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Synopsi s:

I nsomi a. zi p Insomi a by Stephen King Ral ph Roberts has been having
trouble sleeping lately. As his insomia progresses, strange things
begin to happen to him BBut, after all, Ralph lives in Derry and as
Ki ng devotees well know, strange things have a way of happening in
Derry.
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I nsomi a

Pr ol ogue

W ndi ng t he Deat hwat ch

(1)

A d age is an island, surrounded by death. -Juan Mentalvo "On Beauty" Ne
one-least of all Dr. Litchfield-canme right out and told Ral ph Roberts
that his wife was going to die, but there cane a ti ne when Ral ph
under st ood w t hout needing to be told. The nonths between March and
June were a jangling, screanming time inside his head-a time of
conferences with doctors, of evening runs to the hospital with Carolyn,
of trips to other hospitals in other states for special tests (Ralph
spent much of his travel tine an these trips thanking God for Carolyn's
Bl ue Cross/ Major Medi cal cocoverage), of personal research in the Derry
Public Library, at first Inmaking for answers the specialists mnmight have
over| ooked, later on just |ooking for hope and grasping at straws.

Those four nonths were |ike being dragged drunk through sone nalign
carnival where the people on the rides were really scream ng, the people
lost in the mirror maze were really lost, and the deni zens of Freak

Al ley | ooked at you with false smles on their lips and terror in their
eyes. Ral ph began to see these things by the mddle of May, and as June
set in, he began to understand that the pitchnen along the nedica

m dway had only quack remedies to sell, and the cheery quickstep of the
calliope could no I onger quite hide the fact that the tune spilling out
of the | oudspeakers was "The Funeral March." It was a carnival, al

right; the carnival of |ost souls.



Ral ph continued to deny these terrible i mages-and the even nore terrible
i dea lurking behind themall through the early sunmer of 1992, but as
June gave way to July, this finally becane inpossible. The worst

m dsunmer heatwave since 1971 roll ed over central Mine, and Derry
simered in a bath of hazy sun, humidity, and daily tenperatures in the
m d-nineties. The city-hardly a bustling nmetropolis at the best of
times-fell into a conplete Stupor, and it was in this hot silence that
Ral ph Roberts first heard the ticking of the deathwatch and under st ood
that in the passage from June's cool danp greens to the baked still ness
of July, Carolyn's slimchances had becone no - chances at all. She was
going to die. Not this summer, probably-the doctors clainmed to have
quite a fewtricks up their sleeves yet, and Ral ph was sure they did-but
this fall or this winter. Hi s longtinme conpanion, the only woman he had
ever loved, was going to die. He tried to deny the idea, scolding
hinself for being a norbid old fool, but in the gasping silences of

t hose | ong hot days, Ral ph heard that ticking everywhere-it even seened
to be in the walls.

Yet it was |oudest fromw thin Carolyn herself, and when she turned her
calmwhite face toward hi mperhaps to ask himto turn on the radio so
she could listen while she shelled sone beans for their supper, or to
ask himif he would go across to the Red Apple and get her an ice cream
on a stick-he would see that she heard it, too. He would see it in her
dark eyes, at first only when she was straight, but |ater even when her
eyes were hazed by the pain nedication she took

By then the ticking had grown very |oud, and when Ral ph lay in bed
besi de her on those hot sunmer nights when even a single sheet seened to
wei gh ten pounds and he believed every dog in Derry was barking at the
noon, he listened to it, to the deathwatch ticking inside Carolyn, and
it seemed to himthat his heart would break with sorrow and terror.

How much woul d she be required to suffer before the end came? How nuch
woul d he be required to suffer? And how could he possibly live w thout
her-?

It was during this strange, fraught period that Ral ph began to go for

i ncreasingly long wal ks through the hot sunmer afternoons and sl ow,
twilit evenings, returning on many occasions too exhausted to eat. He
kept expecting Carolyn to scold himfor these outings, to say Wy don't
you stop it, You stupid old man? You'll kill yourself if you keep

wal king in this heat! But she never did, and he gradually realized she
didn't even know. That he went out, yes-she knew that. But not all the
nmles he went, or that when he canme home he was often trenbling with
exhaustion and near sunstroke. Once upon a tine it had seened to Ral ph
she saw everything, even a change of half an inch in where he parted his
hair. Ne nore; the tunor in her brain had stolen her powers of
observation, as it would soon steal her life.

So he wal ked, relishing the heat in spite of the way it sonmeti nes made
his head swmand his ears ring, relishing it nostly because of the way
it made his ears ring; sometines there were whol e hours when they rang
so loudly and his head pounded so fiercely that he couldn't hear the
tick of Carolyn's deathwatch

He wal ked over nuch of Derry that hot July, a narrow shoul dered old nman
with thinning white hair and big hands that still |ooked capable of hard



work. He wal ked fromWtcham Street to the Barrens, from Kansas Street
to Neibolt Street, fromMin Street to the Kissing Bridge, but his feet
took him nost frequently west along Harris Avenue, where the stil
beautiful and rmuch bel oved Carol vil Roberts was now spendi ng her | ast
year in a haze of headaches.

Avenue Extension and Derry County A" norphine, to the airport. He would
wal k out the Extension-which was treeless and conpletely exposed to the
pitiless sun-until he felt his legs threatening to cave in beneath him
and t hen doubl e back.

He often paused to catch his second wind in a shady picnic area close to
the airport's service entrance. At night this place was a teenage
drinki ng and makeout spot, alive with the sounds of rap comng from
boonbox radi os, but during the days it was the nore-or-I|ess exclusive
domain of a group Ralph's friend Bill MGovern called the Harris Avenue
A d Crocks. The O d Crocks gathered to play chess, to play gin, or just
to shoot the shit. Ralph had known many of them for years (had, in
fact, gone to granmar school with Stan Eberty), and was confortable with
them. . . as long as they didn't get too nosy. Most didn't. They
wer e ol d-school Yankees, for the nost part, raised to believe that what
a man doesn't choose to tal k about is no,one's business but his own.

it was on one of these wal ks that he first becane aware that sonething
had gone very wong with Ed Deepneau, his neighbor fromup the street.

Ral ph had wal ked much farther fromthe Harris Avenue Extension than
usual that day, possibly because thunderheads had blotted out the sun
and a cool, if still spnradic, breeze had begun to blow. He had fallen
into a kind of trance, not thinking of anything, not watching anything
but the dusty toes of his sneakers, when the four-forty-five United
Airlines flight from Boston swooped | ow overhead, startling himback to)
where he was with the teeth-rattling whine of its jet engines.

He watched it cross above the old GS&WM railroad tracks and the Cycl one
fence that marked the edge of the airport, watched it settle toward the
runway, marked the blue puffs of snoke as its wheels touched down. Then
he gl anced at his watch, saw how late it was getting, and | ooked up with
wi de eyes at the orange roof of the Howard Johnson's just up the road.
He had been in a trance, all right; he had wal ked nore than five niles
wi t hout the slightest sense of time passing.

Carolyn's tine, a voice deep inside his head nmuttered.

Yes, yes; Carolyn's tine. She would be back in the apartnent, counting
the m nutes until she could have another Darvon Conpl ex, and he was out
on the far side of the airport ... halfway to Newport, in fact, Ralph

| ooked up at the sky and for the first time really saw the bruise-purple
t hunder heads whi ch were stacking up over the airport.

They did not mean rain, not for sure, not yet, but if it did rain, he
was al nost surely going to be caught in it; there was nowhere to shelter
between here and the little picnic area back by Runway 3, and there was
nothing there but a ratty little gazebo that always snmelled faintly of
beer .

He took another | ook at the orange roof, then reached into his right



hand pocket and felt the little sheaf of bills held by the sliver
noney-clip Carolyn had given himfor his sixty-fifth. There was nothing
to prevent himwal king up to Hojo's and calling a cab ..

except naybe for the thought of how the driver might |ook at him
Stupid old man, the eyes in the rear-view nmrror nght say.

Stupid old man, wal ked a |lot further than you shoulda on a hot day. If
you' d been sw mm ng, you woul da dr ownded.

Par anoi d, Ral ph, the voice in his head told him and now its clucky,
slightly Patronizing tone rem nded himof Bill MGovern

Well, maybe it was and maybe it wasn't. Either way, he thought he would
chance the rain and wal k back

VWhat if it doesn't just rain ? Last sumer it hailed so hard that one
time in August it broke wi ndows all over the east side.

"Let it hail, then," he said. "I don't bruise that easy."

Ral ph began to wal k slowy back toward town al ong the shoul der of the
Extension, his old high-tops raising small, parched puffs of dust as he
went. He could hear the first runbles of thunder in the west, where the
cl ouds were stacking up. The sun, although blotted out, was refusing to
quit without a fight; it edged the thunderheads with bands of brilliant
gol d and shone through occasional rifts in the clouds Iike the
fragnent ed beam of some huge novi e-projector. Ralph found hinself
feeling glad he had decided to walk , in spite of the ache in his |egs
and the steady nagging pain in the small of his back

One thing, at least, he thought. 1'Il sleep tonight. 1'lIl sleep like a
damm rock

The verge of the airport-acres of dead brown grass with the rusty
railroad tracks sunk in themlike the remains of sone old weckwas now
on his left. Far in the distance beyond the Cyclone fence he could see
the United 747, now the size of a child' s toy plane, taxiing toward the
smal | termnal which United and Delta shared.

Ral ph' s gaze was caught by another vehicle, this one a car, |eaving the
General Aviation termnal, which stood at this end of the airport.

It was heading across the tarnac toward the snall service entrance which
gave on the Harris Avenue Extension. Ralph had watched a | ot of
vehi cl es cone and go through that entrance just lately; it was only
seventy yards or so fromthe picnic area where the Harris Avenue A d
Crocks gathered. As the car approached the gate, Ral ph recognized it as
Ed and Hel en Deepneau's Datsun . . . and it was really noving.

Ral ph stopped on the shoul der, unaware that his hands had curled into
anxi ous fists as the small brown car bore down on the cl osed gate.

You needed a key-card to open the gate fromthe outside; fromthe inside
an electric-eye beamdid the 'Ch. But the beamwas set close to the
gate, very close, and at the speed the Datsun was going ..



At the last noment (or so it seened to Ral ph), the snmall brown car
scrunched to a stop, the tires sending up puffs of blue snoke that made
Ral ph think of the 747 touching down, and the gate began to trundle
slowly open on its track. Ralph's fisted hands rel axed.

An arm energed fromthe driver's-side wi ndow of the Datsun and began to
wave up and down, apparently haranguing the gate, urging it to hurry it
up. There was something so absurd about this that Ral ph began to snile.
The smle died before it had exposed even a gl eam of teeth, however. The
wind was still freshening fromthe west, where the thunderheads were,
and it carried the scream ng voice of the Datsun's driver: "You son of a
bitch fucker.t You bastard Eat ny cock Bur up HurrY up and lick shit,
you fucking asshol e cuntlapper. Fuckling booger! Ratdick riingmeat
Suckhol e."' "That can't be Ed Deepneau,"” Ral ph nurmured. He began to
wal k again without realizing it. "Can't be."

Ed was a research chemi st at the Hawki ng Laboratories research facility
in Fresh Harbor, one of the kindest, nmpbst civil young men gal ph had ever
net. Both he and Carolyn were very fond of Ed's wife, Helen, and their
new baby, Natalie, as well, Avisit fromNatalie was one of the few
things with the power to |lift Carolyn out of her own |ife these days,
and, sensing this, Helen brought her over frequently.

Ed never conplained. There were nmen, he knew, who woul dn't have cared
to have the m ssus running to the old fol ks down the street every tine

t he baby did sone new and entranci ng thing, especially when the
granny-figure in the picture was ill. Ralph had an idea that Ed

woul dn't be able to tell soneone to go to hell without suffering a

sl eepl ess night in consequence, but"You fuckting whoremaster! Move your
sour shit-caked ass, you hear ne? Butt-fucker. Cunt-ranmmer.

But it sure sounded like Ed. Even fromtwo or three hundred yards away,
it certainly sounded Iike him

Now t he driver of the Datsun was revving his engine like a kid in a
nmuscl e-car waiting for the light to turn green. douds of exhaust snopke
farted up fromthe tail pipe. As soon as the gate had retracted enough
to allow the Datsun passage, the

car | eaped forward, squirting through the gap with its engine roaring,
and when it did, Ralph got a clear look at the driver. He was close
enough now for there to be no doubt: it was Ed, all right.

The Dat sun bounced al ong the short unpaved stretch of |ane between the
gate and the Harris Street Extension. A horn blared suddenly, and Ral ph
saw a bl ue Ford Ranger, headi ng west on the Extension, swerve to avoid

t he oncom ng Datsun. The driver of the pickup saw the danger too | ate,
and Ed apparently never saw it at all (it was only later that Ral ph cane
to consider Ed might have rammed the Ranger on purpose).

There was a brief screamof tires followed by the hollow bang of the
Datsun's fender driving into the Ford's sidewall. The pickup was driven
hal fway across the yellow line. The Datsun's hood crunpl ed, cane
unl at ched, and popped up a little; headlight glass tinkled into the
street. A monent later both vehicles were dead in the mddle of the
road, tangled together |ike some weird scul pture.



Ral ph stood where he was for the tinme being, watching as oil spread
beneath the Datsun's front end. He had seen several roadaccidents in
hi s al nost-seventy years, nobst of them m nor, one or two serious, and he
was al ways stunned by how qui ckly they happened and how little drama
there was. It wasn't like in the novies, where the canmera coul d sl ow

t hi ngs down, or on a video tape, where you could watch the car go off
the cliff again and again if you so chose; there was usually just a
series of converging blurs, followed by that quick and tonel ess

conbi nati on of sounds: the cry of the tires, the holl ow bang of netal
crinmping netal, the tinkle (of glass.

There was even a kind of protocol for this sort of thing: How Should
Behave When Involved in a Low Speed Collision. O course there was,
Ral ph nused. There were probably a dozen two-bit collisions in Derry
every day, and nmaybe twice that nunber in the wintertine, when there was
snow and the roads got slippery. You got out, you net your opposite
nunber at the point where the two vehicles had cone together (and where,
quite often, they were still entw ned), you | ooked, you shook your

heads. Sonetines-often, actually-this phase of the encounter was narked
with angry words: fault was assigned (often rashly), driving skills

i mpugned, |egal action threatened. Ralph supposed what the drivers were
really trying to say without coming right out and saying it was Listen,
fool, you scared the living hell out of nel!

The final step in this unhappy little dance was The Exchange of the
Sacred I nsurance Screeds, and it was at this point that the drivers
usual |y began to get control of their galloping enptions . . . always
assum ng that no one had been hurt, as appeared to be the case here.

Sonetimes the drivers involved even finished up by shaki ng hands.

Ral ph prepared to watch all this fromhis vantage point |less than a
hundred and fifty yards away, but as seen as the driver's door of the
Dat sun opened he understood that things were going to go differently
here-that the accident was nmaybe not over but still happening. It
certainly did not seemthat anyone was going to shake at the end of
these festivities.

The door did not swing open; it flew open. Ed Deepneau |eaped out, then
sinmply stood stock-still beside his car, his slimshoul ders squared

agai nst a background of deepeni ng cl ouds, He was wearing faded jeans and
a tee-shirt, and Ral ph realized that before today he had never seen Ed
in a shirt that didn't button up the front. And there was sonething
around his neck: a long white something. A scarf? It |ooked Iike a
scarf, but why would anyone be wearing a scarf on a day as hot as this
one had been?

Ed stood beside his wounded car for a nmoment, seeming to |ook in every
direction but the right one. The fierce little pokes of his narrow head
rem nded Ral ph of the way roosters studied their barnyard turf, |ooking
for invaders and interlopers. Sonmething about that simlarity made
Ral ph feel uneasy.

He had never seen Ed | ook |ike that before, and he supposed that was
part of it, but it wasn't all of way it. The truth of the matter was
sinmply this: he had never seen anyone | ook exactly |ike that.



Thunder runbled in the west, |ouder now. And cl oser

The man getting out of the Ranger would have nade two of Ed Deepneau
possi bly three. His vast, deep belly hung over the rolled wai st band of
his green chino workpants; there were sweatstains the size of

di nner-plates under the arns of his open-throated white shirt.

He tipped back the bill of the West Side Gardeners gi mre-cap he was
wearing to get a better ook at the man who had broadsi ded him

Hi s heavy-jow ed face was dead pal e except for bright patches of col or
i ke rouge high on his cheekbones, and Ral ph thought: There's a man
who's a prine candidate for a heart-attack. |If | was closer | bet I'd
be able to see the creases in his earl obes.

"Hey!" the heavyset guy yelled at Ed. The voice com ng out of that
broad chest and deep gut was absurdly thin, alnost reedy.

"Where'd you get your l|icense? Fuckin Sears n Roebuck?"

Ed' s wandering, jabbing head swung i mredi ately toward the sound of the
big man's voi ce-seenmed al most to home in, like a jet guided by radar-and
Ral ph got his first good look at Ed's eyes. He felt a bolt of alarm
light up in his chest and suddenly began to run toward the accident. Ed,
nmeanwhi | e, had started toward the man in the sweat-soaked white shirt
and gi me-cap. He was walking in a stiff-1egged, high-shoul dered strut
that was nothing at all |ike his usual easygoing anble.

"Ed!" ' Ral ph shouted, but the freshening breeze-cold now with the
prom se of rain-seened to snatch the words away before they could even
get out of his nouth. Certainly Ed never turned.

Ral ph made hinself run faster, the ache in his I egs and the throbbing in
the small of his back forgotten. It was nmurder he had seen in Ed
Deepneau' s wi de, unblinking eyes. He had absolutely no previous

experi ence upon which to base such an assessnment, but he didn't think
you coul d m stake such a naked glare; it was the |ook fighting cocks
must wear when they | aunch thensel ves at each other, spurs up and
slashing. "Ed! Hey, Ed, hold up! it's Ralph!"

Not so nuch as a glance around, although Ral ph was now so cl ose that Ed
must have heard, wind or no wind. Certainly the heavyset man gl anced
around, and Ral ph could see both fear and uncertainty in his look. Then
Heavyset turned back to Ed and rai sed his hands placatingly.

"Look," he said. "W can talk-"

That was as far as he got. Ed took another quick step forward, reached
up with one slimhand-it was very white in the rapidly darkeni ng day-and
sl apped Heavyset across his far frominconsiderable jows. The sound
was |ike the report of a kid's air rifle.

"How many have you kill ed?" Ed asked.

Heavyset pressed back agai nst the side of his pickup, his nmouth open
his eyes wide. Ed's queer, stif strut never la tered. He walked into



the other man and stood belly to belly with him seem ngly oblivious of
the fact that the pickup's driver was four inches taller and outwei ghed
hi m by a hundred pounds or nore. Ed reached up and sl apped hi m agai n.
"Come on! Fess up, brave boy-how many have you killed?" Hi s voice rose
to a shriek that was lost in the comng stormis first really

aut horitative clap of thunder.

Heavyset pushed hi m away-a gesture not of aggression but of sinple
fright-and Ed went reeling backward agai nst the crunpled nose of his
Dat sun. He bounced back at once, fists clenched, gathering hinself to
| eap at Heavyset, who was cringing against the side of his truck with
his gi me-cap now askew and his shirt untucked in the back and at the
sides. A menory flashed across Ral ph's m nd-a Three Stooges short he'd
seen years ago, Larry, Curly, and Moe playing painters wthout a
clue-and he felt a sudden surge of synpathy for Heavyset, who | ooked
absurd as well as scared to death.

Ed Deepneau did not | ook absurd. Wth his yanked-back Iips and wi de,
unbl i nki ng eyes, Ed | ooked nore like a fighting cock than ever.

"I know what you've been doing," he whispered to Heavyset "Wat kind of
conedy did you think this was? Did you think you and your butcher
friends could get away with it fores-" At that noment Ral ph arrived,
puffing and gasping like an old carthorse, and put an arm around Ed's
shoul ders. The heat beneath the thin tee-shirt was unnerving; it was
like putting an arm around an oven, and when Ed turned to | ook at him
Ral ph had the nomentary (but unforgettable) inpression that that was
exactly what he was looking into. He had never seen such utter
unreasoning fury in a pair of human eyes; had never even suspected such
fury mght exist.

Ral ph's i medi ate i npul se was to recoil, but he suppressed it and stood
firm He had an idea that if he pulled back, Ed would fall on himlike
a rogue dog, biting and clawing. It was absurd, of course; Ed was a

research chemst, Ed was a nenber of the Book-of-theMonth Cub (the kind
who took the twenty-pound histories of the Crinean War they al ways
seened to offer as alternates to the main selection), Ed was Helen's
husband and Natalie's Dad. Hell, Ed was a friend.

except this wasn't that Ed, and Ral ph knew it.
Instead of pulling back, Ral ph | eaned forward, grasped Ed's shoul ders
(so hot under the tee-shirt, so incredibly, throbbingly hot), and noved

his face until it bl ocked Heavyset from Ed's creepy fixed gaze.

"Ed, quit it!" Ralph said. He used the loud but steadily firmvoice he
assuned one used with people who were having hysterics.

"You're all right! just quit it!"

For a nonment Ed's fixed gaze didn't waver, and then his eyes noved over
Ral ph's face. It wasn't rmuch, but Ralph felt a small surge of relief
just the same.

"What's the nmatter with hinP" Heavyset asked from behi nd Ral ph

"He crazy, do you think?"



"He's fine, I"'msure," Ral ph said, although he was sure of no such
thing. He spoke out of the corner of his mouth, and didn't take his
eyes fromEd. He didn't dare take his eyes from Ed-that contact felt
like the only hold he had over the man, and a tenuous one at best.

"Just shaken up fromthe crash. He needs a few seconds to calmd-"

"Ask himwhat he's got under that tarp! " Ed yelled suddenly, and

poi nted over Ral ph's shoulder. Lightning flashed, and for a nonent the
pitted scars of Ed's adol escent acne were thrown into sharp relief, |ike
sone strange organic treasure map- Thunder rolled. "Hey, hey, Susan

Day!" he chanted in a high, childlike voice that nade Ral ph's forearns
break out in goosebunps. "How nmany kids did you kill today."

"He ain't shook up," Heavyset said. "He's crazy. And when the cops get
here, 1'm gonna see he gets tooken in."

Ral ph gl anced around and saw a blue tarpaulin stretched across the bed
of the pickup. It had been tied down with bright yellow hanks of rope.
Round shapes bul ked beneath it, "Ralph?" a timd voice asked

He gl anced to his left and saw Dorrance Marstellar-at ninety sonething
easily the oldest of the Harris Avenue O d Crocks standing just beyond
Heavyset's pickup truck, There was a paperback book in his waxy,
liverspotted hands, and Dorrance was bending it anxi ously back and
forth, giving the spine a real workout.

Ral ph supposed it was a book of poetry, which was all he had ever seen
old Dorrance read. O maybe he didn't really read at all; naybe he just
liked to hold the books and | ook at the artfully stacked words.

"Ral ph, what's wong? Wat's happeni ng?"

More |ightning flashed overhead, a purple-white snarl of electricity.

Dorrance | ooked up at it as if unsure of where he was, who he was or
what he was seeing. Ralph groaned inside.

"Dorrance-" he began, and then Ed |unged beneath him I|ike sonme wild
ani mal which has lain quiet only to regain its strength.

Ral ph staggered, then pushed Ed back agai nst the crunpled hood of his
Dat sun. He felt panicky-unsure of what to do next or howto do it.

There were too nmany things going on at once. He could feel the nuscles
in Ed's arns humming fiercely just below his grip; it was alnobst as if

the man had sonehow swal |l owed a bolt of the lightning now | oose in the

sky.

"Ral ph?" Dorrance asked in that sane cal mbut worried voice.

are you. | can't see your hands."

Ch, good. Another lunatic to deal with. just what he needed.

Ral ph gl anced down at his hands, then | ooked at the old man



"What are you tal king about, Dorrance?"

"Your hands," Dorrance said patiently. "l can't see your-

"This is no place for you, Dor-why don't you get |ost?"

The old man brightened a little at that. "Yes!" he said in the tone of
one who has just stunbled over a great truth. "That's just what |
oughtta do!" He began to back up, and when the thunder cracked again, he
cringed and put his book on top of his head. Ralph was able to read the
bright red letters of the title: Buckdancer's Choice.

"I't's what you ought to do, too, Ralph. You don't want to ness in with
long-tine business. It's a good way to get hurt."

"What are you-" But before Ral ph could finish, Dorrance turned his back
and went lumbering off in the direction of the picnic area with his
fringe of white hair-as gossaner as the hair on a new baby's
head-rippling ing in the breeze of the oncom ng storm

One probl em sol ved, but Ralph's relief was short-lived. Ed had been
tenmporarily distracted by Dorrance, but now he was | ooki ng daggers at

Heavyset again. "Cuntlicker!" he spat. "Fucked your nother and Iicked
her cunt!"”
Heavyset's enornous brow drew down. "What"

Ed's eyes shifted back to Ral ph, whom he now seenmed to recogni ze.

"Ask himwhat's under that tarp!" he cried. "Better yet, get the
nmur deri ng cocksucker to show you!"

Ral ph | ooked at the heavyset man. "What have you got under there?"

"What's it to you?" Heavyset asked, perhaps trying to sound trucul ent.
He sanpled the | ook in Ed Deepneau’'s eyes and took two nore sidling
st eps away.

"Nothing to ne, sonmething to him" Ralph said, lifting his chinin Ed's
direction. "Just help ne cool himout, okay?"

"You know hi mP"

"Murderer!" Ed repeated, and this tine he |lunged hard enough under

Ral ph's hands to drive himback a step. Yet sonething was happeni ng,
wasn't it? Ral ph thought the scary, vacant | ook was seeping out of Ed's
eyes. There seenmed to be a little nmore Ed in there than there had been
before . . . or perhaps that was only wi shful thinking

"“Murderer, baby nurderer!"

"Jesus, what a | ooney tune," Heavyset said, but he went to the rear of

t he truckbed, yanked one of the ropes free, and peel ed back a corner of
the tarpaulin. Beneath it were four pressboard barrels, each narked
WEED-GO. "Organic fertilizer," Heavyset said, his eyes flicking fromEd
to Ral ph and then back to Ed again. He touched the bill of his West



Si de Gardeners cap. "I spent the day working on a set of new
fl ower-beds outside the Derry Psych Wng . . . where you could stand
a short vacation, friend."

"Fertilizer?" Ed asked. It was hinself he seened to be speaking to.
His left hand rose slowy to his tenple and began to rub there.

"Fertilizer?" He sounded |ike a man questioning some sinmple yet
staggering scientific devel oprent.

"Fertilizer," Heavyset agreed. He glanced back at Ral ph and said, "This
guy is sick in the head. You know it?"

"He's confused, that's all," Ral ph answered uneasily. He |eaned over
the side of the truck and rapped a barrel-top. Then he turned back to
Ed. "Barrels of fertilizer," he said. "GCkay?"

No response. Ed's right hand rose and began to rub at his other tenple.
He | ooked |ike a man sinking into a terrible mgraine.

"Ckay?" Ral ph repeated gently.

Ed closed his eyes for a monment, and when they opened again, Ral ph
observed a sheen in them he thought was probably tears. Ed's tongue
sl i pped out and dabbed delicately first at one corner of his nobuth and
then the other. He took the end of his silk scarf and wi ped his
forehead, and as he did, Ral ph saw there were Chinese figures
enbroidered on it in red, just above the fringe.

