mplanning to sleep with Dougl as Spaul di ng tonight.
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He's mine if | want him and | want him Not forever, but tonight, this
sweet |onely night when ny nusic cane back to me in his house, sitting
on his bed, playing his guitar. Jaynanne can spare nme this one night,
out of all her happiness. There'll be no pain for anyone, and joy for
himand ne, and there's nothing wong with that, | don't care what
anyone says.

She got in his car and sat beside him watching the fog of his
breath in the cold air as he started the engine. She never took her
eyes off him seeing how the |ight changed when the headlights came
on inside the garage, how it changed again as he | eaned over the back
seat, guiding the car in reverse down the driveway. He pressed a
button and the garage door closed after them

No one el se was on the road. No one el se seemed even to exi st
-- all the houses were dark and still, and the tires crunching on snow
were the only noi se besides the engine, besides their breathing.

He tried to cover what was happening with chat. "Good gane
tonight, wasn't it?"

"Mmnhm" she said.

"Fun," he said. "Crazy bunch of guys. W act like children, |

know it."

"I like children," she said.

"In fact, my kids are nore mature than I amwhen |I'mw th those
guys. "

She renmenbered speaking to themtonight, their faces so sl eepy.
"I woke them I'mafraid. | was playing your guitar. That's a bad habit
of mine, intruding in people's houses. Sort of an invited burglar or
sonet hing. "

"l heard you playing," he said.

"Cl ear downstairs? | thought | was quieter than that."

"Steel strings,"” he said. "And the vents are all open in the winter
Sound carries. It was beautiful."

"Thanks. "

"It was -- beautiful,"” he said again, as if he had searched for

anot her word and couldn't think of one. "It was the kind of nusic |'ve
al ways | onged for in nmy home, but |I've never been good enough on
the guitar to play like that nyself."

"You keep it in tune."
"If 1 don't the dog barks."

She | aughed, and he smiled in return. She couldn't stop |ooking
at him The heater was on now, so his breath didn't nake a fog. The
streetlights brightened his face; then it fell dark again. He's not that
handsonme. |'d never have | ooked at himtwice if 1'd met himin L. A or
New York. He would have been just another accountant there. So
many bright lights in the city, how can soneone |like this ever shine
there? But here, in the snow, in this small town, | can see the truth.
That this is the true light, the one that all those neon lights and strobes
and spots and hal ogens are trying to intate but never can
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They pulled up in front of her apartment. He switched off his
lights. The dark turned bright again al nost imrediately, as the snow
reflected streetlights and noonlight.

I can't sleep with this man, thought Rainie. | don't deserve him |
made ny choice nany years ago, and a man like himis forever out of
reach. Sleeping with himwoul d be another self-deception, like so
many |'ve indulged in before. He'd still be Jaynanne's husband and
Dougie's and Rose's father and I'd still be a stranger, an intruder. |[If |
sleep with himtonight 1'd have to | eave town tonorrow, not because
care what anybody thinks, not because anybody'd even know, but
because | couldn't stand it, to have conme so close and still not bel ong
here. This is forbidden fruit. |If | ate of it, 1'd know too nuch, 1'd see
how naked I amin ny owm life, ny old life.

He opened his car door
"No," she said. "You don't need to help ne out."

But he was al ready wal ki ng around the car, opening her door
He gave her a hand getting out. The snow squeaked under their feet.

"Thanks for the ride," she said. "l can get up the stairs OK"

"I know," he said. "l just don't like dropping people off w thout
seeing them safe inside.”

"You'd wal k Tomto the door?"

"So |'ma sexist reactionary,"” he said. "l can't helpit, |I was raised
that way. Always see the worman safely to the door."

"There aren't many rapists out on a night like this," said Rainie.

I gnoring her argurents, he followed her up the stairs and waited
whi |l e she got the key out and unl ocked the deadbolt and the knob
She knew that he'd ask to cone inside. Knew that he'd try to kiss her.
Well, she'd tell himno. Not because Mnnie and Grandpa told her to,
but because she had her own kind of integrity. Sleeping with him
would be a lie she was telling to herself, and she wouldn't do it.

But he didn't try to kiss her. He stepped back as she pushed
open the door and gave a little half-wave with his gl oved hand and
sai d, "Thanks."

"For what?" she asked.
"For bringing your nusic into ny house tonight."

"Thanks," she said. |t touched her that it seened to nmean so
much to him "Sorry | woke your kids."

He shook his head. "I never would have asked you to play. But
I hoped. Isn't that stupid? | tuned ny guitar for you, and then | hid it
upstairs, and you found it anyway. Karma, right?"

It took a nonment for her to realize what it neant, him saying that.
In this town she had never touched a nusical instrunment or even told
anybody that she played guitar. So why did he know to tune it for
her ?

"I'"'msuch a fool," she whispered. "I thought mny di sguise was so
perfect."
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"I love your nusic," he said. "Since | heard the first note of it.
Your songs have been at the heart of all the best nonments of ny life."

"How did you know?"

"You've done it before,"” he said. "Dropped out. Lived under an
assuned nane. Right? It took a while for ne to realize why you
| ooked so famliar. | kept coming back in to the cafe until finally | was
sure. Wen you talked to ne that day, you know, when you chewed
me out, your voice -- | had just listened to your live al bumthat
morning. | was pretty sure then. And toni ght when you played, then
really knew. | wasn't going to say anything, but | had to thank you ..
for the nmusic. Not just tonight, all of it. I'msorry. | won't bother you

again."