"I guess maybe-" he began, and then broke off. Hi s eyes w dened again
in that | ook Ralph didn't Iike. "Babies!" he rasped. "You hear ne?

Babi es. "' Ral ph shoved hi m back against his car for the third or fourth
time-he'd |l ost count. "What are you tal king about, Ed?" An idea
suddenly occurred to him "lIs it Natalie? Are you worried about
Nat al i e?"

A small, crafty smile touched Ed's lips. He |ooked past Ral ph at the
heavyset man. "Fertilizer, huh? Well, if that's all it is, you won't
m nd opening one of them wll you?"

Heavyset | ooked at Ral ph uneasily. "Man needs a doctor," he said.
"Maybe he does. But he was cal ming down, | thought ... Could you open
one of those barrels? It mght make himfeel better."

"Yeah, sure, what the heck. |In for a penny, in for a pound,"” he said,

There was anot her flash of |ightning, another heavy blast of thunder-one
that seemed to go rolling all the way across the sky this time-and a
col d spackle of rain struck the back of Ral ph's sweaty neck

He glanced to his left and saw Dorrance Marstellar standing at the
entrance to the picnic area, book in hand, watching the three of them
anxi ousl y.

"It's gonna rain a pretty bitch, |ooks like," Heavyset said, "and
can't let this stuff get wet. It starts a chem cal reaction. So |ook



fast."

He felt around between one of the barrels and the sidewall of his truck
for a noment, then came up with a crowbar. nust be as nutty as he is,
doing this," he said to Ralph. "I nean, | was just going al ong honeg,

m ndin ny business. He hit ne."

"Go on," Ralph said. "It'll only take a second."

"Yeah," Heavyset replied sourly, turning and setting the flat end of the
crowbar under the lid of the nearest barrel, "but the nmenories will | ast
alifetine."

Anot her thunderclap rocked the day just then, and Heavyset did not hear
what Ed Deepneau said next. Ralph did, however, and it chilled the pit
of his stomach.

"Those barrels are full of dead babies," Ed said. "You'll see."

Heavyset popped the I'd on the end barre , and such was the conviction
in Ed's voice that Ral ph al nost expected to see tangles of arns and | egs
and bundl es of small hairless heads. |Instead, he saw a m xture of fine
blue crystals and brown stuff. The smell which rose fromthe barrel was
rich and peaty, with a thin chenical undertone.

"See? Satisfied?" Heavyset asked, speaking directly to Ed again

"I ain't Ray joubert or that guy Dahner after all. How 'bout that!" The
| ook of confusion was back on Ed's face, and when the thunder cracked
overhead again, he cringed a little. He |eaned over, reached a hand
toward the barrel, then | ooked a question at Heavyset.

The big man nodded to him al nost synpathetically, Ralph thought.

"Sure, touch it, fine by ne. But if it rains while you're holdin a
fistful, you'll dance |ike John Travolta. It burns."

Ed reached into the barrel, grabbed some of the mix, and let it run

t hrough his fingers. He shot Ral ph a perplexed | ook (there was an

el ement of enbarrassnent in that |ook as well, Ral ph thought), and then
sank his arminto the barrel all the way to the el bow.

"Hey!" Heavyset cried, startled. "That ain't a box of Cracker Jack

" For a nonment the crafty grin resurfaced on Ed's face-a | ook that said
I know a trick worth two of that-and then it subsided into puzzl enent
again as he found nothing farther down but nore fertilizer.

VWhen he drew his armout of the barrel, it was dusty and aromatic with
the m x. Another flash of |ightning exploded above the airport.

The t hunder which followed was al nost deaf eni ng.

"CGet that off your skin before it rains, |I'mwarning you," Heavyset

said. He reached through the Ranger's open passenger w ndow and
produced a McDonal d's take-out sack. He rummaged in it, came out with a
coupl e of napkins, and handed themto Ed, who began to w pe the



fertilizer dust fromhis forearmlike a man in a dream

VWile he did this, Heavyset replaced the lid on the barrel, tamping it
into place with one large, freckled fist and taking quick glances up at
t he darkeni ng sky. Wen Ed touched the shoul der of his white shirt, the
man stiffened and pull ed away, |ooking at Ed warily.

"I think I owe you an apology," Ed said, and to Ral ph his voice sounded
conpletely clear and sane for the first tinme.

"You're damm tooting," Heavyset said, but he sounded relieved.

He stretched the plastic-coated tarpaulin back into place and tied it in
a series of quick, efficient gestures. Watching him Ral ph was struck
by what a sly thief time was. Once he could have tied that sane
sheetbend with that sane dextrous ease. Today he could still tieit,

but it would take himat |east two mnutes and maybe three of his best
cur se-wor ds.

Heavyset patted the tarp and then turned to them folding his arms
across the substantial expanse of his chest. "Did you see the
acci dent?" he asked Ral ph.

"No," Ral ph said at once. He had no idea why he was |ying, but the
decision to do it was instantaneous. "I was watching the plane | and.
The United."

To his conplete surprise, the flushed patches on Heavyset's cheeks began
to spread. You were watching it, too." Ral ph thought suddenly.

And not just watching it land, either, or you wouldn't be blushing like
that ... vyou were watching it taxi!

Thi s thought was foll owed by a conplete revel ati on: Heavyset thought the
acci dent had been his fault, or that the cop or cops who showed up to

i nvestigate mght read it that way, He had been watching the plane and
hadn't seen Ed's reckless charge through the service gate and out to the
Ext ensi on.

"Look, I"'mreally sorry," Ed was saying earnestly, but he actually

| ooked nore than sorry; he | ooked di smayed. Ral ph suddenly found

hi nsel f wondering how much he trusted that expression, and if he really
had even the slightest idea of (Hey, hey, Susan Day) what had j ust
happened here . . . and who the hell was Susan Day, anyhow?

"I bunped my head on the steering wheel," Ed was saying, "and | guess it
you know, it rattled ny cage pretty good."

"Yeah, | guess it did," Heavyset said. He scratched his head, |ooked up
at the dark and convol uted sky, then | ooked back at Ed again

"Want to nmake you a deal, friend."
"Ch? What deal is that?"

"Let's just exchange names and phone nunbers instead of going through
all that insurance shit. Then you go your way and | go mne."



Ed | ooked uncertainly at Ral ph, who shrugged, and then back at the man
in the West Side Gardeners cap

"If we get into it with the cops," Heavyset went on, "I'min for a
ration of shit. First thing they're going to find out when they call it
inis | had a D.U.1 last winter, and I'mdriving on a provisiona

license. They're apt to make problens for me even though I was on the
mai n drag and had the right-of-way. See what | mean?"

"Yes," Ed said, "I guess so, but the accident was entirely ny fault.

| was going rmuch too fast-"

"The accident part is maybe not so inportant," Heavyset said, then
| ooked mstrustfully around at an approachi ng panel truck that was

pul ling over onto the shoulder. He |ooked back at Ed again and spoke
with some urgency. "You lost sone oil, but it's stopped |eakin now |
bet you could drive her honme ...

if you live here in town.

You live here in town?"

"Yes," Ed said.

"And |1'd stand you good on repairs, up to fifty bucks or so."

Anot her revelation struck Ralph; it was the only thing he could think of
to explain the man's sudden change fromtrucul ence to sonething close to
wheedling. An D.U. | last winter? Yes, probably.

But Ral ph had never heard of such a thing as a provisional |icense, and
thought it was alnpbst certainly bullshit. dd M. Wst Side Gardeners
had been driving without a license. Wat conplicated the situation was
this: Ed was telling the truth-the accident had been entirely his fault.

"I'f we just drive away and call it good," Heavyset was going on, "I
don't have to explain all over again about ny D.U 1l and you don't have
to explain why you junped out of your car and started sl apping ne and
yel i ng about how I had a truckl oad of dead bodies."

"Did | actually say that?" Ed asked, soundi ng bewi | dered.
"You know you did," Heavyset told himgrimy.

A voice with a wispy French-Canadi an accent asked, "Everyting okay here,
tellers? Nobody urt? ... Eyyy, Ralph! Dat you?"

The truck which had pulled over had DERRY DRY CLEANERS printed on the
side, and Ral ph recogni zed the driver as one of the Vachon brothers from
A d Cape, Probably Trigger, the youngest.

"That's me," Ral ph said, and w thout knowi ng or asking hinself why-he
was operating purely on instinct at this point-he went to Trigger, put
an arm around his shoulders, and led himback in the direction of the
| aundry truck.



"Dem guys okay?"

"Fine, fine," Ralph said. He glanced back and saw that Ed and Heavyset
were standing by the truckbed with their heads together

Anot her cold spatter of rain fell, drunming on the blue tarpaulin |ike
i mpatient fingers. "Alittle fender-bender, that's all. They're
working it out."

"Beauty, beauty," Trigger Vachon said conplacently.

"Howdat pretty little wife of yours, Ral ph?"

Ral ph twitched, suddenly feeling like a man who renmenbers at |unch that
he has forgotten to turn OFf the stove before | eaving for work

"Jesus!" he said, and | ooked at his watch, hoping for five-fifteen
five-thirty at the latest. Instead he saw it was ten mnutes of six.

Al ready twenty mnutes past the tine Carolyn expected himto bring her a
bow of soup and half a sandwi ch. She would be worri ed.

In fact, with the lightning and the thunder boom ng through the enpty
apartnment, she nmight be downright scared. And if it did rain, she would
not be able to close the wi ndows; she had al nbst no strength left in her
hands.

"Ral ph?" Trigger asked. "Wat's w ong?"

"Nothing," he said. "It's Just that | got wal king and | ost all track of
time. Then this accident happened, and ... could you give ne a ride
hone, Trig? 1'll pay you."

"No need to pay nuttin," Trigger said.

"I't's on ny way. Hop in, Ralph. You tink dose guys gonna be all right?
Ain't gonna take after each udder or nuttin?"

"No," Ralph said. "I don't think so. just one second."

"Sure.

Ral ph wal ked over to Ed. "Are you okay with this? Are you getting it
wor ked out ?"

"Yes," Ed replied. "We're going to settle it privately. Wy not?
Alittle broken glass is all it really comes down to."

He sounded conpletely like his old self now, and the big nan in the
white shirt was | ooking at himw th sonething that was al nbst respect.
Ral ph still felt perplexed and uneasy about what had happened here, but
he deci ded he was going to let it go. He |liked Ed Deepneau a |ot, but
Ed was not his business this July; Carolyn was.

Carolyn and the thing which had started ticking in the walls of their



bedroom and i nside her-late at night.

"Great," he told Ed. "I1'm headed hone. | make Carol yn her supper these
days, and |I'mrunning way |late."

He started to turn away. The heavyset nan stopped himw th an
outstretched hand. "John Tandy," he said.

He shook it. Ralph Roberts. Pleased to neet you."
Tandy smled. "Under the circunstances, | kinda doubt that

but I'mreal glad you showed up when you did. For a few seconds there
really thought himand ne was gonna tango."

So did I, Ral ph thought but didn't say. He |ooked at Ed, his troubled
eye taking in the unfamliar tee-shirt clinging to Ed's stal k-thin
mdriff and the white silk scarf with the Chinese-red figures
enbroidered on it. He didn't entirely like the look in Ed's eyes when
they met his; Ed was perhaps not all the way back after all

"Sure you're okay?" Ral ph asked him He wanted to go, wanted to get
back to Carolyn, and yet he was sonehow reluctant. The feeling that
this situation was about nine niles fromright persisted.

"Yes, fine," Ed said quickly, and gave hima big smle which did not
reach his dark green eyes. They studied Ral ph carefully, as if asking
how much he had seen ... and how nmuch (hey hey Susan Day) he would
remenber |ater on

The interior of Trigger Vachon's truck snelled of clean, freshly pressed
cl othes, an arona which for sone reason always reni nded Ral ph of fresh
bread. There was no passenger seat, so he stood with one hand wrapped
around t he doorhandl e and the other gripping the edge of a Dandux

| aundry basket.

"Mandat | ook |ike sone strange go-on back dere,"
into his outside mrror.

Tri gger said, glancing

"You don't know the half of it," Ralph replied.
"I know the guy driving the rice-burner-Deepneau, his nane is.

He got a pretty little wife, send stuff out sometine. Seemlike a nice
fella, enos usually."

"He sure wasn't hinself today," Ral ph said.
"Had a bug up his ass, did he?"
"Had a whol e damm ant-farmup there, | think."

Tri gger |aughed hard at that, pounding the worn black plastic of the big

steering wheel. "Wole dam ant-farm Beauty! Beauty! |[|'m savin dat
one, nme!" Trigger w ped his stream ng eyes with a handkerchief al nost
the size of a tablecloth. "Look to ne |like M. Deepneau conme out dat

airport service gate, him"



"That's right, he did."
"You need a pass to use dat way," Trigger said. "How M. D

get a pass, you tink?"

Ral ph thought it over, frowning, then shook his head. "I don't know.
It never even occurred to nme. |'ll have to ask himnext tinme | see
him"

"You do dat," Trigger said. "And ask himhow dem ants doing."

This stimulated a fresh throe of |aughter, which in turn occasi oned nore
flourishes of the com c opera handkerchief.

As they turned off the Extension and onto Harris Avenue proper, the

stormfinally broke. There was no hail, but -the rain came in an
extravagant sumer flood, so heavy at first that Trigger had to slow his
panel truck to a crawl. "Ww " he said respectfully. "Dis rem ne ne of
the big stormback in '85, when haffa downtown fell inna damm Canal

Menber dat, Ral ph?"
"Yes," Ralph said. "Let's hope it doesn't happen again."

"Nah," Trigger said, grinning and peering past his extravagantly
flappi ng wi ndshield wi pers, "dey got the drainage systemall fixed up
now. Beauty!"

The conbi nation of the cold rain and the warm cab caused the bottom hal f
of the windshield to steamup. Wthout thinking, Ralph reached out a
finger and drew a figure in the steam "What's dat?"

Tri gger asked.

"I don't really know. Looks Chinese, doesn't it? It was on the scarf
Ed Deepneau was wearing."

"Look a little famliar to ne," Trigger said, glancing at it again

Then he snorted and flapped a hand. "Listen to ne, wouldja? Only ting
| can say in Chinese is npo-goo-gal-pa n!

Ral ph smiled, but didn't seemto have a laugh in him It was Carolyn.
Now t hat he had renenbered her, he couldn't stop thinking about

her-coul dn't stop inmagining the windows open, and the curtains stream ng
i ke Edward Gorey ghost arns as the rain poured in.

"You still live in dat two-storey across fromthe Red APpl e?"

"Yes."

Trigger pulled in to the curb, the wheels of the truck spraying up big
fans of water. The rain was still pouring down in sheets.

Li ghtni ng raced across the sky; thunder cracked.



"you better stay right here wit me for alittle bit," Trigger said.
"She let up in a mnute or two."

"I'"ll be all right." Ralph didn't think anything could keep himin the
truck a second | onger, not even handcuffs. "Thanks, Trig."

"Wait a sec! Let me give you a piece of plastic-you can puddit over
your head like a rainhat!"

"No, that's okay, no problem thanks, I'll just-" There seened to be no
way of finishing whatever it was he was trying to say, and now what he
felt was close to panic. He shoved the truck's passenger door back on
its track and junped out, |anding ankle-deep in the cold water racing
down the gutter. He gave Trigger a final wave w thout | ooking back

then hurried up the walk to the house he and Carolyn shared with Bil
McGovern, feeling in his pocket for his |latchkey as he went. \Wen he
reached the perch steps he saw he woul dn't need it-the door was standing
ajar. Bill, who lived downstairs, often forgot to lock it, and Ral ph
woul d rather think it had been Bill than think that Carolyn had wandered
out to ook for himand been caught in the storm That was a
possibility Ral ph did not even want to consider

He hurried into the shadowy foyer, w ncing as thunder banged deafeningly
overhead, and crossed to the foot of the . stairs. He paused there a
nonent, hand on the newel post of the bannister, listening to rain water
drip fromhis soaked pants and shirt onto the hardwood floor. Then he
started up, wanting to run but no longer able to find the next gear up
froma fast walk. His heart was beating hard and fast in his chest, his
soaked sneakers were clamry anchors dragging at his feet, and for sone
reason he kept seeing the way Ed Deepneau's head had noved when he got
out of his Datsun-those stiff, quick jabs that made him |l ook like a
rooster spoiling for a fight.

The third riser creaked loudly, as it always did, and the sound prnmvoked
hurried footsteps fromabove. They were no relief because they weren't
Carolyn's, he knew that at once, and when Bill MGovern | eaned over the
rail, his face pale and worried beneath his Panama hat, Ral ph wasn't
really surprised. Al the-way back fromthe Extension he had felt that
sonet hing was wrong, hadn't he? Yes.

But under the circunmstances, that hardly qualified as precognition.
When things reached a certain degree of wongness, he was di scoveri ng,
they could no | onger be redeened or turned around; they just kept going
wronger and wonger. He supposed that on sone |evel or other he'd

al ways known that. What he had never suspected was how | ong that wong
road coul d be.

"Ral ph!" Bill called down. "Thank God! Carolyn's having

well, | guess it's sone sort of seizure. | just dialed 911, asked them
to send an anbul ance."

Ral ph di scovered he could run up the rest of the stairs, after all



She was lying half in and half out of the kitchen with her hair in her
face. Ral ph thought there was sonething particularly horrible about
that; it |ooked sloppy, and if there was one thing Carolyn refused to
be, it was sloppy. He knelt beside her and brushed the hair away from
her eyes and forehead. The skin beneath his fingers felt as chilly as
his feet inside his soaked sneakers.

| wanted to put her on the couch, but she's too heavy for ne," Bill said
nervously. He had taken off his Panama and was fiddling nervously with
the band. "M/ back, you know"

"I know, Bill, it's okay," Ralph said. He slid his arns under Carolyn
and pi cked her up.

She did not feel heavy to himat all, but light-alnost as light as a
m | kweed pod which is ready to burst open and disgorge its filanents
into the wind. "Thank God you were here."

"I alnmost wasn't," Bill replied, followi ng Ralph into the living room
and still fiddling with his hat. He made Ral ph think of old Dorrance
Marstellar with his book of poens. | wouldn't touch himanynore, if |
were you, old Dorrance had said. | can't see your hands.

"(1 was on nmy way out when | heard a hell of a thud . . . it nust
have been her falling . . ." Bill |ooked around the storm darkened

living room his face sonehow distraught and avid at the sane tinme, his
eyes seeming to search for sonmething that wasn't there. Then they

bri ghtened. "The door!" he said. "I'Il bet it's still open! It'll be
raining inl 1'll be right back, Ralph," He hurried out. Ralph barely

noti ced; the day had taken on the surreal aspects of a nightnare. The

ticking was the worst. He could hear it in the walls, so | oud now that
even the thunder could not blot it out.

He put Carolyn on the couch and knelt beside her. Her respiration was
fast and shallow, and her breath was terrible. Ralph did not turn away
fromit, however. "Hang in there, sweetheart," he said.

He picked up one of her hands-it was al nbst as clammy as her brow had
been-and kissed it gently. "You just hang in there. It's fine,
everything's fine."

But it wasn't fine, the ticking sound neant that nothing was fine.

It wasn't in the walls, either-it had never been in the walls, but only
in his wife. In Carolyn. It was in his dear one, she was slipping away
fromhim and what woul d he ever do without her?

"You just hang on," he said. "Hang on, you hear ne?" He kissed her hand
again, and held it against his cheek, and when he heard the warbl e of

t he approachi ng anbul ance, he began to cry.

She canme around in the anbul ance as it sped across Derry (the sun was
al ready out again, the wet streets steaming), and at first she tal ked
such gi bberish that Ral ph was sure she had suffered a stroke.

Then, just as she began to clear up and speak coherently, a second
convul sion struck, and it took both Ral ph and one of the paranedics who



had answered the call to hold her down.

It wasn't Dr. Litchfield who cane to see Ralph in the third-floor
waiting roomearly that evening but Dr. Jamal, the neurologist. janal
talked to himin a |ow, soothing voice, telling himthat Carolyn was now
stabilized, that they were going to keep her overnight, just to be safe,
but that she would be able to go horme in the norning.

There were going to be some new nedications-drugs that were expensive,
yes, but al so quite wonderful

"W nust not be losing the hope, M. Roberts,"” Dr. Janml said.

"No, " Ral ph said, "I suppose not. WII| there be nore of these, Dr.
j amal ?"

Dr. Jamal smiled. He spoke in a quiet voice that was rendered sonehow
even nmore conforting by his soft Indian accent. And although Dr. Janal
did not come right out and tell himthat Carolyn was going to die, he
cane as close as anyone ever did during that |ong year in which she
battled to stay alive. The new nedications, jamal said, would probably
prevent any further seizures, but things had reached a stage where al
predictions had to be taken "with the grains of salt."

The tunor was spreading in spite of everything they had tried,
unfortunately.

"The motor-control problens may show up next," Dr. janal said in his
conforting voice. "And | am seeing sone deterioration in the eyesight,
| amafraid.’

"Can | spend the night with her?" Ral ph asked quietly. "She'll sleep
better if | do." He Paused, then added: "So will [|."

"OfF gorse!"™ Dr. jamal said, brightening. "That is a fine ideal"

"Yes," Ral ph said heavily. "I think so, too.
So he sat beside his sleeping wife, and he listened to the ticking that
was not in the walls, and he thought: Sonme day soon-naybe this fall
maybe this winter-1 will be back in this roomwith her. It had the fee
not of specul ation but of prophecy, and he | eaned over and Put his head
on the white sheet that covered his wife's breast. He didn)t want to
cry again, but did a little anyway.

That ticking. So loud and so steady, |I'd like to get hold of what's
maki ng that sound, he thought. 1'd stanp it until it divas so many
Pi eces scattered across the floor. Wth God as nmy witness | woul d.

He fell asleep in his chair a little after mdnight, and when he n
weeks, and Carol yn was wi de awake, coherent, and bright-eyed. She

seened, in fact, hardly to be sick at all. Ralph took her hone and
began the not-inconsiderable job of making her l|ast nonths as
confortable as possible. It was a |long while before he thought of Ed

Deepneau agai n; even after he began to see the bruises on Hel en
Deepneau's face, it was a long tine before he thought of Ed again



As that sumer becane fall, and as that fall darkened down toward
Carolyn's final winter, Ralph's thoughts were occupi ed nore and nore by
t he deat hwat ch, which seened to tick | ouder and | ouder even as it sl owed
down.

But he had no troubl e sl eeping.

That came | ater.

Part | Little Bald Doctors There is a gulf fixed between those who can

sl eep and those who cannQ. It is one of the great divisions of the
human race. -iris Murdoch Nuns and Sol diers
Chapter 1

About a nonth after the death of his wife, Ralph Roberts began to suffer
frominsomia for the first tine in his life.

The problemwas mld to begin with, but it grew steadily worse.

Six nonths after the first interruptions in his heretofore unrenarkabl e
sl eep cycle, Ralph had reached a state of misery he could hardly credit,
| et alone accept. Toward the end of the sumer of 1993 he began to
wonder what it would be Iike to spend his remaining years on earth in a
starey-eyed daze of wakefulness. O course it wouldn't cone to that, he
told himself, it never does.

But was that true? He didn't really know, that was the devil of it, and
t he books on the subject Mke Hanlon steered himto down at the Derry
Public Library weren't nmuch help. There were several on sleep

di sorders, but they seemed to contradict one another. Sone called
insomia a synptom others called it a disease, and at | east one called
it a nyth. The problemwent further than that, however; so far as Ral ph
could tell fromthe books, no one seened exactly sure what sleep itself
was, how it worked, or what it did.

He knew he should quit playing amateur researcher and go to the doctor,
but he found that surprisingly hard to do. He supposed he still bore
Dr. Litchfield a grudge. It was Litchfield, after all, who had
originally diagnosed Carolyn's brain tunor as tension headaches."

(except Ral ph had an idea that Litchfield, a |ifelong bachel or, m ght
actual ly have believed that Carolyn was suffering fromnothing but a
noder ate case of the vapors), and Litchfield who had made hinself as
scarce as nedically possible once Carolyn was di agnosed. Ral ph was
positive that if he had asked the man about that point-blank, Litchfield
woul d have said he had handed the case off to Jamal, the specialist

all quite proper and aboveboard. Yes. Except Ral ph had nmade it his
busi ness to get a good look into Litchfield s eyes on the few occasions
he had seen hi m between Carolyn's first convul sions last July and her
death this March, and Ral ph thought that what he'd seen in those eyes
was a mxture of unease and guilt. It was the |look of a man trying very
hard to forget he has fucked up

Ral ph believed the only reason he could still look at Litchfield w thout
wanting to knock his block off was that Dr. janal had told himthat an
earlier diagnosis probably would have nade no difference; by the tine



Carol yn's headaches started, the tunor was already well entrenched, and
no doubt sending out little bursts of bad cells to other areas of the
brain |ike malignant CARE packages.

In late April Dr. janal had left to establish a practice in southern
Connecticut, and Ral ph mssed him He thought that he could have tal ked
about his sleeplessness to Dr. janmal, and he had an idea that Jama
woul d have listened in a way Litchfield wouldn't . . . or couldn't.

By | ate summer Ral ph had read enough about insommia to know that the
type with which he was afflicted, while not rare, was a lot |ess comon
than the usual slowsleep insomia. People unaffected by insomia are
usually in first-stage sleep seven to twenty mnutes after turning in.
Sl ow sl eepers, on the other hand, sonetinmes take as |long as three hours
to slip below the surface, and while nornal sleepers begin to ranp down
into third-stage sleep (what sone of the old books called theta sl eep
Ral ph had di scovered) forty-five mnutes or so after drifting off,
sl ow sl eepers usual ly took an additional hour or two to get down there
and on many nights they did not get all the way down at all. They
awoke unrefreshed, sonetines with unfocused nenories of unpleasant,
tangl ed dreans, nore often with the mistaken inpression that they had
been awake all night.

Fol | owi ng Carolyn's death, Ral ph began to suffer from premature waking.
He continued to go to bed nobst nights follow ng the conclusion of the

el even o' cl ock news, and he continued to pop off to sleep al nbst at

once, but instead of waking promptly at six-fifty-five, five mnutes

bef ore the cl ock-radi o al arm buzzed, he began to wake at six. At first
he di smissed this as no nore than the price of living with a slightly
enl arged prostate and a seventy-year-old set of kidneys, but he never
seened to have to go that badly when he woke up, and he found it

i npossible to get back to sleep even after he'd enptied what had

accunul ated. He sinmply lay in the bed he'd shared with Carolyn for so
many years, waiting for it to be five of seven (quarter till, anyway) so
he could get up. Eventually he gave up even trying to drop off again

he sinply lay there with his |ong-fingered, slightly swollen hands | aced
toget her on his chest and stared up at the shadowy ceiling with eyes
that felt as big as doorknobs. Sonetines he thought of Dr. Jamal down
there in Westport, talking in his soft and conforting Indian accent,
building up his little piece of the Areri can dream

Soneti mes he thought of places he and Carolyn had gone in the old days,
and the one he kept comi ng back to was a hot afternoon at Sand Beach in
Bar Harbor, the two of themsitting at a picnic table in their bathing
suits, sitting under a big bright unbrella, eating sweet fried clans and
drinking Bud from |l ongneck bottles as they watched the sail boats
scuddi ng across the dark-blue ocean. Wen had that been?

1964? 19677

Did it natter?

Pr obably not.

The alterations in his sleep schedule woul dn't have mattered, either, if

t hey had ended there; Ral ph would have adapted to the changes not just
with ease but with gratitude. Al the books he hunted through that



sumer seenmed to confirmone bit of folk wisdomhe'd heard all his
life-people slept less as they got older. |If losing an hour or so a

ni ght was the only fee he had to pay for the dubi ous pl easure of being
"seventy years young," he would pay it gladly, and consider hinself well
of f.

But it didn't end there. By the first week of My, Ral ph was waki ng up
to birdsong at 5:15 a.m He tried earplugs for a few nights, although
he doubted fromthe outset that they would work. It wasn't the newy
returned birds that were waking himup, nor the occasiona
delivery-truck backfire out on Harris Avenue. He had al ways been the
sort of guy who could sleep in the niddle of a brass nmarching band, and
he didn't think that had changed. What had changed was inside his head.
There was a switch in there, sonmething was turning it on a little
earlier every day, and Ral ph hadn't the slightest idea of howto keep it
from happeni ng.

By June he was popping out of sleep like jack out of his box at 4:30 a.m
4:45 at the latest. And by the mddle of July-not quite as hot as July
of '92, but bad enough, thanks very nuch-he was snapping to at around
four o'clock. It was during those ong hot nights, taking up too little
of the bed where he and Carolyn had nade | ove on so many hot nights (and
cold ones), that he began to consider what a hell his |ife would becone
if sleep departed entirely.

In daylight he was still able to scoff at the notion, but he was

di scovering certain dismal truths about F. Scott Fitzgerald' s dark
ni ght of the soul, and the grand-prize winner was this: at 4:15 a.m
anyt hi ng seens possible. Anything.

During the days he was able to go on telling hinself that he was sinply
experiencing a readjustment of his sleep-cycle, that his body was
responding in perfectly normal fashion to a nunber of big changes in his
life, retirement and the loss of his wife being the two biggest.

He sonetinmes used the word | oneliness when he thought about his new
life, but he shied away from The Dreaded D-Word, stuffing it back into
t he deep cl oset of his subconsci ous whenever it happened to glimrer for
a nonent in his thoughts. Loneliness was okay. Depression npst
certainly was not.

Maybe you need to get nore exercise, he thought. Do sone wal king' |ike
you used to last sumrer. After all, you've been |leading a pretty
sedentary life-get up, eat a toast, read a book, watch some TV, get a
sandwi ch across the street in the Red Apple for lunch, potter around in
the garden a little, maybe go to the library or visit with Helen and the
hah f hey happen to be sitting out, eat upper, naybe sit on the porch
and visit with McGovern or Lois Chasse for awhile. Then what?

Read a little nore, watch a little nore TV, wash up, go to bed.
Sedent ary.
Boring. No wonder you wake up early.

Except that was crap. His |life sounded sedentary, yes, no doubt, but it
really wasn't. The garden was a good exanple. Wat he did out there



was never going to win himany prizes, but it was a hell of a |ong way
from"pottering around." Mst afternoons he weeded until sweat made a
dark tree-shape down the back of his shirt and spread danp circles at
his arnmpits, and he was often trenbling with exhaustion by the tine he
| et hinmself go back inside. "Punishnent" probably would have been
closer to the mark than "pottering," but punishnment for what?

Waki ng up before dawn?

Ral ph didn't know and didn't care. Wrking in the garden filled up a
| arge piece of the afternoon, it took his mnd off things he didn't
really care to think of, and that was enough to justify the aching
nmuscl es and the occasional |ights of black spots in front of his eyes.

He began his extended visits to the garden shortly after the Fourth of
July and continued all through August, long after the early crops had
been harvested and the | ater ones had been hopel essly stunted by the

| ack of rain.

"You ought to quit that,"” Bill MGovern told himone night as they sat
on the porch, drinking | enbnade. This was in m d-August, and Ral ph had
begun to wake up around three-thirty each norning.

It's got to be hazardous to your health. Wbhrse, you look like a
[unatic."

"Maybe | ama lunatic," Ral ph responded shortly, and either his tone or
the ook in his eyes must have been convincing, because McGovern changed
t he subj ect.

He did begin wal ki ng agai n-nothing |ike the Marathons of '92, but he
managed two mles a day if it wasn't raining. His usual route took him
down the perversely named Up-MIle Hill, to the Derry Public Library, and
then on to Back Pages, a used-book store and newsstand on the corner of
Wt cham and Main.

Back Pages stood next to a junbled junkatoriumcalled Secondhand Rose,
Secondhand Cl ot hes, and as he passed this store one day during the
August of his discontent, Ralph saw a new poster anbng the announcenents
of outdated bean suppers and anci ent church socials, placed so it
covered roughly half of a yellow ng PAT BUCHANAN FOR PRESI DENT pl acar d.

The woman in the two photographs at the top of the poster was a pretty
blonde in her late thirties or early forties, but the style of the
photos-unsmiling full face on the left, unsmling profile on the right,
pl ai n white background in both-was unsettling enough to stop Ralph in
his tracks. The photos nmade the worman | ook as if she bel onged on a Post
office wall or in a TV docudranma ... and that, the poster's printed
matter made clear, was no accident.

The photos were what stopped him but it was the wonan's nanme that held
hi m

WANTED FOR MJURDER SUSAN EDW NA DAY was printed across the top in big
black letters. And below the sinmulated nmug-shots, in red: STAY OQUT OF
OUR CI TY!



There was a small line of print at the very bottom of the poster

Ral ph's cl ose vision had deteriorated quite a bit since Carolyn's

deat h-gone to hell in a handbasket m ght actually have been a nore
accurate way of putting it-and he had to lean forward until his brow was
pressed agai nst the dirty show wi ndow of Secondhand Rose, Secondhand

Cl othes before he could decipher it: Paid for by the Mane LifeWtch
Conmittee Far down in his mind a voice whispered: Hey, hey, Susan Day.

Hou, nany kids did you kill today?

Susan Day, Ral ph recalled, was a Political activist fromeither New York
or Washington, the sort of fast-speaking woman who regul arly drove

taxi -drivers, barbers, and hardhat construction workers into foam ng
frenzies. Wiy that particular little jangle of doggerel had cone into
his m nd, however, he couldn't say; it was tagged to sone nmenory that
woul dn't quite cone. Maybe his tired old brains were just
cross-referencing that sixties Vietnam protest chant, the one which had
gone Hey, hey, LBJ! How nmany kids did - you kill toda-"?

No, that's not it.

he thought. C ose, but no cigar. It was just before his mnd could
cough up Ed Deepneau's nane and face, a voice spoke from al nost beside
him "Earth to Ral ph, earth to Ral ph, cone in, Ralphie-baby!"

Roused out of his thoughts, Ralph turned toward the voice. He was both
shocked and amused to find he had al nost been asleep on his feet.

Christ, he thought, you never know how i nportant sleep is ntil you mss
alittle. Then all the floors start tot,"It and all the corners on
things start to round off.

It was Hamilton Davenport, the proprietor of Back Pages, who had spoken
to him He was stocking the library cart he kept in front of his shop
with brightly jacketed paperbacks. His old corncob pipe-to Ralph it

al ways | ooked |ike the stack of a nodel steanship-jutted fromthe corner
of his nobuth, sending little puffs of blue snoke into the hot, bright
air. Wnston Snith, his old gray tontat, sat in the open doorway of the
shop with his tail curled around his paws. He |ooked at Ral ph with

yel l oweyed indifference, as if to say, You think you know old, ny
friend? 1'mhere to testify you don't know di ck about getting old.

"Sheesh, Ral ph," Davenport said. "I must have called your nane at | east
three times."

"I guess | was wool gathering," Ral ph said. He stepped past the library
cart, leaned in the doorway (Wnston Smith held his place with rega

di sinterest), and grabbed the two papers he bought every day: a Boston
A obe and a USA Today. The Derry News cane right to the house, courtesy
of Pete the paperboy. Ralph sonmetines told people that he was sure one
of the three papers was conmic relief, but he had never been able to nmake
up his mnd which one it was.

"I haven't-" He broke off as Ed Deepneau's face cane into his nmind. It
was out by the airport |last summer he'd heard that nasty little chant
from and it really wasn't any wonder it had taken hima little while to



retrieve the nenory, Ed Deepneau was the |ast person in the world from
whom you' d expect to hear sonmething like that.

"Ral phi e?" Davenport said. "You just shut down on ne."

Ral ph blinked. "Ch, sorry. | haven't been sleeping very well, that's
what | started to say."

"Bumer ... but there are worse problems. just drink a glass of warm
mlk and listen to some quiet rmusic half an hour before bed."

Ral ph had begun to discover this sumer that everyone in Anerica
apparently had a pet renmedy for insomia, some bit of bedtine magic that
had been handed down t hrough the generations like the famly Bible.

"Bach's good, also Beethoven, and WIliam Ackernman ain't bad.

But the real trick"-Davenport raised one finger inpressively to
enphasi ze this-"is not to get up fromyour chair during that half hour

Not for anything. Don't answer the phone, don't wind up the dog and put
out the alarmclock, don't decide to brush your teeth . .

not hi ng. Then, when you do go to bed ... barn! Qut like a light!"

"What if you're sitting there in your favorite easy chair and all at
once you realize you have a call of nature?" Ral ph asked. "These things
can come on pretty suddenly when you get to be ny age."

"Do it in your pants," Davenport said pronptly, and burst out | aughing.
Ral ph smled, but it had a dutiful feel. H's insomia was rapidly

| osi ng what ever margi nal hunor value it mght once have had.

"I'n your pants."' Hamchortled. He slapped the library cart and wagged
hi s head back and forth.

Ral ph happened to gl ance down at the cat. Wnston Snith | ooked bl andly
back at him and to Ral ph his cal myell ow gaze seenmed to say, Yes,
that's right, He's a fool, but he's ny fool.

"Not bad, huh? Ham |ton Davenport, naster of the snappy coneback.

Do it in your . He snorted |aughter, shook his head, then took the two
dollar bills Ral ph was holding out. He slipped theminto the pocket of
his short red apron and cane out with sone change. "That about right?"

"You bet. Thanks, Ham"
Uh-huh. And all joking aside, try the nusic. It really works.
Mel | ows out your brain-waves, or sonething."

"I will." And the devil of it was, he probably would, as he had al ready
tried Ms. Rapaport's |enpn-and-hot-water recipe, and Shawna McClure's
advice on howto clear his mind by slowing his respiration and
concentrating on the word cool (except when Shawna said it, the word
cane out cuhhhh-oooo0ooo000000l). Wen you were trying to deal with a



sl ow but relentless erosion of your good sleeptine, any fol k renedy
started to | ook good.

Ral ph began to turn away, then turned back. "What's with that poster
next door ?"

Ham Davenport winkled his nose. "Dan Dalton's place? | don't look in
there at all, if | can help it. Screws up ny appetite. Has he got
somet hi ng new and di sgusting in the w ndow?"

"I guess it's newit's not as yellow as the rest of them and there's a
notable lack of flydirt on it. Looks |like a wanted poster, only it's
Susan Day in the photos."

"Susan Day on a-son of a bitch!" He cast a dark and hunorl ess | ook at
t he shop next door.

"What is she, President of the National Organization of Wmnen, or
somet hi ng?"

"Ex- Presi dent and co-founder of Sisters in Arms. Author of My Mdther's
Shadow and Lilies of the Valley-that one's a study of battered wonen and
why so many of themrefuse to blow the whistle on the nmen that batter
them She won a Pulitzer Prize for it. Susie Day's one of the three or
four nmost politically influential wonen in America right now, and she
can really wite as well as think. That clown knows |'ve got one of her
petitions sitting right by nmy cash register."

"What petitions?"

"We're trying to get her up here to speak," Davenport said. "You know
the right-to-lifers tried to firebonb WonanCare | ast Christmas, right?"

Ral ph cast his mnd cautiously back into the black pit he'd been Iiving
in at the end of 1992 and said, "Well, | renmenber that the cops caught
sone guy in the hospital's long-termparking lot with a can of gasoline,
but I didn't know"

"That was Charlie Pickering. He's a nmenber of Daily Bread, one of the
right-to-life groups that keep the pickets marching out there,"
Davenport said. "They put himup to it, too-take nmy word. This year
they're not bothering with gasoline, though; they're going to try to get
the City Council to change the zoning regul ati ons and squeeze WnmanCar e
right out of existence. They just might do it, too. You know Derry,
Ral ph-it's not exactly a hotbed of liberalism"

"No," Ralph said with a wan smle. "It's never been that, And WnmanCare
I's an abortion clinic, isn't it?" Davenport gave himan out-of-patience
| ook and jerked his head in the direction of Secondhand Rose. "That's
what assholes like himcall it," he said, "only they like to use the
word m |l instead of clinic.

They ignore all the other stuff WmanCare does." To Ral ph, Davenport had
begun to sound a little like the TV announcer who hawked run-free
pantyhose during the Sunday afternoon novie.

"They're involved in famly counselling, they deal with spouse and child



abuse, and they run a shelter for abused wonen over by the Newport town
line. They have a rape crisis center at the in-town building by the
hospital, and a twenty-four-hour hotline for wonen who' ve been raped or
beaten. In short, they stand for all the things that nake Mrl boro Men
l'i ke Dalton shit bullets.”

"But they do perform abortions,"” Ralph said. "That's what the pickets
are about, right?"

There had been sign-carrying denonstrators in front of the | owslung,
unobtrusive brick building that housed WomanCare for years, it seenmed to
Ral ph. They always | ooked too pale to him too intense, too skinny or
too fat, too utterly sure that God was on their side, The signs they
carried said things |ike THE UNBORN HAVE RI GHTS, TQO and LI FE, WHAT A
BEAUTI FUL CHO CE and that old standby, ABORTION | S MJURDER

On several occasions wonen using the clinic-which was near Derry Hone
but not actually associated with it, Ral ph thought-had been spat upon

' Yeah, they performabortions , Hamsaid. "You got a problemwth
t hat ?"

Ral ph thought of all the years he and Carolyn had tried to have a
baby-years that had produced nothing but several false alarms and a
single nmessy five-nmonths m scarriage-and shrugged. Suddenly the day
seened too hot and his legs too tired. The thought of his return

journey-the Up-M1le Hi Il leg of it in particular-hung in the back of his
mnd |ike something strung froma |line of fishhooks. "Christ, | don't
know," he said. "I just wi sh people didn't have to get so ... so
shrill."

Davenport grunted, wal ked over to his neighbor's display w ndow, and
peered at the bogus wanted poster. Wile he was |looking at it, a tall
pallid man with a goatee-the absolute antithesis of the Marl boro Man
Ral ph woul d have said-materialized fromthe gl oonmy depths of Secondhand
Rose |i ke a vaudeville spook that has gotten a bit moul dy around the
edges. He saw what Davenport was | ooking at, and a tiny disdainfu
smle dinpled the corners of his nouth.

Ral ph thought it was the kind of smle that could cost a nan a coupl e of
teeth, or a broken nose. Especially on a dog-hot day |ike this one.

Davenport pointed to the poster and shook his head violently.

Dalton's snile deepened, He flapped his hands at davenport \Who gives a
shit what you think? the gesture said-and then di sappeared back into
t he depths of his store.

Davenport returned to Ral ph, bright spots of color burning in his
cheeks. "That man's picture should be next to the word prick in the
dictionary," he said.

Exactly what he thinks about You, | imagine, Ralph thought, but of
course did not say.

Davenport stood in front of the library cart full of paperbacks, hands
stuffed into his pockets beneath his red change apron, brooding at the



poster of (hey hey) Susan Day.
"Well," Ral ph said, "I suppose | better-"

Davenport shook hinself out of his brown study. "Don't go yet," he
said. "Sign my petition first, will you? put a little shine back on ny
nor ni ng. "

Ral ph shifted his feet unconfortably. "l usually don't get involved in
confrontational stuff |ike-"

"Conme on, Ral ph," Davenport said in a |et's-be-reasonabl e voi ce.

"We're not talking confrontation here; we're talking about naking sure
that the fruits and nuts |ike the ones who run Daily Breadand Politica
Neanderthals |i ke Dalton-don't shut down a really useful wonen's
resource center. It's not like |I'm asking you to endorse testing
chemi cal warfare weapons on dol phins,"

"No," Ral ph said. "I suppose not.), "W're hoping to send five thousand
signatures to Susan Day by the first of Septenber. Probably won't do

any good-Derry's really not nuch nore than a wide place in the road, and
she's probably booked into the next century anyhowbut it can't hurt to

try."

Ral ph thought about telling Hamthat the only petition he wanted to sign
was one asking the gods of sleep to give himback the three hours or so
of good rest a night they had stol en away, but then he took another | ook
at the man's face and deci ded against it.

Carol yn woul d have signed his damed petition, he thought. She was no
fan of abortion, but she was also no fan O men com ng hone after the
bars cl ose and m staking their wi ves and kids for soccer balls.

True enough, but that woul dn't have been her nmain reason for signing;
she woul d have done it on the off-chance that she m ght get to hear an
authentic firebrand |i ke Susan Day up close and in person

She woul d have done it out of the ingrained curiosity which had perhaps
been her domi nating characteristic-sonething so strong not even the
brain tunor had been able to kill it. Two days before she died she had
pul l ed the novie ticket he'd been using as a bookmark out of the

paper back novel he'd left on her bedside table because she had wanted to
know what he'd been to see. It had been A Few Good Men, as a matter of
fact, and he was both surprised and di smayed to di scover how nuch it

hurt to remenber that. Even now it hurt like hell.

"Sure," he told Ham "I1'll be happy to signit."
"My man!" Davenport excl ained, and cl apped hi mon the shoul der

The broody | ook was replaced by a grin, but Ralph didn't think the
change nuch of an inmprovenent. The grin was hard and not especially
charming. "Step into ny den of iniquity! " Ralph followed himinto the
t obacco-snelling shop, which did not seemparticularly iniquitous at
nine-thirty in the norning. Wnston Smith fled before them pausing
just once to |l ook back with his ancient yellow eyes. He's a fool and



you' re another, that parting stare m ght have said. Under the
circunstances, it wasn't a conclusion Ralph felt nuch inclined to

di spute. He tucked his newspapers under his arm |eaned over the ruled
sheet on the counter beside the cash register, and signed the petition
asking Susan Day to cone to Derry and speak in defense of WnanCare.

He did better climbing UP-Mle H Il then he had expected, and crossed

t he X-shaped intersection of Wtchm and Jackson thi nking, There, that
wasn't so bad, was He suddenly realized that his ears were ringing and
his | egs had begun to trenble beneath him He stopped on the front side
of Wtcham and pl aced one hand agai nst his shirt. He could feel his
heart beating just beneath It, PunPing away with a ragged fierceness
that was scary. He heard a papery rustle , and saw an adverti si ng

suppl enent slip out of the Boston d obe and go seesawi ng down into the
gutter. He started to bend over and get it, then stopped.

Not a good idea, Ralph-if you bend over, You're nore than |likely going
to fall over. | suggest you |eave that for the sweeper.

"Yeah, okay, good idea," he nuttered, and straightened up. Black dots
surged across his vision like a surreal flock of crows , and for a
nonent Ral ph was al nost Positive he was going to wind up lying on top of
the ad suppl ement no matter what he did or didn't do.

"Ral ph? You all right?"

He | ooked up cautiously and saw Lois Chasse, who |lived on the other side
of Harris Avenue and half a block down fromthe house he shared with
Bill McGovern. She was sitting on one of the benches just outside
Strawford Park, probably waiting for the Canal Street bus to cone al ong
and take her downtown.

Sure, fine," besides, and made his legs nove. He felt as if he were
wal ki ng t hrough syrup, but he thought he got over to the bench wi thout

| ooking too bad. He could not, however, suppress a grateful little gasp
as he sat down next to her.

Loi s Chasse had | arge dark eyes-the kind that had been call ed Spanish
eyes when Ral ph was a kid-and he bet they had dancej through the ninds
of dozens of boys during Lois's high-school years They were still her
best feature, worry he sawin themnow. It was ... what? Alittle too
nei ghborly but Ral ph didn't nuch care for the for confort was the first
t hought to occur to him but he wasn't sure it was the right thought.
"Fine," Lois echoed.

"you betcha." He took his handkerchief fromhis back pocket, checked to
make sure it was clean, and then wiped his browwth it.

"I hope you don't mind nme saying it, Ralph, but you don't |ook fine."
Ral ph did m nd her saying it, but didn't know how to say so.
"You're pale, you' re sweating, and you're a litterbug."

Ral ph | ooked at her, startl ed.



"Sonething fell out of your paper. | think it was an ad circular."
"Didit?"

"You know perfectly well it did. Excuse ne a second."

She got up, crossed the sidewal k, bent (Ralph noticed that, while her
worman who had to be sixty-eight), and picked up the circular. She hips

were fairly broad, her legs were still admirably trimfor a canme back to
the bench with it and sat down.

There," she said. "Now you're not a litterbug anynore."

He smiled in spite of hinself. "Thank you."

"Don't nention it. | can use the Maxwel| House coupon, also the

Hanbur ger Hel per and the Diet Coke. 1've gotten so fat since M. Chasse
di ed."

“"You're not fat, Lois."

"Thank you, Ral ph, you're a perfect gentleman, but let's not change the
subject. You had a dizzy spell, didn't you? 1In fact, you al nbst passed
out."

"I was just catching nmy breath," he said stiffly, and turned to watch a
bunch of kids playing scrub baseball just inside the park.

envied the efficiency of them They were going at it hard, |aughing and
grab-assi ng round.

Ral ph r air-conditioning systemns.

"Catching your breath, were you?

"Yes."

"Just catching your breath.”

"Lois, You're starting to sound like a broken record."

"Well, the broken record's going to tell YOU sonething, okay?

You're nuts to be trying UP-MIle H Il in this heat. If You want to
wal k, why not go out the Extension, where it's flat, |ike you used to?),
"Because it nakes nme think OF Carolyn," he said, not liking the stiff,
al nost rude way that sounded but unable to help it.

"Ch shit," she said, and touched his hand briefly. "Sorry."

"I't's okay. ' "No, it's not. | should have known better. But the way
you | ooked just now, that's not okay, either. You're not twenty

anynor e, Ral ph.

Not even forty, | don't mean you're not in good shape-anyone can see
you're in great shape for a guy your age-but you ought to take better



care of yourself. Carolyn would want YOU to take care of Yourself. ,
"I know," he said, "but I'mreally-"

"Al'l right, he neant to finish, and then he | ooked up from hi s hands,
| ooked into her dark eyes again, and what he saw there nade it
i npossible to finish for a noment.

There was a weary sadness in her eyes . . . or was it |loneliness?

Maybe both. In any case, those were not the only things he saw in them
He al so saw hi nsel f.

You're being silly, the eyes looking into his said. Maybe we both are.

You' re seventy and a widower, Ralph. |1'm Sixty-eight and a wi dow - How
long are W going to sit on Your porch in the evenings with Bil
McGovern as the world's O dest chaperone? Not too long, | hope, because

neither of us is exactly fresh off the showoomlot.

"Ral ph?" Lois asked, suddenly concerned. "Are you okay?"
"Yes," he said, |ooking down at his hands again. "Yes, sure.
"You had a | ook on your face like ... well, | don't know."

Ral ph wondered if naybe the combi nation of the heat and the wal k up
Up-Mle H Il had scranbled his brains a little. Because this was Lois,
after all, whom McGovern always referred to (with a small, satiric lift
of his left eyebrow) as "Qur Lois." And okay, yes, she was still in good
shape-trimlegs, nice bust, and those renarkabl e eyes-and maybe he

woul dn't mind taking her to bed, and naybe she wouldn't m nd being
taken. But what would there be after that?

I f she happened to see a ticket-stub poking out of the book he was
readi ng, would she pull it out, too curious about what novie he'd been
to see to think about how she was | osing his place?

Ral ph thought not. Lois's eyes were renarkable, and he had found his
own eyes wandering down the V of her blouse nore than once as the three
of them sat on the front porch, drinking iced tea in the cool of the
eveni ng, but he had an idea that your little head could get your big
head in trouble even at seventy. Getting old was no excuse to get

carel ess.

He got to his feet, aware of Lois |ooking at himand maki ng an extra
effort not to stoop. "Thanks for your concern,"” he said. "Want to walk
an old feller up the street?"

"Thanks, but |'m goi ng downtown. They've got sone beautifu
rose-colored yarn in at The Sewing Circle, and |I'mthinking afghan.

Meanwhile, 1'Il just wait for the bus and gl oat over my coupons.”
Ral ph grinned. "You do that." He glanced over at the kids on the scrub
ballfield. As he watched, a boy with an extravagant nop of red hair

broke fromthird, threw hinmself down in a headfirst slide

and fetched up agai nst one of the catcher's shinguards with an audi bl e



t honk. Ral ph wi nced, envisioning anbul ances with flashing |ights and
scream | aughi ng.

"M ssed the tag, you hoser!" he shout ed.

"The hell | did!'" the catcher responded indignantly, but then he began
to laugh, too.

"Ever wish You were that age again, Ral ph?" Lois asked.

He thought it over, "Sonetines," he said.
"Sit with us awhile."
Too strenuous. Canme on over tonight, "Mstly it just |ooks "I m ght

just do that," she said, and Ral ph started up Harris Avenue, feeling the
wei ght of her renarkabl e eyes on himand trying hard to keep his back
straight. He thought he managed fairly well, but it was hard work. He
had never felt so tired in his life.

Hearing sirens, but the carrot-top bounced to his feet
Chapter 2

Ral ph nmade the appointment to see Dr. Litchfield | ess than an hour
after his conversation with Lois on the park bench; the receptionist
with the cool, sexy voice told himshe could fit himin next Tuesday
nmorning at ten, if that was okay, and Ral ph told her that was fine as
paint. Then he hung up, went into the living roomsat in the w ng-chair
t hat overl ooked Harris Avenue, and thought about how Dr. Litchfield had
initially treated his wife's brain tunmor with Tyl enol -3 and panphl ets
expl ai ni ng various rel axation techniques.

Fromthere he noved on to the look he'd seen in Litchfield s eyes after
t he magnetic resonance i maging tests had confirmed the CAT scan's bad
news ... that look of guilt and unease.

Across the street, a bunch of kids who would soon be back in school came
out of the Red Apple arnmed with candy bars and Sl urpi es.

As Ral ph wat ched them nmount their bikes and tear away into the bright
el even o' cl ock heat, he thought what he always did when the nenory of
Dr. Litchfield s eyes surfaced: that it was nost likely a fal se nenory.

The thing is, old buddy, you wanted Litchfield to | ook uneasy, but even
nore than that, you wanted himto | ook guilty.

Quite possibly true, quite possibly Carl Litchfield was a peach of a guy
and a helluva doctor, but Ralph still found hinself calling Litchfield's
office again half an hour later. He told the receptionist with the sexy
voi ce that he'd just rechecked his cal endar and di scovered next Tuesday

at ten wasn't so fine after all. He'd nade an appointnment with the

podi atrist for that day and forgotten all about it.

"My nenory's not what it used to be," Ralph told her

The receptioni st suggested next Thursday at two.



Ral ph countered by promising to call back

Liar, liar, pants on fire, he thought as he hung up the phone, wal ked
slowly back to the wing-chair, and |owered hinself into it.

You're done with him aren't you?

He supposed he was. Not that Dr. Litchfield was apt to | ose any sleep
over it; if he thought about Ralph at all, it would be as one less old
geezer to fart in his face during the prostate exam

Al right, so what are you going to do about the ' insomia, Ralph;
"Sit quiet for half an hour before bedtinme and listen to classica

nusi ¢c," he said out loud. "Buy sone Depends for those troubl esone calls
of nature."