She was barely hearing him though; her mnd had snagged on
the phrase he said before: Her songs had been at the heart of all the
best nonents of his life. 1t nade her weak in the knees, those words.
Because it meant that she was part of this, after all. Through her
musi c. Her songs had all her longings in them everything she'd ever
known or felt or wished for, and he had brought those songs into his
Iife, had brought her into his hone. O course Dougie thought she
sounded like his dad's records -- they had grown up hearing her
songs. She did belong there in that house. He had probably known
her nusic before he even knew his wife.

And now he was going to turn away and go on down the stairs
and out to his car and | eave her here alone and she couldn't let him
go, not now, not now. She reached out and caught his arm he
stopped on the next-to-top step and that put themat the sane |evel,
and she kissed him Kissed himand clung to him kissed himand

tasted the honey in his nouth. His arns closed around her. It was
maddeni ng to have their thick winter coats between them She reached
down, still kissing him and funbled to unbutton her coat, then his; she

stepped inside his coat as if it were his bedroom She pressed herself
against himand felt his desire, the heat of his body.

At |ast the endl ess kiss ended, but only because she was ready to
take himinside her room to share with himwhat she knew he needed
fromher. She stepped up into her doorway and turned to lead himin.

He was rebuttoning his coat.
"No," she said. "You can't go now. "

He shook his head and kept fastening the buttons. He was sl ow
and clunsy, with his gloves on

"You want me, Dougl as Spaul ding, and | need you nore than

you know. "
He smiled, a shy, enmbarrassed smle. "Sonme fantasies can't cone
true," he said.

"I'"'mnot fantasizing you, Douglas Spaul ding."

"I'"'mfantasi zing you," he answered.

"I"'mreal," she said. "You want ne."

"l do," he said. "I want you very nuch."
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"Then have me, and |l et me have you. For one night. Like the
music. You' ve had nmy nusic with you all these years. | want the
menory of your love with ne. Wo could begrudge us that?"

"Nobody woul d begrudge us anything."
"Then stay with ne."

"It's not me you love," said Douglas, "and it's not nmy |ove you

want . "

"No?"

"It's ny life you love, and ny life you want."

"Yes," she said. "I want your life inside ne."

"I know," he said. "I understand. | wanted this life, too. The
difference between us is that | wanted it so nuch | did the things you
have to do to get it. | set aside my career anbitions. | noved away
fromthe city, fromthe center of things. | turned inward, toward ny

children, toward ny wife. That's how you get the life | have."

Against her will, there were tears in her eyes. Feeling himslip
away she wanted himall the nore. "So you have it, and you won't
share, is that it?"

"No, you don't understand," he said. "I can't give it to you."

"Because you're afraid of losing it yourself. Afraid of what al
these small-minded people in this two-bit town will think."

"No, Rainie Pinyon, I'mnot afraid of what they' |l think of nme, I'm
afraid of what 1'Il know about nyself. Right now, standing here, I'm
the kind of man who keeps his promises. An hour from now, | eaving
here, 1'd never be that kind of man again. |It's the man who keeps his
prom ses who gets the kind of life | have. Even if nothing el se
changed, 1'd know that | was not that man anynore, and so everything
woul d be changed. 1t would all be dust and ashes in ny heart."

"You are a selfish bastard and | hate you," said Rainie. At the
moment she said it, she meant it with all her heart. He was forbidding
her. He was refusing her. She had offered himreal |ove, her best
| ove, her whole heart. She had allowed herself to need himand he
was letting sone idiotic notion of honor or sonmething get in the way
even though she knew that he wanted her too.

"Yeah," he said. He turned and wal ked down the stairs. She
cl osed the door and stood there with her hand on the knob as she
heard himstart the car and drive away. It was hot in her apartnent,
with the heater on, with her coat on. She pulled it off and threw it
agai nst the door. She pulled off her sweater, her shoes, all her clothes
and threw them agai nst the walls and crawed into bed and cried, the
way she used to cry when her nother didn't Iet her do what she
needed to do. Cried herself to sleep

She woke up with the sun shining into her window. She had
overslept. She was late for work. She junped out of bed and got
dressed, hurrying. Mnnie will be furious. | let her down.

But by the tine she had her clothes on, she knew the truth. She
had oversl ept because in her heart she knew she was done with this
pl ace. She had no reason to get up early because working for Mnnie
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Wl cox wasn't her job anynore. She had found all that she was

| ooki ng for when she first dropped out and went searching. Her nusic
was back. She had sonething to sing about again. She could go

hone.

She didn't even pack. Just took her purse with all her credit
cards and wal ked to the post office, which was where the buses
stopped. She didn't care which one -- St. Louis, Chicago, Des Mines,
Cairo, Indianapolis, any bus that got her to an airport city would do. It
turned out to be St. Louis.

By the tinme she saw the Gateway Arch she had witten a song
about feeding the baby of love. It turned out well enough that it got
her sonme decent radio airplay for the first tinme in years, her first top-
forty single since seventy-five

Tried to wal k that |onely highway

Men and wonen, two by two

Prom sing, promising they will be true
You went your way, |'Il go ny way
Feeling old and tal king new

What ever happened to you?

I wonder what happened to you?

Spoke to sonmeone in the air
Heard but didn't heed my prayer
Couldn't feed it anyway

Didn't have the price to pay
You got to feed the baby
Hungry, hungry, hungry baby

CGot to feed the baby of |ove

She had her nusic back again, the only |over that had ever been
faithful to her. Even when it tried to | eave her, it always cane hone to
her in the end.
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