He startled hinmself by |aughing at the image. The laughter had a
hysterical edge he didn't nuch care for-it was dammed creepy, as a
matter of fact-but it was still alittle while before he could nmake
hi nsel f stop.

Yet he supposed he would try Hami|ton Davenport's suggestion (although
he woul d skip the diapers, thank You), as he had tried nmost of the folk
renmedi es wel | - meani ng peopl e had passed on to him This nade hi mthink
of his first bona ride folk renedy, and that rai sed another grin

It had been McGovern's idea. He had been sitting on the porch one
eveni ng when Ral ph came back fromthe Red Apple with some noodl es and
spaghetti sauce, had taken one | ook at his upstairs neighbor and nade a
tsk-tsk sound, shaking his head dol efully.

"What's that supposed to nean?" Ral ph asked, taking the seat next to
him Alittle farther down the street, a little girl in jeans and an
oversi zed white tee-shirt had been skipping rope and chanting in the
grow ng gl oom

"I't neans you're |ooking folded, spindled, and rmutilated," MGovern
said. He used one thunb to tilt the Panama back on his head and | ooked
nore closely at Ralph. "Still not sleeping?"

"Still not sleeping,"” Ral ph agreed.

McGovern was quiet for a few seconds. Wen he spoke again, he did so in
a tone of absol ute-al nost apocal yptic, in fact-finality.

"Whi skey is the answer," he said.

"I beg your pardon?"

"To your insomia, Ralph. | don't mean you should take a bath in
it-there's no need of that. just mx a tablespoon of honey with half a
shot of whi skey and hook it down fifteen or twenty mnutes before you

hit the hay."

"You think?" Ral ph had asked hopeful ly.



"All | can say is it worked for nme, and | had sone real problens

sl eeping around the tine | turned forty. Looking back on it, | guess
that was ny mdlife crisis-six nmonths of insomia and a year-|ong
depression over ny bald spot."

Al t hough the books he'd been consulting all said that booze was a vastly
overrated cure for sleeplessness-that it often nade the probl em worse

i nstead of better, in fact-Ralph had tried it just the sane. He had
never been much of a drinker, so he began by adjusting MGovern's
recommended hal f-shot dosage down to a quarter of a shot, but after a
week of no relief he had upped the ante to a full shot ... then to two.

He woke up one norning at four-twenty-two with a nasty little headache
to accompany the dull brown taste of Early Tines on the roof of his
nouth, and realized he was suffering his first hangover in fifteen
years.

"Life's too short for this shit," he had announced to his enpty
apartment, and that had been the end of the great whiskey experinent.

kay, Ral ph thought now as he watched the desultory m d-norning flow O
custoners in and out of the Red Apple across the street.

Here's the situation McGovern says you |l ook like shit, you al nost
fainted at Lois Chasse's feet this noring, and you just called and
cancel ed the appointnent you nmade with Ye Ode Fam |y Physician. So
what next?

Just let it go? Accept the situation and let it go.) The idea had a
certain Oiental charmfate, karma, and all that but he was going to
need nore than charmto get himthrough the | ong hours of early norning.
The books said there were people in the world, quite a |lot of them who
managed very well on no nmore than three or four hours of sleep a night.
There were even some who got along on only two. They were an extrenely
small mnority, but they did exist. Ralph Roberts, however, was not
anmong their number.

How he | ooked wasn't very inmportant to himhe had a feeling that his
mat i nee-i dol days were well behind himbut how he felt was, and it was
no |l onger just a matter of not feeling good; he felt horrible. The

i nsotmi a had begun to pervade every aspect of his life, the way the
snell of frying garlic on the fifth floor will eventually pervade an
entire apartnent building. The color had started to drain out of

t hi ngs; the world had begun to take on the dull, grainy quality of a
newspaper phot ogr aph

Si npl e deci si ons-whet her to heat up a frozen dinner for his evening neal
or grab a sandwi ch at the Red Apple and go up to the picnic area by
Runway 3, for exanple-had become difficult, alnmst agonizing. 1In the

| ast couple of weeks he had found hinself coning back to the apartnent
from Dave's Video Stop enpty-handed nore and nore often, not because
there was nothing at Dave's he wanted to watch but because there was too
much- he coul dn't decide if he wanted one of the Dirty Harry novies or a
Billy Crystal conmedy or maybe a few old Star Trek episodes. After a
coupl e of these unsuccessful trips, he had pl opped hinself down in this
very wi ng-chair, alnmpst crying with frustration ... and, he supposed,
fear.



That creeping sensory nunbness and the erosion of his decision-naking
capabilities were not the only problenms he had cone to associate with
the insomia; his short-termmenory had al so begun to slip. It had been
his practice to go to the novies at | east once and sonetines twi ce a
week ever since his retirenent fromthe printshop, where he had finished
his working life as the bookkeeper and general supervisor. He had taken
Carolyn until |ast year, when she had gotten too sick to enjoy going out
anywhere. After her death he had nostly gone al one, although Hel en
Deepneau had accomnpani ed hi monce or twi ce when Ed was hone to nmnd the
baby (Ed hinsel f al nost never went, clainmng he got headaches at the
novi es).

Ral ph had gotten so used to calling the cinema center's answering
machi ne to check showtines that he had the nunber by heart. As the
sunmer went on, however, he found hinself having to look it up in the
Yel | ow Pages nmore and nore often-he could no |onger be sure if the | ast
four digits were 1317 or 1713.

“It's 1713," he said now "I know it is." But did he know it?
Did he really?
Call Litchfield back. Go on, Ralph-stop sifting through the garbage.

Do sonething constructive. And if Litchfield really sticks in your
craw, call sonebodi, else. The phone book's as full of doctors as it
ever was.

Probably true, but seventy was naybe a little old to be picking a new
sawbones by the eenie-neeni e-m nme-nmoe nmethod. And he wasn't going to
call Litchfield back. Period.

kay, so what's next, you stubborn old goat? A few nmore folk renedies?
| hope not, because at the rate you're going you'll be down to eye O
newt and tongue O toad in no tine.

The answer that canme was |ike a cool breeze on a hot day .

and it was an absurdly sinple answer. All his book-research this sunmer
had been ai med at understanding the problemrather than finding a
solution. Wien it came to answers, he had relied al nost solely on
back-fence renedi es |ike whi skey and honey, even when the books had

al ready assured himthey probably wouldn't work or would only work for
awhil e. Al though the books did offer some presumably reliabl e nethods
for coping with insomia, the only one Ral ph had actually tried was the
si npl est and nost obvious: going to bed earlier in the evening. That
solution hadn't worked-he had sinply |lain awake until eleven-thirty or
so, then dropped off to awaken at his new, earlier tine-but something
el se m ght.

It was worth a try, anyway.

I nstead of spending the afternoon in his usual frenzy of backyard
pottering, Ral ph went down to the library and ski mmed through sonme of

t he books he had already | ooked at. The general consensus seened to be
that if going to bed earlier didn't work, going |ater m ght.



Ral ph went hone (m ndful of his previous adventures, he to)ok the bus)
filled with cautious hope. It might work. |If it didn't, he always had
Bach, Beethoven, and W/ I|iam Ackerman to fall back on

His first attenpt at this technique, which one of the texts called

"del ayed sl eep,"” was comc. He awoke at his nowusual tine (3:45 by the
digital clock on the living-roomnmantel) with a sore back, an aching
neck, no inmedi ate i dea of how he had gotten into the wi ngchair by the
wi ndow, or why the TV was on, broadcasting nothing but snow and a soft,
surflike roar of static.

It was only as he allowed his head to roll cautiously back, supporting
t he nape of his neck with a cupped palm that he realized what had

happened. He had intended to sit up until at least three o' clock and
possi bly four. He would then stroll off to bed and sl eep the sleep of

the just. That had been the plan, anyway. |Instead, The Incredible
I nsomi ac of Harris Avenue had dropped off during jay Leno's opening
nonol ogue, like a kid who's trying to stay up all night long just to see

what it's like. And then, of course, he had finished the adventure by
waki ng up in the dammed chair. The problemwas the sane, Joe Friday
m ght have said; only the location had changed.

Ral ph strolled off to bed anyway, hopi ng agai nst hope, but the urge (if
not the need) to sleep had passed. After an hour of |ying awake, he had
gone back to the wing-chair again, this time with a pillow propped
behind his stiff neck and a rueful grin on his face.

There was not hing funny about his second try, which took place the
followi ng night. Sleepiness began to steal ever himat its usua

ti me-el even-twenty, just as Pete Cherney was giving the followi ng day's
weat her forecast. This tine Ralph fought it successfully, nmaking it al
t he way through Whoopi ng (al though he al nost nodded of f during Whoopis
conversation with Roseanne Arnold, that evening' s guest) and the

| ate-ni ght novie that comes on after that. It was an old Audi e Miurphy
flick in ,which Audie appeared to be winning the war in the Pacific
pretty nmuch single-handed. It sonetines seened to Ral ph that there was
an unspoken rul e among | ocal TV broadcasters which stated that novies
telecast in the small hours of the norning could star only Audi e Mirphy
or Janes Brolin.

After the |ast Japanese pillbox had been bl own up, Channel 2 signed off.
Ral ph di al ed around, |ooking for another novie, and found nothi ng but
snow. He supposed he coul d have watched nmovies all night if he had the
cable, like Bill downstairs or Lois down the street; he renmenbered
havi ng put that on his list of things to do in the new year. But then
Carolyn had died and cable TV-with or wi thout Hone Box O fice-had no

| onger seened very inportant.

He found a copy of Sports Illustrated and began to slog through an
article on wonen's tennis he'd mssed the first tinme through, glancing
up at the clock every now and then as the hands began to close in on
3:00 a.m He had becone all but convinced that this was going to work.

His eyelids were so heavy they felt as if they had been dipped in
concrete, and al though he was reading the tennis article carefully, word
for word, he had no idea of what the witer was driving at. Wole



sentences zi pped across his brain without sticking, |like cosmc rays.

I"mgoing to sleep tonight-1 really think | am For the first tine in
nmonths the sun is going to have to come up without nmy help, and that
isn'"t just good, friends and neighbors. that's great.

Then, shortly after three o' clock, that pleasant drowsiness began to

di sappear, It did not go with a chanpagne-cork pop but rather seened to
ooze away, like sand through a fine sieve or water do-,x,n a partially
cl ogged drain. Wen Ral ph realized what was happening, it wasn't panic
he felt, but sick dismay, It was a feeling he had cone to recogni ze as
the true opposite of hope, and when he slipperscuffed his way into the
bedroom at quarter past three, he couldn't remenber a depression as deep
as the one which now enveloped him He felt as if he were suffocating
init.

"Pl ease, God, just forty winks," he nuttered as he turned off the light,
but he strongly suspected that this was one prayer which was not going
to be answered.

It wasn't. Although he had been awake for twenty-four hours by then
every trace of sleepiness had |left his mnd and body by quarter of four
He was tired, yes-nore deeply and fundanentally tired than he had ever
been in his life-but being tired and being sl eepy, he had di scovered,
were sonetines poles apart. Sleep, that undiscrimnating friend,
hurmanki nd' s best and nost reliable nurse since the dawn of tinme, had
abandoned hi m again

By four o'clock Ral ph's bed had becone hateful to him as it always did
when he realized he could put it to no good use. He swing his feet back
onto the floor, scratching the mat of hairal nost entirely gray now which
curled through his nostly unbuttoned pajama top. He slid on his
slippers again and scuffed back to the living room where he dropped
into the w ng-back chair and | ooked down at Harris Avenue.

It was laid out |ike a stage set where the only actor currently on view
wasn't even human: it was a stray dog noving slowy down Harris Avenue

in the direction of Strawford Park and Up-Mle Hill. It held its right
rear leg up as nuch as possible, linping along as best it could on the

ot her three.

"H there, Rosalie," Ralph nmuttered, and rubbed a hand across his eyes.

It was a Thursday norning, garbage-pickup day on Harris Avenue, so he
wasn't surprised to see Rosalie, who' d been a wandering, here-and-there
fixture in the neighborhood for the |last year or so.

She nmade her way down the street in leisurely fashion, investigating a
the rows and c usters of cans with the discrimnation of a dead fie
mar ket shopper.

Now Rosal i e-who was |inmping worse than ever this norning, and | ooked as
tired as Ral ph felt-found what |ooked |ike a good-sized beef bone and
trotted away with it in her mouth. Ral ph watched her out of sight, then
sinmply sat with his hands folded in his |ap, gazing out on the silent

nei ghbor hood, where the orange hi-intensity |anps added to the illusion
that Harris Avenue was nothing but a stage set standing deserted after



t he eveni ng performance had ended and the actors had gone hone; they
shone down |ike spotlights in a perfect dimnishing perspective that was
surreal and hal |l uci natory.

Ral ph Roberts sat in the wi ng-chair where he had spent so many
early-morning hours lately and waited for |ight and novenent to 9 invest
the lifeless world below him Finally the first hunan actorPete the
paper boy-entered stage right, riding his Raleigh. He biked his way up
the street, tossing rolled newspapers fromthe bag slung over his

shoul der and hitting the porches he ained at with a fair degree of
accuracy.

Ral ph wat ched hi m awhile, then heaved a sigh which felt as if it had
cone all the way fromthe basenent, and got up to make tea.

"I don't remenber ever reading about this shit in nmy horoscope,” he said
holl oWy, and then turned on the kitchen tap and began to fill the
kettle.

That | ong Thursday norni ng and even | onger Thursday afternoon taught
Ral ph ROberts a val uable | esson: not to sneer at three or four hours
sl eep a night sinply because he had spent his entire |life under the

nm st aken inpression that he had a right t(o at [east six and usually
seven. It also served as a hideous preview if things didn't inprove,
he could look forward to feeling like this nmost of the tine.

Hell, all of the tine. He went into the bedroomat ten o'clock and
again at one, hoping for a little nap-even a catnap would do, and half
an hour would be a |ife-saver-but he could not so much as drowse.

He was miserably tired but not the least bit sleepy.

Around three o' clock he decided to make hinself a Lipton CupA-Soup. He
filled the teakettle with fresh water, put it on to boil, and opened the
cupboard over the counter where he kept condi ments, spices, and various
envel opes contai ning foods which only astronauts and old nmen actual ly
seemto eat-powders to which the consunmer need only add hot water

He pushed cans and bottles around in ainless fashion and then sinmply
stared into the cupboard for awhile, as if expecting the box of soup
packets to nmmgically appear in the space he had made. Wen they didn't,
he repeated the process, only this tinme noving things back to their
original positions before staring in again with the | ook of distant

perpl exity which was becom ng (Ral ph, mercifully, did not know this) his
dom nant expression.

When the teakettle shrieked, he put it on one of the rear burners and
went back to staring into the cupboard. It dawned on himvery, very

sl owl y-that he must have drunk his | ast packet of CupA-Soup yesterday or
the day before, although he could not for the Iife of himrenmenber doing
So.

"That's a surprise?" he asked the boxes and bottles in the open
cupboard. "I'mso tired | can't renenmber nmy own nane."

Yes, | can, he thought. 1It's Leon Redbone. So there It wasn't nuch of
a joke, but he felt a small smile-it felt as light as a feather-touch



his lips. He stepped into the bathroom conbed his hair, and then went
downstairs. Here's Audie Mirphy, heading out into eneny territory in
search of supplies, he thought. Primary target: one box of Lipton

Chi cken and Ri ce Cup-A-Soup packets. |If locating and securing this
target should prove inmpossible, I'll divert to my secondary: Noodles in
Beef | know this is a risky mssion, but"-but I work best alone," he
finished as he cane out on the porch

Od Ms. Perrine happened to be passing, and she favored Ralph with a
sharp | ook but said nothing. He waited for her to get a little way up
t he sidewal k-he did not feel capable of conversation with anyone this
afternoon, least of all Ms. Perrine, who at eighty-two could stil
have found stimul ati ng and useful work anmong the Marines at Parris
Island. He pretended to he exam ning the spider-plant which hung from
t he hook under the porch eave until she had reached what he deened a
saf e distance, then crossed Harris Avenue to the Red Apple.

VWi ch was where the day's real troubles began.

He entered the conveni ence store once again nulling over the spectacul ar
failure of the del ayed-sl eep experinent and wondering if the advice in
the library texts was no nore than an uptown version of the folk
renmedi es his acquai ntances seemed so eager to press upon him

It was an unpl easant idea, but he, thought his mnd (O the force bel ow
his mnd which was actually in charge of this slowtorture) had sent him
a nessage which was even nore unpl easant: You have a sl eep-w ndow,

Ral ph. It's not as big as it once was, and it seenms to be getting
smaller with every passing week, but you better be grateful for what

you' ve get, because a small window is better than no wi ndou) at all.

You see that now, don't you?

"Yes," Ral ph munbl ed as he wal ked down the center aisle to the bright
red Cup- A-Soup boxes, "I see that very well."
Sue, the afternoon counter-girl, |aughed cheerfully. "You nust have

nmoney in the bank, Ral ph," she said.

"Beg pardon?" Ral ph didn't turn; he was inventorying the red boxes. Here
was onion . . . split pea. . . the beef-and-noodles conbo ... but
where the hell was the Chicken and Rice?

"My nom al ways said people who talk to thenmsel ves have Ch ny CGod. For
a nonent Ral ph thought she had sinply nade a statement a little too
conplex for his tired mind to i medi ately grasp, sonething about how
peopl e who tal ked to thensel ves had found God, and then she screaned. He
had hunkered down to check the boxes on the bottom shelf, and the scream
shot himto his feet so hard and fast that his knees popped. He wheel ed
toward the front of the store, bunmping the top shelf of the soup display

with his el bow and knocking half a dozen red boxes into the aisle.
"Sue? Wat's w ong?"
Sue paid no attention. She was |ooking out through the door with her

fisted hands pressed agai nst her |ips and her brown eyes huge above
them "CGod, |ook at the blood!" she cried in a choked voi ce.



Ral ph turned farther, knocking a few nore Lipton boxes into the aisle,
and | ooked through the Red Apple's dirty show wi ndow. What he saw drew
a gasp fromhim and it took hima space of seconds -five, maybe-to
realize that the bloody, beaten wonan staggering toward the Red Apple
was Hel en Deepneau. Ral ph had al ways thought Hel en the prettiest wonan
on the west side of town, but there was nothing pretty about her today.
One of her eyes was puffed shut; there was a gash at her left tenple
that was soon going to he lost in the gaudy swelling of a fresh bruise;
her puffy |ips and her cheeks were covered with bl ood.

The bl ood had conme from her nose, which was still |eaking. She wove
through the Red Apple's little parking lot toward the door |ike a drunk
her one good eye seeming to see nothing; it sinply stared.

More frightening than the way she | ooked was the way she was handl i ng
Natal i e. She had the squalling, frightened baby slung casually on one
hi p, carrying her as she m ght have carried her books to high school ten
or twel ve years before.

"Ch Jesus she's gonna drop the kid!" Sue screaned, but although she was
ten steps closer to the door than he was, she made no nove-sinply stood
where she was with her hands pressed to her nmouth and her eyes gobbling
up her face.

Ral ph didn't feel tired anynore. He sprinted up the aisle, tore open
the door, and ran outside. He was just in tine to catch Helen by the
shoul ders as she banged a hip against the ice cabinet-mercifully not the
hip with Natalie on it-and went veering off in a new direction.

"Helen!" he yelled. "Jesus, Helen, what happened?"

"Huh?" she asked, her voice duly curious, totally unlike the voice of
the Iively young wonan who sonetimes acconpanied himto the novi es and
noaned over Mel G bson. Her good eye rolled toward himand he saw t hat
sanme dull curiosity init, a look that said she didn't know who she was,
| et al one where she was, Or what had happened, or when.

"Huh? Ral ph? Wo?"

The baby slipped. Ralph et go of Helen, grabbed for Natalie, and
managed to snag one of her junper straps. Nat screaned, waved her
hands, and stared at himw th huge dark-blue eyes. got his other hand
between Nat's legs an instant before the strap he was holding tore free.
For a nonment the how ing baby bal anced on his hand |like a gymmast on a
bal ance beam and Ral ph could feel the danp bul ge of her diapers through
the overall she was wearing. Then he slipped his other hand around her
back and hoi sted her up against his chest.

Hi s heart was poundi ng hard, and even with the baby safe in his arns he
kept seeing her slip away, kept seeing her head with its cap of fine
hair slamm ng against the butt-littered pavenent with a sickening crack

"Hun? Ar? Ral?" Helen asked. She saw Natalie in Ralph's arnls, and
sone of the dullness went out (of her good eye. She raised her hands
toward the child, and in Ralph's arns, Natalie mnmicked the gesture with
her own chubby hands. Then Hel en staggered, struck the side of the



bui | di ng, and reel ed backward a step. One foot tangled in the other
(Ral ph saw splatters of blood on her small white sneakers, and it was
amazi ng how bright everything was all of a sudden; the col or had cone
back into the world, at |east tenmporarily), and she would have fallen if
Sue hadn't picked that nonent to finally venture out.

I nst ead of going down, Helen | anded agai nst the opening door and just
| eaned there, like a drunk agai nst a | anppost.

"Ral ?" The expression in her eyes was a little sharper now, and Ral ph
saw it wasn't so nuch curiosity as incredulity. She drewin a deep
breath and nmade an effort to force intelligible words past her swelled
lips. "Gh. Gh ne ny bay-ee. Bay-be. Ghnme ... Natalie."

"Not just yet, Helen," Ralph said. "You're not too steady on your feet
ri ght now "

Sue was still on the other side of the door, holding it so Helen
wouldn't fall. The girl's cheeks and forehead were ashy-pal e, her eyes
filled with tears.

"CGet out here," Ralph told her. "Hold her up."
"I can't!" she blubbered. "She's all bluh-bluh-bloody!"

"Ch for God's sake, quit it! It's Helen! Helen Deepneau fromup the
street!”

And al t hough Sue must have known that, actually hearing the name seened
to turn the trick. She slipped around the open door, and when Hel en

st aggered backward again, Sue curled an arm around her shoul ders and
braced her firmy. That expression of incredul ous surprise renained on
Hel en's face. Ralph found it harder and harder to | ook at.

It nade himfeel sick to his stomach
"Ral ph? What happened? Was it an accident?"

He turned his head and saw Bill MGovern standing at the edge of the
parking lot. He was wearing one of his natty blue shirts with the
iron's creases still in the sleeves and hol ding (one of his

| ongfingered, oddly delicate hands up to shade his eyes.

He | ooked strange, sonehow naked that way, but Ral ph had no tine to
t hi nk about why; too much was happeni ng.

"I't was no accident," he said. "She's been beaten up. Here, take the
kid," He held Natalie out to McGovern, who at first shrank back and then
took the baby. Natalie inmrediately began to shriek again.

McGovern, |ooking |ike someone who has just been handed an over-filled
airsick bag, held her out at arms length with her feet dangling.

Behind hima small crowd was begi nning to gather, many of themteenage
kids in baseball uniforns on their way hone from an afternoon gane at
the field around the corner. They were staring at Helen's puffed and

bl oody face with an unpl easant avidity, and Ral ph found hinsel f thinking



of the Bible story about the time Noah had gotten drunk-the good sons
who had | ooked away fromthe naked old nman lying in his tent, the bad
one who had | ooked ..

Gently, he replaced Sue's armwith his own. Helen's good eye rolled
back to him She said his nanme nore clearly this tine, nore positively,

and the gratitude Ral ph heard in her blurry voice made himfeel |ike
crying.
"Sue-take the baby. Bill doesn't have a clue."

She did, folding Nat gently and expertly into her arnms. MGovern gave
her a grateful smile, and Ral ph suddenly realized what was wong with
the way he | ooked. MGovern wasn't wearing the Panama hat which seened
as much a part of him(in the sumertine, at least) as the well on the
bri dge of his nose.

"Hey, mster, what happened?" one of the baseball kids asked.

"Not hing that's any of your business," Ral ph said.

"Looks |ike she went a few rounds with Ri ddick Bowe."

"Nah, Tyson," one of the other baseball kids said, and incredibly, there
was | aughter.

"CGet out of here!" Ral ph shouted at them suddenly furious.
"Go peddl e your papers! M nd your business!"

They shuffled back a few steps, but no one left. It was blood they were
| ooking at, and not on a novie screen

"Hel en, can you wal k?"

“Yell," she said. "Fink ... Think so."

He | ed her carefully around the open door and into the Red Apple.
She noved slowy, shuffling fromfoot to foot |ike an old woman

The snell of sweat and spent adrenaline was baking e)ut of her pores in
a sour reek, and Ralph felt his stomach turn over again. It wasn't the
snell, not really; it was the effort to reconcile this Helen with the
pert and pleasantly sexy wonan he. had spoken to yesterday while she
wor ked in her flower-beds.

Ral ph suddenly remenbered sonethi ng el se about yesterdayHel en had been
weari ng blue shorts, cut quite high, and he had noticed a couple of
brui ses on her legs-a large yellow blotch far up on the left thigh, a
fresher, darker snudge on the right calf.

He wal ked Helen toward the little office area behind the cash register
He gl anced up into the convex anti-theft mrror nmounted in the corner
and saw McGovern herdi ng the door for Sue

"Lock the door," he said over his shoul der



"CGee, Ral ph, |I'mnot supposed to-"
"Just for a couple of mnutes," Ralph said. "Please."
"Wwell ... okay. | guess.”

Ral ph heard the snick of the bolt being turned as he eased Helen into
the hard plastic contour chair behind the littery desk. He picked up

t he tel ephone and punched the button marked 911. Before the phone coul d
ring on the other end, a blood-streaked hand reached out and pushed down
t he gray di sconnect button

"Dough ... Ral." She swallowed with an obvious effort, and tried again.
"Don't, "Yes," Ralph said. "lI'mgoing to."

Now it was fear he saw in her one good eye, and nothing dull about it.

"No," she said, "Please, Ralph. Don't." She |ooked past him and held
out her hands again. The bunble, pleading | ook on her beaten face nade
Ral ph wi nce with di smay.

"Ral ph?" Sue asked. "She wants the baby."
"l know. Go ahead."

Sue handed Natalie to Helen, and Ral ph watched as the baby-a little over
a year old now, he was pretty sure-put her arnms around her nother's neck
and her face against her nother's shoulder. Helen kissed the top of
Nat's head It clearly hurt her to do this, but she did it again. And
then again. Looking down at her, Ralph could see blood grinmed into the
faint creases on the nape of Helen's neck like dirt.

As he | ooked at this, he felt the anger begin to pul se again.

"I't was Ed, wasn't it?" he asked. OF course it was-you didn't hit the
cutof f button on the phone when soneone tried to call 911 if you had
been beaten up by a total stranger-but he had to ask.

"Yes," she said. Her voice was no nore than a whisper, the answer a
secret inparted into the fine cloud of her baby daughter's hair

"Yes, it was Ed. But you can't call the police." She | ooked up now, the
good eye full of fear and misery. "Please don't call the police, Ralph
| can't bear to think of Natalie's dad in jail for

for Helen burst into tears. Natalie goggled at her nother for a nonment
in comc surprise, and then joined her

"Ral ph?" MCGovern asked hesitantly. "DO you want me to get her sone
Tyl enol or sonething?"

"Better not," he said. "W don't know what's wong with her,, how bad
she might be hurt." H's eyes shifted to the show wi ndow, not wanting to
see what was out there, hoping not to, and seeing it anyway.

A beer cooler cut off the view Some of them were cupping their hands



v: avid faces lined up all the way down to the place where the to the
sides of their faces to cut the glare.

"What should we do, you guys?" Sue asked. She was |ooking at the
gawkers and picking nervously at the hem of the Red Apple duster
enpl oyees had to wear. "If the conpany finds out | |ocked the door
during business hours, I"'mapt to |lose ny job."

Hel en tugged at his hand. "Please, Ralph," she repeated, only it cane
out Peese, Raff through her swollen Iips. "Don't call anybody."

Ral ph | ooked at her uncertainly. He had seen a | ot of wonen wearing a

| ot of bruises over the course of his life, and a couple (although not
many, in all honesty) who had been beaten much nore severely than Hel en
It hadn't always seened this grim though. H's mnd and norals had been
formed at a tine when people believed that what went on between a
husband and wi fe behind the cl osed doors of their marriage was their

busi ness, and that included the man who hit with his fists and the woman
who cut with her tongue.

You coul dn't make peopl e behave, and neddling in their affairs-even with
the best of intentions-all too often turned friends into enem es.

But then he thought of the way she had been carrying Natalie as she
staggered across the parking lot: held casually on one hip like a
textbook. If she had dropped the baby in the Iot, or crossing Harris
Avenue, she probably wouldn't have known it; Ral ph guessed that it was
not hi ng but instinct that had caused Helen to take the baby in the first
pl ace. She hadn't wanted to | eave Nat in the care of the man who had
beaten her so badly she could only see out of one eye and talk in nushy,
rounded syl | abl es.

He thought of sonmething else, as well, something that had to do with the
days following Carolyn's death earlier in the year. He had been
surprised at the depth of his grief-it had been an expected death, after
all; he had believed he had taken care O nost of his grieving while
Carolyn was still alive-and it had rendered hi mawkward and i neffective
about the final arrangenents which needed to be made. He had nanaged
the call to the Brookings-Senith funeral hone, but it was Hel en who had
gotten the obit formfromthe Derry News and helped himto fill it out,
Hel en who had gone with himto pick out a coffin (McGovern, who hated
death and the trappi ngs which surrounded it had nade hinsel f scarce),
and bel oved Hel en who had hel ped hi m choose a floral centerpiece-the one
whi ch said Wfe.

And it had been Hel en, of course, who had orchestrated the little party
afterward, providing sandwi ches from Frank's Catering and soft drinks
and beer fromthe Red Apple.

These were things Hel en had done for himwhen he could not do them for
hinself. Did he not have an ohbligation to repay her kindness, even if
Hel en might not see it as kindness right now?

"Bill?" he asked. "What do you think?"

McGovern | ooked from Ral ph to Helen, sitting in the red plastic chair
with her battered face | owered, and then back to Ral ph again



He produced a handkerchief and wi ped his |lips nervously. "I don't know.
| like Helen a lot, and | want to do the right thing-you know | do-but
something like this ... who knows what the right thing is" Ral ph
suddenly renenbered what Carol yn used to say whenever he started npaning
and bitching about sone chore he didn't want to do, sone errand he
didn't want to run, O sone duty call he didn't want to nmake: It's a

l ong wal k back to Ed", sweetheart, so don't sweat the small stuff He
reached for the phone again, and this time when Hel en reached for his
wrist, he pushed it away.

"You have reached the Derry Police Departnent," a recorded voice told
him "Push one for energency services. Push two for Police services.
Push three for information."

Ral ph, who suddenly understood he needed all three, hesitated for a
second and then pushed two. The tel ephone buzzed and a wonan's voice
said, "This is Police 911, how may | help you?"

He took a deep breath and said, "This is Ral ph Roberts. |1'mat the Red
Apple Store on Harris Avenue, with my neighbor fromup the street. Her
nane is Hel en Deepneau. She's been beaten up pretty badly.” He put his
hand gently on the side of Helen's face and she pressed her forehead
against his side. He could feel the heat of her skin through his shirt.
"Pl ease cone as fast as you can."

He hung up the tel ephone, then squatted down next to Hel en

Nat al i e saw him crowed with delight, and reached out to give his nose a
friendly honk. Ralph sanded, kissed her tiny palm then | ooked into

Hel en' s face.

"I"'msorry, Helen," he said but | had to. | couldn't not do it.

Do you understand that? | couldn't not do it."

"I don't understand anything," she said. Her nose had stopped bl eedi ng,
but when she reached up to swipe at it, she winced back fromthe touch
of her own fingers.

"Hel en, why did he do it? Wy would Ed beat you up |like this?"

He found hinself remenbering the other bruises-a pattern of them
perhaps. |If there had been a pattern, he had mssed it until now.

Because of Carolyn's death. And because of the insomia which had cone
afterward. In any case, he did not believe this was the first time Ed
had put his hands on his wife. Today m ght have been a drastic

escal ation, but it hadn't been the first tine. He could grasp that idea

and admit its logic, but he discovered he still couldn't see Ed doing
it. He could see Ed's quick grin, his lively eyes, the way his hands
noved restlessly when he talked ... but he couldn't see Ed using those

hands to beat the crap out of his wife, no matter how hard he tried.

Then a nmenory resurfaced, a nenory of Ed wal king stiff-1egged toward the
man who had been driving the blue pickup-it had been i mages fromthat
day last July. The thunderhejds wasn't an aval anche of old stored seris



buil ding over the airport. Ed's arm popping out of the Datsun's w ndow
and wavi ng up and down, as if he could nmake the gate slide open faster
that way. The scarf with the Chinese synbols Hey hey, Susan Day, how
many kids did you nit.

t hought, only k,"Il todai, Ralph it was Ed's voice he heard, and he
pretty well knew what Hel en was going to say before she even opened her
nmout h.

"So stupid," she said dully. "He hit ne because | signed the petition
they're circulating over to town- that's all it was and soneone Pushed
it into my face when I was going ' into the supernarket day before
Yesterday. He said sonething about a benefit for Womai Care, and that
seened all right. Besides, the baby was fussing just

"You ). just signed it," Ralph finished softly.
She nodded and began to cry again
"What petition," MGovern asked.

"To bring Susan Day to Derry," Ralph told Im "She's a fenmini "I know
who Susan Day is)" MGovern said irritably.

"Anyway, a bunch of people are try' On behal f of WnanCare."

"When Ed came honme today he was n a great nood," Hel en said through her
tears. "He alnobst always ' is on Thursdays, because it's his half day.
He was tal ki ng about how he was going to spend the afternoon pretending
to read a book and actually he is just watching the sprinkler go around

You know how he is ... just watching the "Yes," Ral ph said, renmenbering
how Ed had Pl unged his arminto one of the heavyset nan's barrels, and
the crafty grin that cane falling of vivian's ma across the heavyset
man's t O his hand ow s. Remenbering that was |ike opening the door of
Fi bber McCGee's closet in that old radi o show onlyjunk but a ing, so Ing
to get her here to speak.

(I know a trick or two of that) on his face. "Yes, | know how he is,"
"I sent himout to get sone baby-food
becom ng fretful and frightened. "I didn't know he'd be upset

I'"d all but forgotten about signing the dammed thing, to tell the
truth..... and | still don't know exactly why he was so upset

but..... but when he cane back She hugged Natalie to her, trenbling.
"Shhh, Helen, take it easy, everything' s okay."
"No, it's not!" She |ooked up at him tears streaning fromone eye and

seepi ng out frombeneath the swelled lid of the other. "It's
nub- nub-not. Wy didn't he stop this tinme? And what's going to happen



to ne and the baby? Where will we go? | don't have any noney except
for what's in the joint checking account . . . | don't have a job ..

oh Ral ph, why did you call the police? You shouldn't have done that!
" And she hit his forearmwith a strengthless little fist.

"You're going to get through this just fine," he said. "You've got a
ot of friends in the nei ghborhood."

But he barely heard what he was saying and hadn't felt her snmall punch
at all. The anger was thudding away in his chest and at his tenples
li ke a second heartbeat.

Not Wiy didn't he stop,- that wasn't what she had said. Wat she had
said was Why didn't he stop this tine?

This time.
"Hel en, where's Ed now?"
"Home, | guess," she said dully.

Ral ph patted her an the shoul der, then turned and started for the
d(!)or.

"Ral ph?" Bill MGovern asked. He sounded al arned. "Where you goi ng?"
Her voice was rising.
"Lock the door after ne," Ral ph told Sue.

"Jeer, | don't knowif | can do that." Sue | ooked doubtfully at the line
of gawkers peering in through the dirty wi ndow. There were nore of them
now.

"You can," he said, then cocked his head, catching the first faint wai
of an approaching siren. "Hear that?"

"N es, but-"

"The cops will tell you what to do, and your boss won't be nad at You
either-he'll probably give you a nedal for handling everything just
right."

"I'f he does, I'Il split it with you," she said, then glanced at Hel ei

again. Alittle color had cone back into Sue's cheeks, but not nuch.

"Jeepers, Ralph, look at her! Did he really beat her up because she
si gned sone stupid patition?"

"I guess so," Ralph said. The conversation nmade perfect sense to him
but it was conming in long distance. H's rage was closer; it had its hot
arnms | ocked around his neck, it seemed. He wi shed he were forty again,
even fifty, so he could give Ed a taste of his own nedicine . And he
had an idea he mght try doing that anyway.



He was turning the thunb-bolt of the door when McGovern grabbed his
shoul der. "What do you think you're doi ng?"

"Going to see Ed."
"Are you kidding? He'll take you apart if you get in his face.
Didn't you see what he did to her

"You bet | did," Ralph replied. The words weren't quite a snarl, but
cl ose enough to make McGovern drop his hand.

"You' re seventy fucking years old, Ralph, in case you forgot. And Helen
needs a friend right now, not some busted-up antique she cat visit
because her hospital roomis three doors down fromhers."

Bill was right, of course, but that only nade Ral ph angrier, He supposed
the insomia was at work in this, too, stoking his anger that made no
difference. In a way, and blurring his judgnment, buly, than drifting

t hrough the anger was a relief.

it was better, certain s of dark gray.

a worl d where everything had turned shade e sone Denerol "if he beats ne
up bad enough, they'll give ne the kid. "Now |eave ne alone, and | can
get a decent night's sleep,” he said Bill." parking ot at a brisk walk

A police He crossed the Red Apple Questionshing with its blue grille
fl ashers pul sing.

car was approaching. She okay?-were thrown at him but Ral ph ignored
What happened? He waited for the police car to swing them He paused
on the side venue at that sane brisk into the parking lot, then crossed
Harris Avenue at a prudent walk, with McGovern trailing anxiously after
himin the distance.

Chapter 3

Ed and Hel en Deepneau lived in a small Cape Cod-chocol at ebr own,
whi pped-creamtrim the kind of house which ol der wonen often cal
"darling"-four houses up fromthe one Ral ph and Bill MGovern shared.

Carolyn had |iked to say the Deepneaus belonged to "the Church of the
Latter-Day Yuppies," although her genuine Iiking for them had robbed the
phrase of any real bite. They were |aissez-faire vegetarians who

consi dered both fish and dairy products okay, they had worked for
Clinton in the last election, and the car in the driveway-not a Datsun
now but one of the new m ni-vanswas weari ng bunmper stickers which said
SPLIT WOOD, NOT ATOMS and FUR oN ANI MALS, NOT PEOPLE

The Deepneaus had al so apparently kept every al bumthey had ever
purchased during the sixties-Carolyn had found this one of their nost
endearing characteristics-and now, as Ral ph approached the Cape Cod with
his hands curled into fists at his sides, he heard Grace Slick wailing
one of those old San Franci sco anthens: "One pill makes you bigger, One
pill nakes you small, And the others that Mother give, you Don't do
anything at all, Go ask Alice, when she's ten feet tall



The nusic was com ng froma boonbox on the Cape Cod's postage stanp
sized porch. A sprinkler twirled on the | awn, making a

shi sha- bi sha- hi sha sound as it cast rainbows in the air and deposited a
shiny wet patch on the sidewal k. Ed Deepneau, shirtless, was sitting in
a lawn-chair to the left of the concrete walk with his |egs crossed,

| ooking up at the sky with the benused expression of a man trying to
decide if the cloud passing overhead | ooks nore |like a horse or a

uni corn. One bare foot bopped up and down in time to the music. The
book Iying open and face-down in his |lap went perfectly with the nusic
pouring fromthe boonmbox. Even Cowgirls Get the Blues, by Tom Robbi ns.

An all but perfect sumrer vignette; a scene of small-town serenity
Nor man Rockwel | mi ght have painted and then titled Afternoon Of.

Al you had to overl ook was the blood on Ed's knuckles and the drop on
the left Iens of his round John Lennon specs.

"Ral ph, for God's sake don't get into a fight with him" MGovern hissed
as Ral ph left the sidewal k and cut across the |awn. He wal ked t hrough
the awn sprinkler's fine cold spray al nost without feeling it.

Ed turned, saw him and broke into a sunny grin. "Hey, Ralph!"
he said. "Good to see you, nan!"

In his mnd s eye, Ral ph saw hinmself reaching out and shoving Ed's
chair, pushing himover and spilling himonto his lawm. He saw Ed's
eyes widen with shock and surprise behind the | enses of his gl asses.

This vision was so real he even saw the way the sun reflected on the
face of Ed's watch as he tried to sit up

"Grab yourself a beer and drag up a rock," Ed, was saying. "if you fee
like a game of chess-"

"Beer? A gane of chess? Christ Jesus, Ed, what's wong with you?"

Ed didn't answer inmediately, only |ooked at Ral ph with an expression
that was both frightening and infuriating. It was a m xture of
anusenent and shane, the | ook of a man who's getting ready to say Aw,
shit, honey-did | forget to put out the trash agai n?

Ral ph pointed down the hill, past MGovern, who was standi ng-he woul d
have been lurking if there had been something to |urk behind-near the
wet patch the sprinkler had put on the sidewal k, watching them
nervously. The first police car had been joined by a second, and Ral ph
could faintly hear the crackle of radio calls through the open w ndows.

The crowd had gotten quite a bit bigger.

"The police are there because of Helen."' he said, telling hinmself not
to shout, it would do no good to shout, and shouting an as, "They're

t here because you beat up your wife, is that getting through to youp"

"Ch," Ed said, and rubbed his cheek ruefully. "That."

"Yes, that," Ralph said. He now felt al nost stupefied with rage.



Ed peered past himat the police cars, at the crowd standing around the
Red Apple ... and then he saw McGovern.

"Bill!" he cried. MGovern recoiled. Ed either didn't notice or
pretended not to. "Hey, man! Drag up a rock! Want a beer

That was when Ral ph knew he was going to hit Ed, break his stupid little
round-1 ensed spectacles, drive a splinter of glass into his eye, naybe.
He was going to do it, nothing on earth could stop himfromdoing it,
except at the |last nmonent sonething did. It was carolyn's voice he
heard i nside his head nost frequently these days Wen he wasn't just
muttering along to hinself, that was-but this wasn't Carolyn's voice;
this one, as unlikely as it seemed, bel onged to Trigger Vachon, whom
he'd seen only once or twice since the day Trig had saved himfromthe

t hunderstorm the day Carolyn had had her first seizure.

A - 11, Ralph." Be damm careful, you." Div one crazy like a fox.

Maybe he wanted you to hit him

Yes, he decided. Maybe that was just what Ed wanted. Wy? W0 knew?
Maybe to nmuddy the waters up a little bit, maybe just because he was
crazy.

"Cut the shit," he said, dropping his voice alnbst to a whisper

He was gratified to see Ed's attention snap back to himin a hurry, and
even nmore pleased to see Ed's pleasantly vague expression of ruefu
amusenent di sappear. It was replaced by a narrow, watchful expression

It was, Ral ph thought, the | ook of a dangerous aninal with its w nd up.

Ral ph hunkered down so he could | ook directly at Ed, "Vlas it Susan
Day?" he asked in the same soft voice. "Susan Day and the abortion
busi ness? Sonet hi ng about dead babies? |Is that why you unl oaded on
Hel en?"

There was anot her question on his mnd-Wo are you really, Ed?-but
before he could ask it, Ed reached out, placed a hand in the center of
Ral ph's chest, and pushed. Ralph fell backward onto the danp grass,
catching hinmself on his el bows and shoulders. He lay there with his
feet flat on the ground and his knees up, watching as Ed suddenly sprang
out of his lawn-chair

' . '"Ralph, don't nmess with him" MGovern called fromhis place of
relative safety on the sidewal k

Ral ph paid no attention. He sinply remai ned where he was, propped on
his el bows and | ooking attentively up at Ed. He was still angry and
afraid, but these enptions had begun to be overshadowed by a strange,
chilly fascination. This was nadness he was | ooki ng at-the genuine
article- No com chook super-villain here, n(, Norman Bates, no Captain
Ahab. It was just Ed Deepneau who wor ked down the coast at Hawki ng
Labs-one of those eggheads, the old guys who played chess at the picnic
area out on the extension would have said, but still a nice enough fella
for a Denocrat.



Now t he nice enough fella had gone totally bonkers, and it hadn't just
happened this afternoon, when Ed had seen his wife's name on a petition
hangi ng fromthe Community Bulletin Board in the Shop ) n Save. Ralph
now understood that Ed's madness was at | east a year old, and that made
hi m wonder what secrets Hel en had been keep"and what ing behind her
normal cheery demeanor and sunny sen'e, snall, desperate signal s-besides
t he bruises, that was-he might have mi ssed.

And then there's Natalie, he thought. What's she seen? What's she
experi enced? Besides, of course, being carried across Harris Avenue and
the Red Apple parking ot on her staggering, bleeding nother's hip?

Ral ph' s arns broke out in goosebunps.

Ed had begun to pace, neanwhile, crossing and recrossing the cenment
path, tranpling the zinnias Helen had planted along it as a border. He
had returned to the Ed Ral ph had encountered out by the airport the year
before, right down to the fierce little pokes of the head and the sharp
j abbi ng gl ances at nothing, This is what the gee-whiz act was supposed
to hide, Ral ph thought.

He | ooks the sane now as he did when he took after the guy driving that
pi ck up truck. Like a barnyard, rooster protecting his little piece of
the fl ock.

"None of this is strictly her fault, | admt that." Ed spoke rapidly,
poundi ng his right fist into his open left pal mas he wal ked through the
cl oud of spray thrown by the sprinkler. Ralph realized he could see
every rib in Ed's chest; the man | ooked as if he hadn't had a decent

neal in nonths.

"Still, once stupidity reaches a certain level, it becomes hard to live
with," Ed went on. "She's like the Magi, actually comng to King Herod
for information. | mean, how dunb can you get? 'Were is he that is
born King of the Jews?" To Herod they say this. | mean, Wse Men ny

ass! Right, Ral ph?"
Ral ph nodded. Sure, Ed. \Whatever you say, Ed.

Ed returned the nod and went on tranpi ng back and forth through the
spray and the ghostly interlocking rai nbows, smacking his fist into his
palm "It's like that Rolling Stones song-'Look at that, |ook at that,
| ook at that stupid girl." You probably don't remenber that one, do
you?" Ed | aughed, a jagged little sound that nade Ral ph think of rats
danci ng on broken gl ass.

McGovern knelt beside him "Let's get out of here, he nuttered.

Ral ph shook his head, and when Ed swung back in their direction
McGovern qui ckly got up and retreated to the sidewal k again

"She thought she could fool you, is that it?" Ral ph asked. He was stil
lying on the I awn, propped up on his el bows. "She thought you woul dn't
find out she signed the petition.™

Ed | eaped over the wal k, bent over Ral ph, and shook his clenched fists



over his head like the bad guy in a silent novie. "No-No-Noo!"
he cri ed.

The Jefferson Airplane had been replaced by the Animals, Eric Burdon
grow i ng out the gospel according to John Lee Hooker

Boom boom boom boom gonna shoot ya right down. MGovern uttered a thin
cry, apparently thinking Ed neant to attack Ral ph, but instead Ed sank
down with the knuckles of his left hand pressed into the grass, assum ng
the position of a sprinter who waits for the starter's gun to expl ode

hi mout of the blocks. H's face was covered with beads of what Ral ph at
first took for sweat before renenbering the way Ed had paced back and
forth through the spray fromthe sprinkler. Ralph kept |ooking at the
spot of blood on the left lens of Ed's glasses. it had snmeared a
little, and now the pupil of his left eye looked as if it had filled up
wi th bl ood.

"Fi ndi ng out that she signed the petition was fate! Sinple fatel!

Do you nean to tell ne you don't see that? Don't insult ny
intelligence, Ralph! You nay be getting on in years, but you're far
fromstupid. The thing is, | go down to the supermarket to buy
baby-food, how s that for irony, and find out she's signed on with the
babvkillers." The Centurions! Wth the Crinmson King hinself! And do J"

you know what? | ... just ... saw... red
"The Crimson King, Ed? Wo's he?"

"Ch, please." Ed gave Ral ph a cunning |look." 'Then Herod, when he saw
that he was nocked, was exceeding woth, and sent forth, and slew al

the children that were in Bethlehem and in all the coasts thereof, from
two years old and under, according to the time which he had diligently
enquired of the wise men." It's in the Bible, Ralph

Matt hew, chapter 2, verse 16. Do you doubt it-? Do you have any
fucking question that it says that?"

"No. |If you say so, | believe it," Ed nodded. Hi s eyes, a deep and
startling shade of green, darted here and there. Then he slowy |eaned
forward over Ral ph, planting one hand on either side of Ralph's arns. It
was as if he neant to kiss him Ral ph could snell sweat, and sone sort
of aftershave that had al nost conpletely faded away now, and somet hing
el se-sonething that snmelled like old curdled mlk. He wondered if it

nm ght be the snell of Ed's nmdness.

An anbul ance was com ng up Harris Avenue, running its flashers but not
its siren. It turned into the Red Apple's parking |lot.

"You better," Ed breathed into his face. "You just better believe it."

Hi s eyes stopped wandering and centered on Ral ph's.

"They are killing the babies wholesale,"” he said in a | ow voi ce which
was not quite steady. "Ripping themfromthe wonbs of their nothers and
carrying themout of town in covered trucks. Flatbeds for the nost

part. Ask yourself this, Ralph: how many tines a week do you see one of



those big flatbeds tooling down the road? A flatbhed with a tarp
stretched across the back? Ever ask yourself what those trucks were
carrying? Ever wonder what was under nost of those tarps?"

Ed grinned. His eyes rolled.

"They burn nost of the fetuses over in Newport. The sign says landfill,
but it's really a crematorium They send sone of themout of state
though. In trucks, in light planes. Because fetal tissue is extrenely
valuable. | tell you that not just as a concerned citizen, but as an em
Ral ph, pl oyee of Hawking Laboratories. Fetal tissue is ...

nore ... valuable ... than gold."

He turned his head suddenly and stared at Bill MGovern, who had crept a
little closer again in order to hear what Ed was sayi ng.

"YEA, MORE VALUABLE THAN GOLD AND MOPE PRECI QUS THAN RUBI ES!" he
screamed, and McGovern | eaped back, eyes w dening in fear and dismay.

"DO YOU KNOW THAT, YOU OLD FAGGOT?"

"Yes," McGovern said. "I . . . | guess | did." He shot a quick

gl ance down the street, where one of the police cars was now backi ng out
of the Red Apple lot and turning in their direction. "I night have read
it sonewhere. In Scientific American, perhaps.”

(,Scientific American!" Ed |laughed with gentle contenpt and rolled his
eyes at Ral ph again, as if to say You see what | have to deal with.
Then his face grew sober again. "Wholesale nurder," he said, "just as
inthe time of Christ. Only nowit's the nurder of the unborn. Not
just here, but all over the world. They've been slaughtering them by
their thousands, Ral ph, by their MIlions, and do you know why? Do you
know why we' vere-entered the Court of the Crinson King in this new age
of darkness?"

Ral ph knew. It wasn't that hard to Put together, if you had enough
pieces to work with. |If you had seen Ed with his armburied in a barre
of chemical fertilizer, fishing around for the dead babi es he had been
sure he would find.

"King Herod got a little advance word this time around," Ral ph said.
"That's what you're telling ne, isn't it? It's the old Messiah thing,
right?"

He sat up, half-expecting Ed to shove hi mdown again, alnost hoping he
woul d. Hi's anger was coning back. It was surely wong to critique a
madman' s del usi onal fantasies the way you nmight a play or a novie-maybe
even bl asphenpus-but Ral ph found the idea that Hel en had been beaten
because of such hackneyed old shit as this infuriating.

Ed didn't touch him nerely got to his feet and dusted his hands ,all in
busi nessli ke fashion. He seened to be cooling down again.

Radi o calls crackled | ouder as the Police cruiser which had backed out
of the Red Apple's lot now glided up to the curb. Ed | ooked at the



crui ser, then back at Ral ph, why was getting up hinself.
"You can nock, but it's true," he said quietly. "It's not King Herod,

t hough-it's the Crinson King. Herod was merely one of his incarnations.
The Crinson King junps from body to body and generation to generation
like a kid using stepping-stones to cross a brook, Ralph, always | ooking
for the Messiah. He's always nissed him but this tine it could be
different. Because Derry's different.

Al lines of force have begun to converge here. | know how difficult
that is to believe, but it's true."

The Crimson King, Ralph thought. ©h Helen, I'mso sorry. Wat a sad
thing this is.

Two nen-one in uniform one in streetclothes, both presunably cops-got
out of the Police car and approached McGovern. Behind them down at the
store, Ral ph spotted two nmore nmen, these dressed in white pants and
white short-sleeved shirts, coming out of the Red Apple. One had his
arm around Hel en, who was wal king with the fragile care of a post-op
patient. The other was holding Natalie.

The paranedi cs hel ped Hel en into the back of the anmbul ance.

The one with the baby cot in after her while the other noved toward the
driver's seat. Wiat Ral ph sensed in their novenents was conpetency

rat her than urgency, and he thought that was good news for Hel en. Maybe
Ed hadn't hurt her too badly ... this tine, at |east.

The pl ai n-cl ot hes cop-burly, broad-shoul dered, and wearing his bl ond
nust ache and sideburns in a style Ral ph thought of as Early Anerican

Si ngl es Bar - had approached McGovern, whom he seened to recogni ze. There
was a big grin on the plain-clothes cop's face.

F, put an armover Ral ph's shoulders and pulled hima few steps ", away
fromthe nen on the sidewal k. He also dropped his voice to a bare
murmur.  "Don't want themto hear us," he said.

“I"msure you don't."

"These creatures . . . Centurions . . . servants of the Crinson
King ... wll stop at nothing. They are relentless."

“I"1l bet." Ral ph glanced over his shoulder in tinme to see McGovern
point at Ed. The burly man nodded calmy. Hs hands were stuffed in
t he pockets of his chinos. He was still wearing a small, benign smle.

| don't get that ideal Not anynore.

"This isn't just about abortion, They're taking the unborn from al

ki nds of mothers, not just the junkies and the whores-ei ght days, eight
weeks, eight nonths, it's all the same to the Centurions. The harvest
goes on day and ni ght.

The slaughter. |[|'ve seen the corpses of infants on roofs, Ralph .



under hedges . . . they're inthe sewers . . . floating in the
sewers and in the Kenduskeag down in the Barrens . "

Hi s eyes, huge and green, as bright as trunpery eneralds, stared off
into the distance.

"Ral ph," he whi spered, "sometines the world is full of colors.

I've seen themsince he cane and told ne. But now all the colors are
turning black."

"Since who came and told you, Ed?"

"We'll talk about it later," Ed. replied, speaking out of the corner of
his mouth like a con in a prison nmovie. Under other circunstances it
woul d have been funny.

A bi g gane-show host grin dawned on his face, banishing the nadness as
convincingly as sunrise bani shes night. The change was al nost tropica
in its suddenness, and creepy as hell, but Ral ph found sonething
conforting about it, just the same. Perhaps they-he, MGovern, Lois,

all the others on this little stretch of Harris Avenue who knew Ed-woul d
not have to bl ane thensel ves too much for not seeing his nadness sooner
after all. Because Ed was good; Ed really had his act down. That grin
was an Acadeny Award wi nner, Even in a bizarre situation like this, it
practically demanded that you respond to it.

"Hey, hi," he told the two cops. The burly one had finished his
conversation with McGovern, and both of them were advanci ng across the
lawn, "Drag up a rock, you guys!" Ed stepped around Ral ph with his hand
hel d out.

The burly plain-clothes cop shook it, still smling his small, benign
smle. "Edward Deepneau?" he asked.

"Right." Ed shook hands with the unifornmed cop, who | ooked a trifle
benused, and then returned his attention to the burly man.

“I"'m Detective Sergeant John Leydecker," the burly nan said.

"This is Oficer Chris Nell. Understand you had a little trouble here,
sir."

"Well, yes. | guess that's right. Alittle trouble. O, if you want
to call a spade a spade, | behaved |ike a horse's ass." Ed's enbarrassed

little chuckle was alarm ngly normal. Ral ph thought of all the charm ng
psychopat hs he'd seen in the novi es- George Sanders had al ways been
particularly good at that sort of role-and wondered if it was possible
for a smart research chem st to snow a snall-city detective who | ooked
as if he had never conpletely outgrown saturday N ght Fever phase. Ral ph
was terribly afraid . n his Saut nmght be.

"Helen and | got into an argunment about a petition she'd signed," Ed was
saying, "and one thing just led to another. Man, | Just can't believe |
hit her."



He flapped his arms, as if to convey how flustered he was-not to nention
confused and ashaned. Leydecker snmiled in return

Ral ph's mind returned to the confrontation |ast sumrer between Ed and
the man in the blue pickup. Ed had called the heavyset man a nurderer
had even stroked hi mone across the face, and still the guy had ended up
| ooking at Ed al nbst with respect. It had been like a kind of hypnosis,
and Ral ph thought he was seeing the sane force at work here.

"Things just kinda got out of hand a little, is that what you're telling
nme?" Leydecker asked synpathetically.

"That's about the size of it, yeah." Ed had to be at least thirty-two
but his w de eyes and innocent expression nmade himl ook barely old
enough to buy beer.

"Wait a minute," Ralph blurted. "You can't believe him he's nuts. And
dangerous. He just told ne-"

"This is M. Roberts, right?" Leydecker asked McGovern, ignoring Ral ph
conpl etely.

"Yes," McGovern said, and to Ral ph he sounded i nsufferably ponpous.
"That is Ral ph Roberts."

"Uh- huh." Leydecker at |ast |ooked at Ralph. "I'Il want to speak to you
in a couple of mnutes, M. Roberts, but for the tine being I'd |ike
you to stand over there beside your friend and keep quiet.

kay?"
"But " Okay?"

Angrier than ever, Ral ph stalked over to where McGovern was ecker in the
| east. HC standing- This did not seemto upset Leyd turned to Oficer
Ne . "You want to turn off the nusic, Chris, so we can hear ourselves

t hi nk?"

"Yo." The uniformed cop went to the boonmbox, inspected the various then
killed The Who hal fway through the song about the blind pinball w zard.

Ed | ooked sheepish. "I guess | did have it cranked a little."
Wonder the nei ghbors didn't conplain.™

"Ch, well, life goes on," Leydecker said. He tilted his small, serene
smle up toward the clouds drifting across the blue summer sky.

Wonder ful, Ral ph thought. This guy is a regular WII| Rogers.

Ed, however, was nodding as if the detective had produced not just a
single pearl of wi sdombut a whole string of them Leydecker rumuaged in
hi s pocket and came out with a little tube of toothpicks. He offered
themto Ed, who declined, then shook one out and stuck it in the corner
of his nobuth. "So," he said. "Little fanily argunent. Is that what

' m hearing?"



Ed nodded eagerly. He was still snmiling his sincere, slightly puzzled
smle. "Mre of a discussion, actually. A political-"

"Uh- huh, uh-huh," Leydecker said, nodding and smiling, "but before you
go any further, M. Deepneau-"

"Ed. Please."

"Before we go any further, M. Deepneau, | just kind of want to tel
you that anything you say could be used agai nst You-you know, in a court
of law. Also that you have a right to an attorney.

Ed's friendly but puzzled snmile faltered for a nonent. The narrow
appraising replaced it. -Gosh, what did | do? Can you help nme figure
it out?"

Ral ph gl anced at McGovern, and the relief he sawin Bill's eyes mrrored
what he was feeling hinmself. Leydecker was maybe not such a hick after
all.

"What in God's nane would | want an attorney for?" Ed asked.

He made a half-turn and tried the puzzled smile out on Chris Nell, who
was still standing besi de the boombox on the porch

"I don't know, and maybe you don't," Leydecker said, still smling. "I'm
just telling you that you can have one. And that if you can't afford
one, the City of Derry will provide you with one."

"But | don't-" Leydecker was nodding and smiling. "That's okay, sure,

what ever.

But those are your rights. Do you understand your rights as |'ve
expl ained themto you, M. Deepneau?"

Ed stood stock-still for a noment, his eyes suddenly w de and bl ank
again. To Ral ph he |ooked |like a hunman conputer trying to process a
huge and complicated wad of input. Then the fact that the snowjob
wasn't working seened to get through to) him H's shoul ders sagged. The
bl ankness was replaced by a | ook of unhappi ness too real to doubt

but Ral ph doubted it, anyway. He had to doubt it; he had seen the
madness on Ed's face before Leydecker and Nell arrived. So had Bil
McGovern. Yet doubt was not quite the sane as disbelief, and Ral ph had
an idea that on some |level Ed honestly regretted beating Hel en up

Yes, he thought, just as on sone |evel he honestly believes that these
Centurions of his are driving truckl oads of fetuses out to the Newport
andfill And that the forces of good and evil are gathering in Derry to
pl ay out some drama that's going on in his mnd. Call it Oren V: In the
Court of the Crinson King.

Still, he could not help feeling a reluctant synpathy for Ed Deepneau
who had visited Carolyn faithfully three tinmes a week during her fina
confinenent at Derry Hone, who al ways brought flowers, and al ways ki ssed
her on the cheek when he left. He had continued giving her that kiss
even when the snell of death had begun to surround her, and Carol yn had
never failed to clasp his hand and give hima smle of gratitude. Thank



you for renmenbering that I'mstill a hunman being, that snmile had said.
And thank you for treating me |like one. That was the Ed Ral ph had

t hought of as his friend, and he thought-or maybe only hoped-that that
Ed was still in there.

"I"'min trouble here, aren't |1?" he asked Leydecker softly.

"Well, let's see," Leydecker said, still smling. "You knocked out two
of your wife's teeth. Looks like you fractured her cheekbone.

I'd bet you ny grandfather's watch she's got a concussion. Plus
sel ected short subjects-cuts, , bruises, and this funny bare patch over
her right tenmple. Wat'd you try to do? Snatch her bal d- headed?"

Ed was silent, his green eyes fixed on Leydecker's face.

"She's going to spend the night in the hospital under observation
because sone asshol e pounded the hell out of her, and everybody seens in
agreement that the asshole was you, M. Deepneau. | |look at the blood
on your hands and the bl ood on your glasses, and | got to say | also
think it was probably you. So what do you think? You |look like a
bright guy. Do you think you're in trouble?"

"I"'mvery sorry | hit her," Ed said. "I didn't nean to."
"Uh-huh, and if | had a quarter for every tinme |'ve heard that, 1'd
never have to buy another drink out of ny paycheck. |'marresting you

on a charge of second-degree assault, M. Deepneau, also known as
donestic assault. This charge falls under Miine's Donestic violence

law. 1'd like you to confirmonce nore that |'ve infornmed you of your
rights.”

"Yes." Ed spoke in a small, unhappy voice. The snile-puzzled or

ot herwi se-was gone. "Yes, you did."

"We're going to take you down to the Police station and book you,"
Leydecker said. "Follow ng that, you can nmake a tel ephone call and
arrange bail. Chris, put himin the car, would you?"

Nel | approached Ed. "Are you going to be a problem M. Deepneau?"
"No," Ed said in that same snall voice, and Ral ph saw a tear slip from
Ed's right eye. He wiped it away absently with the heel of his hand.
"No problem"”

"Great!" Nell said heartily, and wal ked with himto the cruiser

Ed gl anced at Ral ph as he crossed the sidewal k. "lI'msorry, old boy,"
he said, then got into the back of the car. Before (officer Nell closed
t he door, Ral ph saw there was no handle on the inside of it.

"Ckay, " Leydecker said, turning to Ral ph and hol ding out his hand.
"I"'msorry if | seemed a little brusque, M. Roberts, but sometines

t hese guys can be volatile. | especially worry about the ones who | ook
sober, because you can never tell what they'll do. John Leydecker."



"I had Johnny as a student when | was teaching at the Community
Col l ege," McGovern said. Now that Ed Deepneau was safely tucked away in
t he back of the cruiser, he sounded al nbst giddy with relief.

"Good student. Did an excellent term paper on the Children's Crusade."

"It's a pleasure to neet you , Ral ph said, shaking Leydecker's hand.
"And don't worry. No offense taken."

"You were insane to cone up here and confront him you know, " Leydecker
sai d cheerfully.

"I was pissed off. I'mstill pissed off."

"I can understand that. And you got away with it-that's the inportant
thing."

"No. Helen's the inmportant thing. Helen and the baby."

"I can ride with that. Tell ne what you and M. Deepneau tal ked about
before we got up here, M. Roberts . . . or can | call you

Ral ph?""Ral ph, please." He ran through his conversation with Ed, trying
to keep it brief. MGovern, who had heard sone of it but not all O it,
listened in round-eyed silence. Every tine Ralph | ooked at him he
found hinmself wishing Bill had worn his Panana. He | ooked ol der wi thout
it. Al npst ancient.

"Well, that certainly sounds pretty weird, doesn't it?" Leydecker
remar ked when Ral ph had fi ni shed.

"What will happen? WII he go to jail? He shouldn't go to Jail; he
shoul d be committed."

"Probably should be," Leydecker agreed, "but there's a |lot of distance
bet ween should be and will be. He won't go to jail, and he isn't going
to be carted off to Sunnyvale Sanitarium either-that sort of thing only
happens in old novies. The best we can hope for is sonme court-ordered

t herapy. "

"But didn't Helen tell you"The lady didn't tell us anything, and we
didn't try to question her in the store. She was in a |ot of pain, both
physi cal and enoti onal

"Yes, O course she was," Ral ph said. "Stupid of me."
"She m ght corroborate your stuff later on ... but she mght not.
"You know.

Donesti c-abuse victinms have a way of turning 'not to heel raumms, der the
new Luckily, it doesn't really natter one way or the law. W got him
nailed to the wall. You and the lady in the little store down the
street can testify to Ms. Deepneau's condition, and to who she said
put her in that condition. | can testify to the fact that the victins
husband had bl ood on his hands. Best of all, he said the magi ¢ words:
"Man, | just can't believe | hit her." 1'd like You to cone in-probably
tonmorrow norning, if that works for You-so | can take a conplete



statenment fromyou, Ralph, but that's just filling in the bl anks.
Basically, this one's a done deal."

Leydecker took the toothpick out of his nouth, broke it, tossed it in
the gutter, and produced his tube again. "Pick?"

"No thanks," Ral ph said, smling faintly.

trying to quit snoking, "Don't blame you. Lousy habit, but The thing
about guys " which is an even worse that they're too goddam snmart for
their own good. They g If you get high side, hurt soneone .

and then they pull back

like you did, Ral ph-you can there soon enough after the blo al nbst see
them standing there with their heads cocked, listening to the nusic and
trying to get back on the beat."

what was,"” Ral ph said. "Exactly howit was."

"That's just howite awhile-they appear "It's a trick the bright ones
manage for qu to make renorseful, appalled by their own actions,

det erm ned anends. They're persuasive, they're charnmng, and it's often
all but ath the sugar coating they're as nutty inpossible to see that
underneath is like Ted Bundy sone .

fruittcakes-Even extrene case as Christmas fru, ook normal for years.
The good news is that there tines manage it, In spite of all the
psychol i ke Ted Bundy out there, there aren't many guys killer books and
novi es. "

Ral ph si ghed deeply. "What a mess.

ok on the bright side: we're gonna be able to keep "Yeah. But 10 her

at least for awhile, He'll be out by suppertinme himaway from on
twenty-five dollars bail, but-" d. He sounded simultane" Twenty-five
dol I ars?" M Govern asked sly shocked and cynical, "That's all?"

you |lyup," Leydecker said. "l gave Deepneau the second-degree assault

stuff because it do sound fearsone, but in the state of Miine, |unping
up Your wife is only a m sdeneanor. 1) inkle in the law," Chris Nel
said, "Still, there's a nifty newlaw joining them "If Deepneau wants
bail, he has to agree that he'll have absolutely no contact with his
wife until the case is settled in the street, or court-he can't cone to
t he house, approach her on even call her on the phone.

if he doesn't agree, he sits in jail."
"suppose he agrees and then cones back, anyway?" Ral ph asked.

"Then we slamdunk him" Nell said, "because that one is a felony ... or
can be, if the district attorney wants to play hardball

In any case, violators of the Donestic Violence bail agreenment usually
spend a lot nore than just the afternoon in jail."



"And hopefully the spouse he breaks the agreement to visit will still be
alive when he cones to trial," MGovern said

"Yeah," Leydecker said heavily. "Sometines that's a problem?"”

Ral ph went hone and sat staring not at the TV but through it for an hour
or so. He got up during a commercial to see if there was a cold Coke in
the refrigerator, staggered on his feet, and had to put a hand on the
wal |l to steady hinself. He was trenbling all over and felt unpleasantly
close to vomting. He understood that this was nothing but del ayed
reaction, but the weakness and nausea still frightened him

He sat down again, took a minute's worth of deep breaths with his head
down and his eyes closed, then got up and wal ked slowy into the
bathroom He filled the tub with warm water and soaked until he heard
Ni ght Court, the first of the afternoon sitcons, starting up on the TV
inthe living room By then the water in the tub had become al npbst
chilly, and Ral ph was glad to get out. He dried off, dressed in fresh
cl othes, and decided that a |ight supper was at |least in the real mof
possibility. He called downstairs, thinking McGovern mght like to join
himfor a bite to eat, but there was no answer, Ral ph put on water in
which to boil a couple of eggs and called Derry Hone Hospital fromthe
phone by the stove. His call was shunted to a wonan in Patient Services
who checked her conputer and told himyes, he was correct, Helen
Deepneau had been admitted to the hospital. Her condition was |isted as
fair. No, she had no idea who) was taking care of Ms. Deepneau's baby;
all she knew was that she did not have a Natalie Deepneau on her

adnmi ssions list. No, Ralph could not visit Ms. Deepneau that evening,
but not because her doctor had established a no-visitors policy; Ms.
Deepneau had left that order herself.

Wy woul d she do that? Ralph started to ask, then didn't bother

The wonman in Patient Services would probably tell himshe was sorry, she
didn't have that information in her conputer, but Ral ph decided he had
it in his conmputer, the one between his giant econony-size ears. Helen
didn't want visitors because she was ashaned.

None of what had happened was her fault, but Ral ph doubted if that
changed the way she felt. She had been seen by half of Harris Avenue
staggering around like a badly beaten boxer after the ref has stopped
the fight, she had been taken to the hospital in an anbul ance, and her
husband-t he father of her daughter-was responsible. Ralph hoped they
woul d give her sonething that would help her sleep through the night; he
had an idea things might look a little better to her in the norning.

God knew they couldn't | ook nuch worse.

Hell, | w sh soneone would give nme sonmething to help nme sleep through
t he night, he thought.

Then go see Dr. Litchfield, you idiot, another part of his mnd
responded i mredi ately.

The wonman in Patient Services was asking Ralph if she could do anything
else for him Ralph said no and was starting to thank her when the |ine



clicked in his ear

"Nice," Ralph said. "Very nice." He hung up hinmself, got a tabl espoon
and gently lowered his eggs into the water. Ten minutes |later, as he
was sitting down with the boiled eggs sliding around on a plate and

| ooking Iike the world' s biggest pearls, the phone rang.

He put his supper on the table and grabbed it off the wall.
"Hel | 0?"

Si | ence, broken only by breathing.

"Hel | 0?" Ral ph repeat ed.

There was one nore breath, this one al nbost | oud enough to be an
aspirated sob, and then another click in his ear. Ralph hung up the

t el ephone and stood | ooking at it for a noment, his frown putting three
ascendi ng wave-lines on his brow

"Cone on, Helen," he said. "Call ne back, Please." Then he returned to
the tabl e, sat down, and began to eat his small bachelor's supper

He was washing up his few dishes fifteen mnutes | ater when the phone
rang again. That won't be her, he thought, w ping his hands on a

di shtowel and then flipping it over his shoulder as he went to the
phone. No way it'll be her. |It's probably Lois or Bill. But another
part of himknew differently.

"Hi, Ral ph."

"Hell o, Helen."

"That was ne a few mnutes ago." Her voice was husky, as if she had been
drinking or crying, and Ralph didn't think they allowed booze in the
hospi tal .

"I kind of figured that."

"I heard your voice and | . | couldn't

"That's okay. | understand."

"Do you?" She gave a long, watery sniff, "I think so, yes."

"The nurse canme by and gave ne a pain-pill. | can use it, too ny face
really hurts. But | wouldn't let nyself take it until | called you

again and said what | had to say. Pain sucks, but it's a hell of an
i ncentive."

"Hel en, you don't have to say anything." But he was afraid that she did,
and he was afraid of what it mght be ..

afraid of finding out that she had decided to be angry at hi m because
she couldn't be angry with Ed.

"Yes | do. | have to say thank you."



Ral ph | eaned agai nst the side of the door and closed his eyes for a
nmonent. He was relieved but unsure howto reply. He had been ready to
say |I'm Sorry you feel that way, Helen in the cal mest voice he could
manage, that was how sure he'd been that she was going to start off by
asking hi mwhy he couldn't mnd his own business.

And, as if she had read his nmnd and wanted to | et himknow he.

wasn't entirely off the hook, Helen said, "I spent nobst of the ride
here, and the check-in, and the first hour or so in the room being
terribly angry at you. | called Candy Shoenaker, ny friend fromover on

Kansas Street, and she came and got Nat. She's keeping her for the
night. She wanted to know what had happened, but | wouldn't tell her.
just wanted to |lie here and be nad that you called 911 even though
told you not to."

"Hel en-"

"Let me finish so | can take nmy pill and go to sleep
Ckay?"

"Ckay. "

"Just after Candy left with the baby-Nat didn't cry, thank God, | don't
know if | could have handl ed that-a woman cane in. At first | thought
she nmust have gotten the wong room because | didn't know her from Eve,
and when | got it through my head that she was here to see ne, | told
her | didn't want any visitors. She didn't pay any attention. She
closed the door and lifted her skirt up so | could see her left thigh
There was a deep scar running down it, alnost all the way fromher hip
to her knee.

"She said her nanme was Gretchen Tillbury, that she was a fanil yabuse
counsel l or at WnanCare, and that her husband had cut her |leg open with
a kitchen knife in 1978. She said if the man in the downstairs
apartment hadn't gotten a tourniquet on it, she would have bled to
death. | said | was very sorry to hear that, but | didn't have a chance
to think I want to talk about nmy own situation until 1'd had it over."
Hel en paused and then said, "But that was a |ie, you know.

I've had plenty of tine to think it over, because Ed first hit Me two
years ago, just before | got pregnant with Nat. | just kept

pushing it away."
"I can see how a person would do that," Ral ph said.

"This lady ... well, they nust give people |ike her |essons on howto
get through people's defenses.”

Ral ph smled. "I believe that's about half their training."
"She said | couldn't put it off, that | had a bad situation on nmy hands

and | had to start dealing with it right away. | said that whatever
did, | didn't have to consult her before | didit, or | listen to her



line lof bullshit just biecause her husband had cut her once.

al nost said he probably did it because she woul dn't shut up and go away
and give himsone peace, can you believe that? But | was really pissed,
Ral ph. Hurting . . . <confused. . . ashaned . . . but nostly
just P.O"d."

"I think that's probably a pretty normal reaction."

"She asked me how |I'd feel about nyself-not about Ed but about nyself-if
I went back into the relationship and Ed beat nme up again

Then she asked how |'d feel if | went back in and Ed did it to Nat.

That made ne furious- It still makes ne furious. Ed has never laid so
much as a finger on her, and | said so. She nodded and said, 'That
doesn't nean he won't, Helen. | know you don't want to think about
that, but you have to. Still, suppose you're right?

Suppose he never so nuch as slaps her on the wist? Do you want her to
grow up watching himhit -you? Do you want her to grow up seeing the

t hi ngs she saw today?" And that stopped ne. Stopped ne cold. |
renenbered how Ed | ooked when he canme back in ... how | knew as soon as
| saw how white his face was ... the way his head was noving . "

"Li ke a rooster,"” Ral ph nurmured.
"What ?"

"Nothing. Go on."

"I don't know what set himoff . . . | never do anynore, but | knew
he was going to start in on ne. There's nothing you can do or say to
stop it once he gets to a certain point. | ran for the bedroom but he
grabbed nme by the hair ... pulled out a great big bunch of it... |
screamed . . . and Natalie was sitting there in her highchair.....
sitting there watching us . . . and when | screanmed, she screaned .

Hel en broke down then, crying hard. Ralph waited with his forehead

| eani ng agai nst the side of the doorway between the kitchen and the
living room He used the end of the dishtowel he'd slung over his
shoul der to wi pe away his own tears al nbost w thout thinking about it.

"Anyway, " Hel en sai d when she was capabl e of speaking again, "I ended up
talking to this woman for alnost an hour. It's called Victim
Counsel ling and she does it for a living, can you believe it?"

"Yes," Ralph said. "I can. |It's a good thing, Helen."

"I"mgoing to see her again tonorrow, at WhnanCare. |It's ironic, you
know, that | should be going there. | nean, if | hadn't signed that
petition .

“If it hadn't been the petition, it would have been sonething el se."



She sighed. "Yes, | guess that mght be true. |Is true. Anyway,
Gretchen says | can't solve Ed's problems, but | can start sol ving sone

of my own." Helen started to cry again and then took a deep breath.
"I"'msorry-1've cried so nuch today |I never want to cry again. | told
her | loved him | felt ashamed to say it, and I'mnot even sure it's
true, but it feels true. | said | wanted to give himanother chance.

She said that nmeant | was conmitting Natalie to give himanother chance,
too, and that nade ne think of how she | ooked sitting there in the
kitchen, with pureed spinach all over her face, scream ng her head off
while Ed hit ne.

CGod, | hate the way people like her drive you into a corner and won't
l et you Qut."

"She's trying to help, that's all."

"I hate that, too. |'mvery confused, Ral ph. Probably you didn't know
that, but I am" A wan chuckle drifted down the tel ephone |ine.

"That's okay, Helen. |It's natural for you to be confused."

"Just before she left, she told me about Hi gh Ri dge. Right now that
sounds |like just the place for ne."

"What is it?"

"A kind of hal fway house-she kept explaining that it was a house' not a
shelter-for battered wonen. Which is what | guess | now officially am"
This time the wan chuckl e sounded perilously close to a sob. "I can
have Nat with me if | go, and that's a nmajor part of the attraction."

"Where is this place?"
“I'n the country. Qut toward Newport, | think."
"Yeah, | guess | knew that."

O course he did; Ham Davenport had told himduring his WmanCare spi el
They're involved in fanmily counselling ... spouse and child abuse ..
they run a shelterfor abused wonmen over by the Newport town line. Al
at once WmanCare seenmed to be everywhere in his life. Ed would
undoubt edl y have seen sinister inplications in this.

"That Gretchen Tillbury is one hard sugarbun,"” Helen was sayi ng, "Just
before she left she told me it was all right for me to love Ed'It has to
be all right," she said, 'because |ove doesn't cone out of a faucet you
can turn on and of f whenever you want to'-but that | had to renenber ny
love couldn't fix him that not even Ed's love for Natalie could fix
him and that no anpbunt of |ove changed nmy responsibility to take care
of my child.

I've been lying in bed, thinking about that. | think | liked lying in
bed and being nad better. It was certainly easier."



"Yes," he said, "I can see how it mght be. Helen, why don't you just
take your pill and let it all go for awhile?"
“I will, but first | wanted to say thanks."

"You know you don't have to do that."

"I don't think I know any such thing," she said, and Ral ph was glad to

hear the flash of enption in her voice. It neant the essential Helen
Deepneau was still there. "I haven't quit being nad at you, Ral ph, but
I"mglad you didn't listen when | told you not to call the police. It's

just that | was afraid, you know? Afraid."

"Helen, |I-" H's voice was thick, close to cracking. He cleared his
throat and tried again. "I just didn't want to see you hurt any nore
than you already were. Wen | saw you comning across the parking | ot
with blood all over your face, | was so afraid . "

"Don't talk about that part. Please. 1'lIl cry if you do, and | can't
stand to cry anynore."

"Ckay." He had a thousand questions about Ed, but this was clearly not

the tine to ask them "Can | cone see you tonorrow?"

There was a short hesitation and then Helen said, "I don't think so. Not
for alittle while. | have a lot of thinking to do, a lot of things to
sort out, and it's going to be hard. 1'lIl be in touch, Ralph

Okay?"

"OfF course. That's fine. What are you doi ng about the house?"

"Candy's husband is going to go over and lock it up. | gave himny
keys. Getchen Tillbury said that Ed isn't supposed to go back for
anyt hi ng, not even his checkbook or a change of undenmear. |If there's
stuff he needs, he gives a list and his housekey to a policeman, and the
poli ceman goes to get it. | suppose he'll go to Fresh Harbor

There's plenty of housing there for |ab enployees. These little
cottages. They're actually sort of cute The brief flash of fire he'd
heard in her voce was |ong gone. Helen now sounded depressed, forlorn
and very, very tired.

"Helen, I'mdelighted that you called. And relieved, I won't kid you
ah(put that. Now get sone sleep."

"What about you, Ral ph?" she asked unexpectedly. "Are you getting any
sl eep these days?"

The switch in focus startled himinto an honesty he m ght not otherw se
have nanaged. "Sone . . . but naybe not as nuch as | need

Probably not as much as | need.”
"Well, take care of yourself. You were very brave today, |ike a knight

in a story about King Arthur, but | think even Sir Lancelot had to fal
out every now and then."



He was touched by this, and al so anmused. A nonentary picture, very vi
'd, arose in his mnd: Ral ph Roberts dressed in arnmor and vi nmounted on
a snowwhite steed while Bill MGovern, his faithful squire, rode behind
hi m on his pony, dressed

in a leather jerkin and his snappy Panama hat.
"Thank you, dear," he said. "I think that's the sweetest thing anyone's
said to me since Lyndon Johnson was President. Have the best night you
can, okay?"

"Ckay. You too She hung up. Ralph stood |ooking at the phone
t houghtfully for a noment or two, then put it back in its cradle.

Per haps he Wul d have a good night. After everything that had happened
today, he certainly deserved one. For the tine being e thought he m ght
go downstairs, sit on the porch, watch the sun go down, and let |ater
take care of itself.

McGovern was back, slouched in his favorite chair on the porch

He was | ooking at sonmething up the street and didn't imediately turn
when hi s upstairs nei ghbor stepped outside. Ralph followed his gaze and
saw a bl ue step-van parked at the curb half a block up Harris Avenue, on
the Red Apple side of the street. DERRY MEDI CAL SERVI CES was printed
across the rear doers in large white letters.

"Hi, Bill," Ralph said, and dropped into his own chair. The rocker
where Lois Chasse al ways sat when she came over stood between them A
little twilight breeze had sprung up, delightfully cool after the heat
of the afternoon, and the enpty rocker noved lazily back and forth at
its whim

"Hi," MGovern said, glancing over at Ralph. He started to | ook away,
then did a double take. "Man, you better start pinning up the bags
under your eyes. You're going to be stepping on thempretty soon if you
don't." Ral ph thought this was supposed to come out sounding |like one of
the caustic little bons nots for which McGovern was fanmpus al ong the
street, but the look in his eyes was one of genuine concern

"It's been a bitch of a day," he said. He told McGovern about Helen's
call, editing out the things he thought she night be unconfortable with
McGovern's knowi ng. Bill had never been one of her favorite people.

"d ad she's okay," MGovern said. "I'll tell you something, Ralph-you

i npressed ne today, marching up the street that way, like Gary Cooper in
Hi gh Noon. Maybe it was insane, but it was also pretty cool." He
paused. "To tell the truth, | was a little in awe of YQU. "

This was the second tinme in fifteen mnutes that soneone had conme O ose
to calling Ralph a hero. |t made hi munconfortable.

"I was too mad at himto realize how dunb | was being until |ater.

Where you been, Bill? | tried to call you alittle while ago."



"I took a walk out to the Extension," MGovern said. "Trying to cool ny
engine off a little, | guess. 1've felt headachey and sick to ny
stomach ever since Johnny Leydecker and that other one took Ed away-"
Ral ph nodded. "M, too."

"Real | y?" McGOvern | ooked surprised, and a little skeptical
"Real ly," Ralph said with a faint smle.

"Anyway, Faye Chapin was at the picnic area where those old | ags usually
hang out during the hot weather, and he coaxed nme 'Into a ganme of chess.
What a piece of work that guy is, Ralph-he thinks he's the reincarnation
of Ruy Loper, but he plays chess nore |ike Soupy Sales ... and he never
shuts up."

"Faye's all right, though," Ral ph said quietly.

McGovern seemed not to have heard him "And that creepy Dorrance
Marstellar was out there," he went on. "If we're old, he's a fossil

He just stands there by the fence between the picnic area and the
airport with a book of poetry in his hands, watching the planes take off
and | and. Does he really read those books he carries around, do you
think, or are they just props?"

"Good question,"” Ral ph said, but he was thinking about the word McGovern
had enpl oyed to descri be Dorrance-creepy. It wasn't one he woul d have
used hinself, but there could be no doubt that old Dor was one of life's
originals. He wasn't senile (at least Ralph didn't think he was); it
was nore as if the few things he said were the product of a mnd that
was slightly skewed and perceptions that were slightly bent.

He renenbered that Dorrance had been there that day | ast sumrer when Ed
ran into the guy in the pickup truck. At the time he',] thought that
Dorrance's arrival had added the final screwy touch to the festivities.
And Dorrance had said sonething funny. Ralph tried to recall what it
was and coul dn't.

McGovern was gazi ng back up the street, where a whistling young man in a
gray coverall had just cone out of the house in front of which the

Medi cal Services step-van was parked. This young man, |ooking all of
twenty-four and as if he hadn't needed a single nedical service in his
entire life, was rolling a dolly with a long green tank strapped to it,
"That's the empty," M Govern said. "You mssed themtaking in the ful
one."

A second young man, also dressed in a coverall, stepped out through the
front door of the small house, which conbined yell ow paint and deep pink
trimin an unfortunate manner. He stood on the stoop for a noment, hand
on the doorknob, apparently speaking to soneone inside.

Then he pulled the door shut and ran lithely down the walk. He was in
time to help his colleague lift the dolly, with the tank still strapped
toit, into the back of the van.

"Oxygen?" Ral ph asked, McGovern nodded.



"For Ms. Locher?"

McGover n nodded agai n, watching as the Medical Services workers slanmmred
t he doors of the step-van and then stood behind themtalking quietly in
the fading light. "I went to grammar school and junior high with My
Locher. Way out in Carriville, hone of the brave and | and of the cows.
There were only five of us in our graduating class. Back in those days
she was known as a hot ticket and fellows |like me were known as "a wee
bit lavender." In that amusingly antique era, gay was how you descri bed
your Christnas tree after it was decorated.”

Ral ph | ooked down at his hands unconfortabl e and tongue-ti ed.

O course he knew that McGovern was a honmpsexual , had known rungRal ph
wi shed he could you until this evening have saved preferably one when
Ral ph hinself it for another day brains had been replaced with wasn't
feeling as goosedown if nobst of his "That was about a thousand years

ago. down.

Who' d' ve thought we'd both wash up ago," MGovern said.

Avenue. P on the shores of Harris "It's enphysema she has, isn't that
right? | think that's what | heard."

"Yep. One of those diseases that keep on giving- Getting old certainly
no job for sissies, isit', is "No, it's not," Ralph said, and then his
m nd brought the truth of it hone with sudden force. It was Carolyn he
t hought of, and the terror he had felt when he came squelching into the
apartment his soaked sneakers and had seen her lying half in and half
out of the kitchen . - - exactly where he had stood during nost of his
conversation with Helen, . n fact. Facing Ed Deepneau had been nothing
conpared to the terror he had felt at that nonment, when he had been sure
Carol yn was dead.

two weeks or so", MGovern said. "Now they conme every Monday can
renmenber when they just brought May oxygen once ever, and Thursday
evening, like clockwork. | go over and see her when | can. Sonetines |

read to her-the nost boring wormen's nmgazine bullshit You can inmagi ne
me- and sonetines we just sit and talKk.

She says it feels as if her lungs are filling up with seaweed. It won't
be I ong now They'll conme one day, and instead of |oading an enpty oxy
tank into the back of that wagon, they'll |load My in.

They' || take her Of to Derry Hone, and that'll be ' "Was it

cigarettes?" Ral ph asked.

McGovern favored himwith a |l ook so alien to that lean, mld face that
it took Ral ph several nmoments to realize it was contenpt. "May Locher
never snoked a Cigarette in her whole life. Wat she's paying off is
twenty years in the dyehouse at a mill in Corinna and another twenty
working the picker at a mll in Newport. 1It's cotton, wool, and nylon
she's trying to breathe through, not seaweed.”

The two young nen from Derry Medical Services got into their van and
drove away.



"Mai ne's the northeastern anchor of Appal achia, Ralph-a |ot of people
don't realize that, but it's true-and May's dying of an Appal achi an

di sease. The doctors call it Textile Lung."
"That's a shane. | guess she neans a lot to you."
McGovern | aughed ruefully. "Nah. | visit her because she happens to be

the last visible piece of my msspent youth. Sonetimes | read to her
and | always manage to get down one or two of her dry old oatneal
cookies, but that's about as far as it goes. M concern is safely
sel fish, | assure you."

Safely sel fish, Ral ph thought. What a really odd phrase. What a really
McGovern phrase.

"Never nmind May," MGovern said. "The question on the lips of Anericans
everywhere is what we're going to do about you, Ralph

The whi skey didn't work, did it?"

"No," Ralph said. "I'mafraid it didn't."

"To nmake a particularly apropos pun, did you give it a fair shot?"
Ral ph nodded.

"Well, you have to do something about the bags under your eyes or you'l
never land the lovely Lois." MGovern studied Ral ph's facial response to
this and sighed. "Not that funny, huh?"

"Nope. |It's been a long day."

"Sorry."

"I't's okay."

They sat in conpanionable silence for awhile, watching the com ngs and
goings on their part of Harris Avenue. Three little girls were playing
hopscotch in the Red Apple's parking | ot across the street.

Ms. Perrine stood nearby, straight as a sentry, watching them

A boy with his Red Sox cap turned around backward went past, bopping to
t he beat of his Wal kman headset, Two ki ds were tossing a Frisbee back
and forth in front of Lois's house. A dog barked.

Sonewhere a worman was yelling for Samto get his sister and cone inside.
It was just the usual streetlife serenade, no nmore and no less, but to
Ral ph it all seemed strangely false. He supposed it was because he had
gotten so used to seeing Harris Avenue enpty lately.

He turned to McGovern and said, "You know what was just about the first
thing I thought of when I saw you in the Red Apple parking lot this

afternoon? In spite of everything el se that was going on?"

McGovern shook his head.



"I wondered where the hell your hat was. The Pananma. You | ooked very
strange to ne without it. Naked, alnost. So cone clean-where'd you
stash the lid, son?"

McGovern touched the top O his head, where the remaining strands of his
baby-fine white hair were conbed carefully left to right across his pink
skull. "1 don't know," he said. "I missed it this norning.

| al nost al ways renmenber to drop it on the table by the front door when
| cone in, but it's not there. | suppose | put it down sonewhere el se
this time and the exact |ocale has slipped ny mnd for the nonce.

G ve me another few years and |'ll be wandering around in my underwear
because | can't renenber where | left nmy pants. Al part of the
wonder ful agi ng experience, right, Ralph?"

Ral ph nodded and snmiled, thinking to hinself that of all the elderly
peopl e he knew and he knew at |east three dozen on a casua

wal k-i n-the-park, hi-how ya-doing basis-Bill MGovern bitched the nopst
about getting on in years. He seened to regard his vani shed youth and
recently departed niddl e age as a general would regard a couple of
sol di ers who desert on the eve of a big battle. He wasn't about to say
such a thing, however. Everyone had their little eccentricities; being
theatrically nmorbid about growi ng old was sinply one of McGovern's"Did
say sonet hing funny?" MGovern asked

" Par don?"
"You were smiling, so | thought | must have said sonething funny."

He sounded a bit touchy, especially for a man so fond of ribbing his
upstai rs nei ghbor about the pretty wi dow down the street, but Ral ph
rem nded hinmself it had been a | ong day for MCGovern, too.

"I wasn't thinking about you at all," Ralph said. "I was thinking about
how Carolyn used to say practically the same thing-that getting old was
like getting a bad dessert at the end of a really fine neal."

This was at least half alie. Carolyn had nade the simle, but she had
used it to describe the brain tunor that was killing her, not her life

as a senior citizen. She hadn't been all that senior, anyway, just

si xty-four when she died, and until the last six or eight weeks of her

life, she had clained to feel only half of that on nost days.

Across fromthem the three girls who had been playi ng hopscotch
approached the curb, | ooked both ways for traffic, then joi ned hands and
ran across the street, |aughing. For just a nonent they |ooked to him
as if they were surrounded by a gray glowa ninbus that illumn nated
their cheeks and brows and | aughing eyes |ike sone strange, clarifying
Saint Elno's fire. Alittle frightened, Ral ph squeezed his eyes shut
and then popped them open again. The gray envel ope he'd inagi ned around
the trio of girls was gone, which was a relief, but he had to get sone
sl eep soon. He had to.

"Ral ph?" MCGovern's voice seened to be coning fromthe far end of the
porch, although he hadn't noved. "You all right?"



"Sure," Ral ph said. "Thinking about Ed and Helen, that's all

Did you have any idea how screw he was getting, Bill?"

McGovern shook his head decisively. "None whatsoever," he said.
I "And al though | saw bruises on Helen fromtine to tine, | always
bel i eved her stories about them | don't like to consider nyself a

tremendously gullible person, but | may have to reassess my thinking on
that score.”

"What do you think will happen with then? Any predictions?"

McGovern sighed and touched the top of his head with his fingertips,
feeling for the mssing Panama without realizing it. "You know ne,

Ral ph-1"ma cynic froma long line of them | think it's very rare for
ordinary human conflicts to resolve thensel ves the way they do on TV. In
reality they just keep com ng back, turning in dimnishing circles unti
they finally disappear. Except disaPPearing isn't really what they do;
they dry up, like nudpuddles in the sun.”

McGovern paused and then added: "And npbst of them | eave the sane scummy
resi due behind."

"Jesus," Ral ph said. "That is cynical."
McGovern shrugged. "Most retired teachers are cynical, Ralph

We see them come in, so young and so strong, SO convinced that it's
going to be different for them and we see them nmake their nesses and
then paddle around in them just as their parents and grandparents did.

VWhat | think is that Helen will go back to him and Ed will do okay for
awhil e, and then he'll beat her up again and she'll |eave again. It's

i ke one of those sappy country-western songs they have on the juke out
at Nicky's Lunch, and sonme people have to listen to that song a | ong,
long tine before they decide they don't want to hear it anynore. Helen's

a bright young wonman, though. | think one nore verse is all she'l
need. "
"One nore verse might be all she'll ever get," Ral ph said quietly.

"We're not talking about some drunk husband com ng home on Friday night
and beating his wife up because he | ost his paycheck in a poker gane and
she dared to bitch about it."

"I know," MGovern said, "but you asked for my opinion and | gave it to
you. | think Helen's going to need one nore go-round before she can
bring herself to call it off.

And even then they're apt to keep on bunping up agai nst each ot her

It's still a pretty small town." He paused, squinting down the street.

"Ch, | ook", he said, hoisting his left brow "Qur Lois. She walks in
beauty, |ike the night.



Ral ph gave himan inpatient | ook, which McGovern ether did not see or
pretended not to. He got up, once again touching the tips of his
fingers to the place where the Panana wasn't, and then went down the
steps to neet her on the wal k.

"Lois!" MGovern cried, dropping to one knee before her and extendi ng
his hands theatrically. "Wuld that our lives nmight be united by the
starry bonds of love! Wed your fate to mne and let ne whirl you away
to clines various in the golden car of ny affections! "

"Cee, are you tal king about a honeynoon or a one-ni ght stand?"
Loi s asked, smiling uncertainly.
Ral ph poked McGovern in the back. "Get up, fool," he said, and took the

snmal | bag Lois was carrying. He |ooked inside and saw three cans of
beer.

McGovern got to his feet. "Sorry, Lois," he said. "It was a

conbi nati on of summer tw light and your beauty. | plead tenporary

i nsanity, in other words."

Lois smiled at him then turned to Ralph. "I just heard what happened, "
she said, "and | hurried over as fast as | could. | was in Ludl ow al

aft ernoon, playing nickel-dine poker with the girls."
Ral ph didn't have to | ook at McGovern to know his | eft eyebrowthe one

that said Poker with the girls! How wonderfully, perfectlT Qur Lois."
woul d be hoisted to its maximumaltitude. "Is Helen all right?

"Yes," Ralph said. "Well, maybe not exactly all right-they' re keeping
her in the hospital overnight-but she's not in any danger."

"And the baby?"

"Fine. Staying with a friend of Helen's."

"Well, cone on up on the porch, you two, and tell ne all about it." She
I i nked one arm through McGovern's, the other through Ral ph's, and | ed
t hem back up the wal k. They nmounted the porch steps that way, |ike two

el derly musketeers with the woman whose affections they had vied for in
the days of their youth held safe v between them and as Lois sat down
in her rocking chair, the streetlights went on along Harris Avenue,
glimering in the dusk Iike a double rope of pearls.

Ral ph fell asleep that night bare instants after his head hit the
pillow, and came wi de awake again at 3:3 a.m an Friday norning, The
knew i medi ately there was no question of going back to sleep; he m ght
as well proceed directly to the wing-chair in the living room

He lay there a noment |onger anyway, |ooking up into the dark and trying
to catch the tail of the dream he'd been having. but couldn't do it. He
could only renmenber that Ed had been in it

and Helen . . . and Rosalie, the dog he sonetinmes saw |inping up or



down Harris Avenue before Pete the paperboy showed up
Dorrance was in it, too. Don't forget him

Yes, right. And as if a key had turned in a | ock, Ral ph suddenly
renmenbered the strange thing Dorrance had said during the confrontation
bet ween Ed and the heavyset man | ast year ... the thing Ral ph hadn't
been able to renenber earlier this evening. He, Ralph, had been hol di ng
Ed back, trying to keep hi m pi nned agai nst the bent hood of his car |ong
enough for reason to reassert itself, and Dorrance had said "I wouldn't)
t hat Ral ph ought to stop touching him

"He said he couldn't see ny hands anynore," Ral ph muttered, swi nging his
feet out of bed. "That was it."

He sat where he was for a little while, head down, hair frizzed up
wildly in back, his fingers |laced | oosely together between his thighs.

At last he stepped into his slippers and shuffled into the Iiving room
It was tinme to start waiting for the sun to conme up.
Chapter 4

Al t hough cyni cs al ways sounded nore pl ausi bl e than the cockeyed
optimsts of the world, Ral ph's experience had been that they were w ong
at least as nuch of the tinme, if not nore, and he was delighted to find
t hat McGovern was wong about Hel en Deepneau-in her case, a single verse
of "The Beaten-Up, Broken-Hearted Blues" seemed to have been enough

On Wednesday of the foll owi ng week, just as Ral ph was deci ding he'd
better track down the woman Hel en had spoken with in the hospita
(Tillbury, her name had been-Getchen Tillbury) and try to make sure
Hel en was okay, he received a letter fromher. The return address was
sinple-)just Helen and Nat, Hi gh Ridge-but it ,A as enough to relieve
Ral ph's m nd considerably. He sat down in his chair on the porch, tore
the end off the envel ope, and shook out two sheets of |ined paper
crammed with Hel en's back-sl anted handwiti ng.

Dear Ral ph [the letter began], | suppose by now you nust be thinking
decided to be mad at you after all, but | really didn't.

It's just that we're supposed to stay out of contact with everyone-by
phone and letter-for the first few days. Rules of the house. | I|ike
this place very nmuch, and so does Nat. O course she does; there are at
| east six kids her age to craw around with. As for nme, | amfinding
nore wonen who know what |'ve been through than | ever woul d have
believed. | nean, you see the TV showsCprah Tal ks with Wmen Wo Love
Men Who Use Them for Punchi ng Bags-but when it happens to you, you can't
help feeling that it's happening in a way it's never happened to anyone
else, in away that's brand new to the world. The relief of know ng
that's not true is the best thing that's happened to ne in a |long, |ong
time ...

She tal ked about the chores to which she had been assi gnedworking in the
garden, helping to repaint an equi pnent shed, washing the storm w ndows
wi th vinegar and water-and about Nat's adventures in |learning to walk



The rest of the letter was about what had happened and what she intended
to do about it, and it was here that Ralph for the first tinme really
sensed the enmotional turnoil Helen nust be feeling, her worries about
the future, and, counterbal ancing these things, a form dable

determ nation to do what was right for Nat ... and for herself, too.

Hel en seenmed to be just discovering that she also had a right to the
right thing. Ralph was happy she had found out, but sad when he thought
of all the dark times she must have trudged through in order to reach
that sinple insight.

I"'mgoing to divorce him[she wote]. Part of ny mind (it sounds |ike
ny not her when it tal ks) just about hows when | put it that bluntly,

but I"'mtired of fooling nyself about My situation, There's a |ot of

t herapy out here, the kind of thing where people sit around in a circle
and use up about four boxes of Kleenex an hour, but it all seens to cone
back to seeing things plain. in ny case, the plain fact is that the man
I married has been replaced by a dangerous paranoid. That he can
sonmetines be loving and sweet isn't the point but a distraction

| need to renenber that the man who used to bring ne hand-pi cked flowers
now sonetines sits on the porch and tal ks to soneone who isn't there, a
man he calls "the little bald doctor." Isn't that a beaut? | think

have an idea of how all this started, Ral ph, and when | see you |']|

tell You, if you really want to hear

| should be back at the house on Harris Avenue (for awhile, anyway) by

m d- Septenber, if only to look for a job . . . but no nore about that
now, the whole subject scares me to death! | had a note fromEd-just a
par agraph, but a great relief just the same-saying that he was staying
at one of the cottages at the Hawki ng Labs conpound in Fresh Harbor, and
t hat he woul d honor the noncontact clause in the bail agreenent. He
said he was sorry for everything, but | didn't get any real sense of it,

if he was. It's not that | was expecting tear-stains on the letter or a
package with his ear init, but . . . | don't know
It was as if he wasn't really apologizing at all, but Just getting on

the record. Does that make sense? He also included a $750 check, which
seens to indicate he understands his responsibilities. That's good, but
I think I'd have been happier to hear he was getting help with his
nment al probl ens.

That should be his sentence, you know. eighteen nonths at hard therapy.
| said that in group and several people laughed as if they thought | was
joking. | wasn't.

Sonetimes | get these scary pictures in ny head when | try to think of
the future. | see us standing in line at Manna for a free neal, or ne
wal king into the Third Street honel ess shelter with Nat in my arnmns,

wr apped in a bl anket.

When | think of that stuff | start to shake, and sonetines | cry.

| know it's stupid; |'ve got a graduate degree in Library Science, for
CGod's sake, but | can't help it. And do you know what | hold on to when
t hose bad pictures come? Wat you said after you took me behind the
counter in the Red Apple and sat ne down. You told nme that | had a | ot
of friends in the neighborhood, and I was going to get through this. |



know | have one friend, at least. One very true friend.
The letter was signed Love, Helen

Ral ph wi ped tears fromthe corners of his eyes-he cried at the drop of a
hat just lately, it seened, it probably came from being so goddam
tired-and read the P.S. she had crammed in at the bottomin: of the
sheet and up the right-hand marg' |'d | ove to have you conme and visit,
but men are off linmts" out here for reasons |I'msure you wll
under st and.

They even want us to be qui et about the exact |ocation! H

Ral ph sat for a minute or two with Helen's letter in his lap, |ooking
out over Harris Avenue. It was the tag end of August now, still sunmer
but the | eaves of the poplars had begun to gl eamsilver when the w nd
stroked them and there was the first touch of coolness in the air. The
sign in the wi ndow of the Red Apple said SCHOOL SUPPLIES OF ALL TYPES!
CHECK HERE FI RST! And, out by the Newport town line, in sone big old
farmhouse where battered wonen went to try and start putting their lives
back together, Hel en Deepneau was washi ng storm w ndows, getting them
ready for another |ong wnter.

He slid the letter carefully back into its envelope, trying to renenber
how | ong Ed and Hel en had been narried. Six or seven years, he thought.
Carol yn woul d have known for sure. Ho much courage does it take to fire
UP your tractor and plow under a crop you spent six or seven years

growi ng? he asked hinmself. How nuch courage to go on and do that after
you' ve spent all that tinme finding out howto prepare the soil and when
to plant and how nuch to water and when to reap? How nmuch to just say,

"I have to quit these peas-, peas are no good for ne, | better try corn
or beans,"
"Alo)t," he said, wiping at the corners of his eyes again. "A dam

let, that's what | think."

Suddenly he wanted very badly to see Helen, to repeat what she so wel
renmenber ed hearing and what he could barely remenber saying: You'll be
okay, you'll get through this, you have a lot of friends in the

nei ghbor hood.

"Take it to the bank," Ral ph said. Hearing from Helen seenmed to have
taken a great weight off his shoulders. He got up, put her letter in
hi s back pocket, and started up Harris Avenue toward the picnic area on
the Extension. |If he was |ucky, he could find Faye Chapin or Don Veazie
and play a little chess.

Hs relief at hearing fromHelen did nothing to alleviate Ral ph's

i nsomi a; the premature waki ng continued, and by Labor Day he was
opening his eyes around 2:45 a.m By the tenth of Septenber rrested
again, this tinme along with the day when Ed Deepneau was a fifteen

ot hers- Ral ph's average night's sleep had shrunk to roughly ad begun to
feel quite a little bit like something three hours and he had just a
lonely little protozoa, that's ne, on a slide under a m croscope. J
g-back chair, staring out at Harris he thought as he sat in the win
Avenue, and w shed he could laugh. es continued to grow, H s list of
sure-fire, never-mss folk renedies.



It had occurred to himnore than once that he could wite an and if,
t hat was, he ever got enough anusing little book on the subjec g
possi bl e agai n.

This late sumrer sleep to make organi zed thinki ng matchi ng socks each
day, and his he was doing well to slide into mind kept returning to his
purgatorial efforts to find a Cup-A-Soup and Hel en had been beaten

There had in the kitchen cabinet on the d e had nanaged at | east been no
return to that |evel since, because hight, but Ralph was terribly afraid
he woul d arrive sone sleep every n didn't ' there agai n-and perhaps

pl aces beyond there-if things inprove. There were tinmes (usually
sitting in the wi ng-back chair at norning) when he swore he could
actually feel his four-thirty in the brains draining. fromthe subline
to the ridiculous. The best The renedies ranged fromfull-color
brochure advertising the wonexanple of the former was a Studies in St
Paul. A fair ders of The Mnnesota Institute for Sleep anulet sold
exanpl e of the latter was the Magic Eye, an all-purpose and Inside

t hrough supermarket tabloids |like the National Enquirer no el these
ewSue, the counter-girl at the Red Apple, bought o vi a presented it to
hi m one afternoon. Ral ph | ooked down at the an . g up at himfromthe
medal I i on (which badly painted blue eye starin rted life as a
poker-chip) and felt wild he believed had probably sta how managed to
suppress | aughter bubbling up inside him

He sone regained the safety of his own upstairs apartnent it until he
had y grateful. The gravity with across the street, and for that he was
ver c)oking gold which Sue had given it to himand the expensive chain
she had threaded t hrough the eyel et on top-suggested it had cost her a
fair anpbunt of noney. She had regarded Ral ph with sonething close to
awe since the day the two of them had rescued Hel en

Thi s made Ral ph unconfortable, but he had no idea what to do about it.
In the nmeantine, he supposed it didn't hurt to wear the nedallion so she
could see the shape of it under his shirt. It didn't help himsleep

t hough.

After taking his statement on Ral ph's part in the Deepneaus' donestic
probl ens, Detective John Leydecker had pushed back his desk chair, |aced
his fingers together behind his not inconsiderable breadth of neck, and
said that McGovern had told himRal ph suffered frominsomia

Ral ph al |l owed that he did. Leydecker nodded, rolled his chair forward
again, clasped his hands atop the litter of paperwork beneath which the
surface of his desk was nostly buried, and | ooked at Ral ph seriously.

' Honeyconmb, he said. Hi s tone of voice renmi nded Ral ph of McGovern's
tone when he had suggested that whi skey was the answer, and his reply
now was exactly the sane.

"I beg your pardon?"
"My grandfather swore by it," Leydecker said. "Little piece of
honeyconb just before bedtine. Suck the honey out of the conb, chew the
wax a little-like you would a wad of gumthen spit it out. Bees secrete
sone sort of natural sedative when they nake honey. Put you right out."



"No ki dding," Ralph said, sinultaneously believing it was utter crap and

believing every word. "Were would a person get honeyconb, do you
t hi nk"
"Nutra-the health food store out at the mall. Try it. By next week

this time, your troubles are going to be over."

Ral ph enj oyed the experiment-the comb honey was so sweetly powerful it
seened to surprise his whole being-but he still woke at 3:10 a.m after
the first dosage, at 3:08 after the second, and at 3:07 after the third.
By then the snall piece of honeyconb he'd purchased was gone, and he
went out to Nutra right away for another one. |Its value as a sedative
m ght be nil, but it nmade a wonderful snack; he He tried putting his
feet in warmwater. Lois bought himsonmeonly w shed he had discovered
it earlier.

thing called an Al -Purpose Gel Wap froma catal ogue-you put it is
around your neck and it was supposed to take care of your arthrit' as
wel |l as help you sleep (it did neither for Ral ph, but he had only the
m | dest case of arthritis to begin with). Follow ng a chance neeting
with Trigger Vachon at the counter of N cky's Lunch, he tried chanomle
tea. "That canmy's a beaut,” Trig told him "You gonna sleep great,
Ral phie." And Ralph did . . . right up until 2:58 a.mthat was.

Those were the folk cures and honeopathic renedies he tried.

Ones he didn't included nmega-vitam n packages which cost nuch nore than
Ral ph could afford to spend on his fixed income, a yoga position called
The Dreaner (as described by the postman, The Dreaner sounded to Ral ph
like a fine way to get a |look at your own henorrhoids), and narijuana.
Ral ph considered this |last one very carefully before deciding it would
very likely turn out to be an illegal version of the whiskey and the
honeyconb and the chamonil e tea.

Besi des, if MGovern found out Ral ph was snoki ng pot, he woul d never
hear the end of it.

And through all these experiments a voice in his brain kept asking him
if he really was going to have to get down to eye of newt and tongue of
toad before he gave up and went to the doctor. That voice was not so
much critical as genuinely curious. Ralph had becone fairly curious

hi nsel f.

On Septenber 10th, the day of the first Friends of Life denonstration at
WormanCar e, Ral ph decided that he would try something fromthe drugstore
but not the Rexall downtown where he'd gotten Carol's

brescriptions filled. They knew himdown there, knew himwell, and he
didn't want Paul Durgin, the Rexall druggist, to see him buying
sleeping-pills. It was probably stupid-like going across town to buy

rubbers-but that didn't change the way he felt.

He had never traded at the Rite Aid across from Strawford Park, so that
was where he neant to go. And if the drugstore version of ewt's eye and
toad's tongue didn't work, he really would go to the doctor

Is that true, Ralph? Do you really nmean it?



"I do," he said out loud as he wal ked slowy down Harris Avenue in the
bri ght September sunshine. "Be dammed if 1'll put up with this much
| onger."

Big tal k, Ralph, the voice replied skeptically.

Bill McGovern and Lois Chasse were standing outside the park, having
what | ooked like an ani mated di scussion. Bill |ooked Up, saw him and
noti oned for himto cone over. Ralph went, not |iking the conbination
of their expressions: bright-eyed interest on McGovern's face, distress
and worry on Lois's.

"Have you heard about the thing out at the hospital ?" she asked as Ral ph
joined them

"It wasn't at the hospital, and it wasn't a 'thing,"

" McCGovern said testily. "It was a denonstration-that's what they
called it, anyway and it was at WonanCare, which is actually behind the

hospi tal .

They took a bunch of people to 'all-sonmewhere between six and two dozen
nobody really seems to know yet."

"One of themwas Ed Deepneau!" Lois said breathlessly, and McGovern shot
her a disgusted glance. He clearly believed that handling this piece of
news had been his job

"Ed!" Ral ph said, startled. "Ed's in Fresh Harbor!"

"Wong," MGovern said. The battered brown fedora he was wearing today

gave hima slightly rakish look, |ike a newspaperman S the pondered if
the Panama was still in a forties crine drama. Ral ph was |ost or had
nerely been retired for the fall. "Today he's once nore j cooling his

heel s in our picturesque city all."

"What exactly happened?" as little But neither of themreally knew At
that point the story was nore than a runor which had spread through the
park like a cont in this tagi ous headcold, a runor which was of
particular interest part of town because Ed Deepneau's nane was attached
toit. Marie Callan had told Lois that there had been rock-throw ng

i nvol ved, | and that was why the denonstrators had been arrested.
According to Stan Eberly, who had passed the story on to MGovern
shortly before McGovern ran into Lois, soneone-it m ght have been Ed,

but it mght well have been one of the others-had Maced a coupl e of
doctors as they used the wal kway between WnmanCare and the back entrance
to the hospital. This wal kway was technically public property, and had
become a favorite haunt of anti-abortion denrs that WmanCare had been
protors during the seven yea onstra 'ding abortions on denand.

vi The two versions of the story were so vague and conflicting that
Ral ph felt he could reasonably hope neither was true, that perhaps just
a case of a few overenthusiastic people who'd been ant was In places
like Derry, that kind rested for trespassing, or something of thing
happened; stories had a way of inflating |ike beachballs as they were
passed from nmouth to nouth.



Yet he couldn't shake the feeling that this time it would turn out to be
nore serious, nostly because both the Bill version and the Lois version
i ncl uded Ed Deepneau, and Ed was not your average anti-abortion
protestor. This was, after all, the guy who had pulled a clump of his
wife's hair right out of her scalp, rearranged her dental work, and
fractured her cheekbone sinply because he had seen her nanme on a
petition which nentioned WwmanCare. This was the guy who seened
honest |y convi nced that soneone calling hinself the Crinson King-it
woul d be a great nane for a pro westler, Ralph thought-was running
around Derry, and that his mnions were hauling their unborn victins out
of town on flatbed trucks (plus a few pickups with the fetuses stuffed
into barrels marked VWEED- (; ()).

No, he had an idea that if Ed had been there, it had probably not been
just a case of someone accidentally honked on the head with a protest
si gn.

"Let's go up to ny house," Lois proposed suddenly. "I'Il call Sinone
Castonguay. Her niece is the day receptionist at WomanCare. |f anyone
knows exactly what happened up there this norning, it'll be

Si none-she' || have cal |l ed Barbara."

"I was just on ny way down to the supermarket," Ralph said. It was a

lie, of course, but surely a very snmall one; the nmarket stood next to
the Rite Aid in the strip-mall half a block down fromthe park.

"Why don't | stop in on ny way back)"

"Al'l right," Lois said, smling at him "W'Il|l expect you in a few
m nutes, won't we, Bill?"

"Yes," McGovern said, and suddenly swept her into his arms. It was a
bit of a reach, but he nanaged. "In the nmeantine, |I'Il have you all to
nyself. ©Oh, Lois, how those sweet mnutes will fly!"

Just inside the park, a group of young wonen with babies in strollers (a
gossi p of mothers, Ral ph thought) had been watching them probably
attracted by Lois's gestures, which had a tendency to become grandi ose
when she was excited. Now, as MGovern bent Lois backward, |ooking down
at her with the counterfeit ardor of a bad actor at the end of a stage
tango, one of the nothers spoke to another and both |laughed. It was a
shrill, unkind sound that made Ral ph think of chal k squealing on

bl ackboards and forks dragged across porcel ai n sinks.

Look at the funny old people, the laughter said. Look at the funny old
peopl e, pretending to be young again

"Stop that, Bill"' Lois said. She was blushing, and maybe not j ust
because Bill was up to his usual tricks. She'd also heard the |aughter
fromthe park. MGovern undoubtedly had, too, but MGovern woul d

beli eve they were laughing with him not at him

Soneti mes, Ral ph thought wearay, a slightly inflated ego could be a
protection.

McGovern | et her go, then renoved his fedora and swept it across his



wai st as he nmade an exaggerated bow. Lois was too busy maki ng sure that
her silk blouse was still tucked into the waistband of her skirt all the
way around to pay himmuch notice. Her blush was already fading, and
Ral ph saw she | ooked rather pale and not particularly well.

He hoped she wasn't coming down w th sonething.

"Come by, if you can," she told Ral ph quietly.

"1 WII, Lois."

McGovern slipped an arm around her waist, the gesture of affection both
friendly and sincere this time, and they started up the street together
Wat ching them Ral ph was suddenly gripped by a strong sense of deja vu,
as if he had seen themlike that in sone other place.

O sone other life. Then, just as McGovern dropped his arm breaking
the illusion, it cane to him Fred Astaire | eading a dark-haired and
rat her plunp G nger Rogers out onto a snall-town novie set, where they

woul d dance together to sone tune by Jerome Kern or maybe Irving Berlin

That's weird, he thought, turning back toward the little strip-nal

hal fway down Up-Mle Hill. That's very weird, Ralph. Bill MGovern and
Loi s Chasse are about as far from Fred Astaire and G nger Rogers as you
can get. "Ralph?" Lois called, and he turned back

There was one intersection and about a block's worth of distance between
t hem now.

Cars zipped back and forth on Elizabeth Street, turning Ralph's view of
theminto a noderate stutter

"What ?" he call ed back.
"You | ook better! Mre rested! Are you finally getting sone sleep?"

"Yes!" he returned, thinking Just another snall lie, in another good
cause.

"Didn't | say you'd feel better once the seasons changed? See you in a
little while!"

Lois wiggled her fingers at him and Ral ph was amazed to see bright blue
di agonal lines stream back fromthe short but carefully shaped nails.
They | ooked |ike contrails.

What the fuck-?
He shut ' his eyes tight, then popped them open again. Nothing.

Only Bill and Lois once again wal king up the street toward Lois's house,
their backs to him No bright blue diagonals in the air, nothing |ike

t hat Ral ph' s eyes dropped to the sidewal k and he saw that Lois and Bil
were | eaving tracks behind themon the concrete, tracks that | ooked
exactly like the footprints in the old Arthur Mirray | earn-todance
instructions you used to be able to get by mail-order



Lois's were gray. MGovern's-larger but still oddly delicate-were a
dark shade of olive green, They glowed on the sidewal k, and Ral ph, who
was standing on the far side of Elizabeth Street with his jaw hangi ng
al nrost down to his breastbone, suddenly realized he could see little
ri bbands of colored snoke rising fromthem O perhaps it was steam

A city bus bound for O d Cape snored by, nonmentarily bl ocking his view,
and when it passed the tracks were gone. There was nothing on the

si dewal k but a nmessage chal ked inside a fading pink heart: SAM + DEAN E
4- EVER

Those tracks are not gone, Ralph. they were never there in the first
Pl ace. You know that, don't you?

Yes, he knew. The idea that Bill and Lois |ooked |ike Fred Astaire and
G nger Rogers had gotten into his head; progressing fromthat idea to a
hal | uci nati on of phantom footprints |eading up the sidewal k Iike tracks
in an Arthur Miurray dance-di agram had a certain bizarre log,c. Still, it
was scary. His heart was beating too fast, and when he own, he saw
those marks trailing up fromLois's waving fingers like bright blue jet
contrails. don't, |I've got to get nore sleep, Ral ph thought. 1've got
to. If I I'"'mapt to start seeing anything.

"That's right," he muttered under his breath as he turned toward the
drugstore again. "Anything at all."

Ten mnutes | ater, Ralph was standing at the front of the Rite Aid
Phar macy and | ooking at a sign which hung on chains fromthe ceiling.

FEEL BETTER AT RITE AIDI it said, seeming to suggest that feeling
better was a goal attainable by any reasonabl e, hard-working consuner.

Ral ph had his doubts about that.

This, Ral ph decided, was retail drug-dealing on a grand scale-it made
the Rexall where he usually traded | ook |ike a tenement apartnent by
conparison. The fluorescent-lit aisles seened as long as bowing alleys
and di spl ayed everything fromtoaster ovens to jigsaw puzzles.

After a little study, Ral ph decided Aisle 3 contained nost of the patent
nmedi ci nes and was probably his best bet. He nade his way slowy through
the area narked STOVACH REMEDI ES, sojourned briefly in the ki ngdom of
ANALGESI CS, and quickly crossed the |and of LAXATIVES. And there,

bet ween LAXATI VES and DECONGESTANTS, he stopped.

This is it, folks-my last shot. After this there's only Dr. Litchfield
and if he suggests chewi ng honeyconb or drinking chanmonile tea, I'l
probably snap and it'll take both the nurses and the receptionist to
pull nme off him

closed his eyes for a nonment to try and cal m down.
SLEEPI NG AI DS, the sign over this section of Aisle 3 read.
Ral ph, never nuch of a patent-nmedicine user (he would ot herw se have

arrived here nuch sooner, no doubt), didn't know exactly what he'd
expected, but it surely had not been this wild, alnost indecent



profusi on of products. H's eye slipped across the boxes (the majority
were a soot hing blue), reading the nanes. Most seened strange and
slightly om nous: Compoz, Nytol, Sleepinal, Z-Power, Som nex, Sl eepinex,
Drow Zee. There was even a generic brand.

You have to be kidding, he thought. None of these things are going to
work for you. [It's time to quit fucking around, don't you know that?
VWhen you start to see colored footprints on the sidewalk, it is time to
quit fucking around and go to the doctor, But on the other hand he heard
Dr. Litchfield, heard himso clearly it was as if a tape recorder had
turned on in the nmddle of his head: Your wife is suffering fromtension
headaches, Ral ph-unpl easant and pai nful, but not |ife-threatening.

thi nk we can take care of the problem Unpleasant and painful, but not
life-threatening-yes, right, that was what the nan had said. And then
he had reached for his prescription pad and witten out the order for
the first bunch of useless pills while the tiny clunp of alien cells in
Carolyn's head continued to send out its mcrobursts of destruction, and
maybe Dr. Jamal had been right, maybe it was too | ate even then, but
maybe jamal was full of shit, maybe jamal was just a stranger in a
strange land, trying to get along, trying not to nmake waves. Maybe this
and maybe that; Ral ph didn't know for sure and never would. Al he
really knew was that Litchfield hadn't been around when the final two
tasks of their marriage had been set before them her job to die, his
job to watch her do it.

Is that what | want to do? Go to Litchfield and watch himreach for his
prescription pad agai n?

Maybe this tinme it would work, he argued to-with-hinself. At 'me his
hand stole out, seenmingly O its own volition, and the sane tine took a
box of Sleepinex fromthe shelf. He turned it over, held it the
slightly away fromhis eyes so he could read the small print on its side
panel, and ran his eye slowy down the list of active ingredients.

He had no idea of how to pronounce nost of the jawbreaking words, and
even | ess of what they were or how they were supposed to hel p you sl eep

Yes, he answered the voice. Mybe this tinme it would work. But maybe
the real answer would be just to find another doc "Hel p you?" a voice
asked fromdirectly behind Ral ph's shoul der

He was in the act of returning the box of Sleepinex to its place,
meani ng to take sonething that sounded a little less like a sinister
drug in a Robin Cook novel, when the voice spoke. Ralph junped and
knocked a dozen assorted boxes of synthetic sleep onto the floor

"oh, sorry-clunmsy!" Ral ph said, and | ooked over his shoul der.

"Not at all. M fault entirely." And before Ral ph could do nore than
pi ck up two boxes of Sleepinex and one box of Drow Zee gel capsules, the
man in the white snock who had spoken to himhad swept up the rest and
was redistributing themw th the speed of a riverboat ganbler dealing a
hand of poker. According to the gold ID bar pinned to his breast, this
was JOE WYZER, RI TE Al D PHARMACI ST.

with a friendly grin, "let's start over. Can | help you? You look a
"Now, " Wzer said, dusting off his hands and turning to Ralph little



| ost."

Ral ph's initial response-annoyance at being disturbed while having a
deep and neani ngful conversation with himsel f-was being replaced with

guarded interest. "Well, | don't know," he said, and gestured to the
array of sleeping potions. "Do any of these actually work?"
Wzer's grin widened. He was a tall, mniddle-aged nman with fair skin and

t hi nning brown hair which he parted in the niddle. He stuck out his
hand, and Ral ph had barely begun the polite reciprocatory gesture when
his own hand was swal l owed. "I'm Joe," the pharmaci st said, and tapped
the gold tunic-pin with his free hand.

"I used to be Joe Wze, but now |I'm ol der and Wzer."

This was al nbst certainly an ancient joke, but it had | ost none of its
savor for Joe Wzer, who | aughed uproariously. Ralph smled a polite
little smile with just the smallest touch of anxiety around its edges.
The hand which had enfolded his was clearly a strong one, and he was
afraid if the pharmaci st squeezed hard, his hand nmight finish the day in
a cast. He found hinself w shing, at |east nonentarily, that he'd taken
his problemto Paul Durgin downtown after all. Then Wzer gave his hand
two energetic punps and |l et go.

"I"m Ral ph Roberts. N ce to neet you, M. Wzer."
“Mutual . Now, concerning the efficacy of these fine products.

Let me answer your question with one of my own, to wit, does a bear shit
in a tel ephone boot h?"

Ral ph burst out |aughing. "Rarely, I'd think," he said when he could
Say anyt hi ng agai n.

"Correct. And | rest ny case." Wzer glanced at the sleeping aids, a

wal | done in shades of blue. "Thank God |'m a pharnmaci st and not a
sal esman, M. Roberts; I'd starve trying to peddle stuff door to door
Are you an insomiac? |'masking partly because you're investigating

t he sl eeping aids, but nostly because you have an hol | ow eyed | ook. "

Ral ph said, "M. Wzer, |'d be the happiest man on earth if | could get
five hours' sleep some night, and |I'd settle for four."

"How l ong's it been going on, M. Roberts? O do you prefer Ral ph?"
"Ral ph's fine,"

"Good. And |'m Joe."

"It started in April, I think. A nonth or six weeks after ny wife died,
anyway. "

"Cee, I'msorry to hear you lost your wife. M synpathies.”

"Thank you," Ral ph said, then repeated the old fornula. "I mss her a

lot, but I was glad when her suffering was over."



"Except now you're suffering. For ... let's see." Wzer counted
qui ckly on his big fingers. "Going on half a year now. "

Ral ph suddenly found hinself fascinated by those fingers. No jet
contrails this tine, but the tip of each one appeared to be wapped in a
bright silvery haze, like tinfoil you could sormehow | ook right through.
He suddenly found himsel f thinking of Carolyn again, and remenbering the
phantom srel | s she had sonetinmes conpl ai ned of last fall-cloves, sewage,
burning ham Maybe this was the nmal e equival ent, and the onset of his
own brain tunor had been signal ed not by headaches but by insomi a.

Sel f-di agnosis is a fool's ganme, Ralph, so why don't you Just quit it?
He nmoved his eyes resolutely back to Wzer's big, pleasant face.

No silvery haze there; not so much as a hint of a haze. He was al nost
sure of it.

"Going on half a year. It seens that's right,"”
A lot |longer, actually."

he said. "Going |onger

Any noticeable pattern? There usually is. | mean, do you toss and turn
before you go to sleep, or 11

“I'"'ma premature waker."

Wzer's eyebrows went up. "And read a book or three about the problem
too, | deduce." If Litchfield had made a remark of this sort, Ralph
woul d have read condescension into it. FromJoe Wzer he sensed not
condescensi on but genui ne adniration

"I read what the library had, but there wasn't much, and none of it has
hel ped nuch." Ral ph paused, then added: "The truth is, none of it has
hel ped at all."

"Well, et me tell you what | know on the subject, and you just kind of
flop your hand when | start heading into territory you've al ready
expl ored. Who's your doctor, by the way?"

"Litchfield.

"Uh- huh. And you usually trade at ... where? The People's Drug out at
the mall ? The Rexall downtown?"

"The Rexall."

"You're incognito today, | take it."

Ral ph blushed ... then grinned. "Yeah, sonmething like that."

"Uh-huh. And | don't need to ask if you've been to see Litchfield about
your problem do lo If you had, you wouldn't be exploring the wonderfu
wor |l d of patent nedicines.”

"I's that what these are? Patent nedici nes?"



"Put it this way-1'd feel a helluva ot nmore confortable selling | wagon
with fancy yell ow nost of this crap off the back of a big red wheels, "

Ral ph | aughed, and the bright silvery cloud which had been gathering in
front of Joe Wzer's tunic bl ew away when he did.

"That kind of salesmanship | mght be able to get into," Wzer said with

a msty little grin. "l'd get a sweet little honeybun to do call her
Little Egypt, like in that old Coasters song
she'd be ny warmup act. Plus |I'd have a banjo-picker. In ny

experience, there's nothing Iike a good dose of banjo nusic to put
people in a buying nmood."

Wzer | ooked off past the | axatives and anal gesics, enjoying this gaudy
daydream Then he | ooked back at Ral ph again

"For a premature waker |ike you, Ralph, this stuff is entirely useless.
You'd be better off with a shot of booze or one of those wave nachi nes
they sell through the catal ogues, and | ooking at you, |'d guess you
probably tried em both."

"Yes."

in a sequined a dance' d bra and a Pair of harem pants "Along with about
two dozen other oldtiner-tested hone renedies."

Ral ph | aughed again. He was conming to like this guy a lot. "Try four
dozen and you'll be in the ball park."

,well, you're an industrious bugger, I'll give you that," Wzer said,
and waved a hand at the blue boxes. "These things are nothing but

anti hi stam nes. Essentially they're trading on a side-effect

anti hi stam nes nake people sleepy. Check out a box of Contrex or
Benadryl down there in Decongestants and it'll say you shouldn't take it
if you're going to be driving or operating heavy nachinery.

For people who suffer from occasi onal sl eeplessness, a Som nex every now
and then may work. It gives thema nudge. But they wouldn't work for
you in any case, because your problemisn't getting to sleep, it's
staying asleep . correct?"

"Correct."
"Can | ask you a delicate question?"
"Sure. | guess so.

"Do you have a problemwith Dr. Litchfield regarding this Maybe have
sone doubts about his ability to understand how really pissy your
insomia is making you feel ?"

"Yes," Ralph said gratefully. "Do you think I should go see hin®

Try to explain that to himso he'll understand?" To this question Wzer
woul d of course respond in the affirmative, and Ral ph would finally nake
the call. And it would bel should be Litchfield-he saw that now. It



was nmadness to think of hooking up with a new doctor at his age.

Can you tell Dr. Litchfield you re seeing things? Can you tell him
about the blue marks you saw shooting up fromthe tips of Lois Chasse's
fingers? The footprints on the sidewalk, like the footprints in an
Arthur Murray dance-diagran? The silvery stuff around the tips of Joe
Wzer's fingers? Are you really going to tell Litchfield that stuff?

And if you're of, If you can't, by are you going to see hill, in first
Pl ace, no natter what this guy recomends?

Wzer, however, surprised himby going in an entirely different
direction. "Are you still dream ng?"

"Yes. Qite alot, in fact, considering that |I'mdown to about three
hours' sleep a night."

"Are they coherent dreans-dreans that consist of perceivable events and
have sone kind of narrative flow, no matter how kookoo-or are they just
j unbl ed i mages?"

Ral ph remenbered a dream he'd had the night before. He and Hel en
Deepneau and Bill MGovern had been having a three-sided game of Frisbee
in the mddle of Harris Avenue. Helen had a pair of huge, clunky saddle
shoes on her feet; MGovern was wearing a sweatshirt with a vodka bottle
on it. ABSCOLUTELY THE BEST, the sweatshirt proclained.

The Frisbee had been bright red with fluorescent green stripes.

Then Rosalie the dog had shown up, The faded bl ue bandanna soneone had
hung around her neck was flapping as she |linped toward them Al at once
she had | eaped into the air, snatched the Frisbee, and gone running off
with it in her nmouth, Ral ph wanted to give chase, but MGovern said,
Really, Ralph, we're getting a hole case of themfor Christmas. Ralph
turned to him intending to point out that Christnmas was over three
nonths away and to ask what the hell they were going to do if they
wanted to play Frisbee between then and now, but before he could, the
dream had either ended or gone on to some other, less vivid, mnd-novie.

"I'f I understand what you're saying," Ralph replied, "ny dreans are
coherent."

"Good, | also want to know if they're lucid dreams. Lucid dreaills
fulfill two requirenents. First, you know you're dream ng.

Second, you can often influence the course the dreamtakes-you' re nore
than just a Passive observer."

Ral ph nodded. "Sure, | have those, too.

In fact, | seemto have a lot of themlately. | was just thinking of
one | had last night. In it this stray dog | see on the street from
time to time ran off with a Frisbee sone friends of mine and | were
playing with. | was nmad that she broke up the gane, and | tried to nake
her drop the Frisbee just by sending her the thought. Sort of a

t el epat hic comand, you know?"



He uttered a small, enbarrassed chuckle, but Wzer only nodded
matter-of-factly. "Did it work?"

"Not this tine," Ralph said, "but | think | have nade that sort of thing
work in other dreans. Only | can't be sure, because nobst of the dreans
I have seemto fade away al nbst as soon as | wake up."

"That's the case with everyone," Wzer said. "The brain treats nost
dreans as di sposable matter, storing themin extreme shortterm nmenory."

"You know a | ot about this, don't you?"

"Insomia interests ne very nuch. | did two research papers on the link
bet ween dreanms and sl eep disorders when | was in college.”

Wzer glanced at his watch. "It's my break-tinme. Wuld you like to
have a cup of coffee and a piece of apple pie with me? There's a place
"just two doors down, and the pie is fantastic."

"Sounds good, but maybe I'I| settle for a n orange soda. |[|'ve been
trying to cut down on ny coffee intake."

"Under st andabl e but conpletely useless,” Wzer said cheerfully.
"Caffeine is not your problem Ralph."

"No, | suppose not . . . but what is?" To this point Ral ph had been
quite successful at keeping the msery out of his voice, but nowit
crept back in.

Wzer clapped himon the shoul der and | ooked at hi m ki ndly.

"That," he said, "is what we're going to talk about. Cone on."
Chapter 5

"Thin | k of it this way," Wzer recomenced five mnutes |ater

They Sun Down.

were in a New Age-y sort of diner called DawhBorebaekli, eyed in ol dThe
place was a little too ferny for Ral ph, fashioned diners that gl eaned
with chrome and snelled of grease, but the pie was good, and while the
coffee was not up to Lois Chasse's standards-Lois made the best cup he
had ever tasted-it was hat and strong.

"Which way is that?" Ral ph asked.

"There are certain things manki nd-womanki nd, too-keel)s striving for
Not the stuff that gets witten up in the history and civics books,
either, at least for the nost part; |I'mtalking fundlmentals here. A
roof to keep the rain out. Three hots and a cot. A decent sex-life.

Heal t hy bowels. But nmaybe the nost fundamental my friend.

Because there's sonething of all is what you' ve been nissing, really
nothing in the world that can nmeasure up to a good night's sleep, is



t here?"
"Boy, you got that right," Ral ph said.

Wzer nodded. "Sleep is the overl ooked hero and the poor nan's
physici an. Shakespeare said it's the thread that knits up the ravelled
sl eeve of care, Napoleon called it the blessed end of night, and Wnston
Churchill-one of the great insomiacs of the twentieth century-said it
was the only relief he ever got fromhis deep depressions. | put al

that stuff in ny papers, but what all the quotes conme down to is what |
just said: nothing in the whole wide world can neasure up to a good
night's sleep."

"You' ve had the problemyourself, haven ) t you?" Ral ph asked suddenly.
"I's that why you ... well ... why you're taking me under your w ng?"

Joe Wzer grinned. "Is that what |'m doing?"
"I think so, yes."

"Hey, | can live with that. The answer is yes. 1've suffered from
sl ow sl eep insomia ever since | was thirteen. It's why | ended up
doi ng not just one research paper on the subject but two."

"How are you doing with it these days?"

Wzer shrugged. "So far it's been a pretty good year. Not the best,
but I'Il take it. For a couple of years in ny early twenties, the
probl em was acute-1'd go to bed at ten, fall asleep around four, get up
at seven, and drag nyself through the day feeling like a bit player in
soneone el se's nightmare. "

This was so fanmiliar to Ral ph that his back and upper arns broke out in
goosebunps.

"Here conmes the nost inportant thing | can tell you, Ralph, so listen
up. "

"I am"

"The thing you have to h"ing onto is that you're still basically okay,
even though you feel like shit a lot of the tine. Al sleep is not
created equal, you see-there's good sleep and bad sleep. |If you're
still having coherent dreans, and, nmaybe even ni ghtmare inportant, | uc,
- dreans, you're still having good sleep. And because of that, a scrip
O lo for sleeping pills could be about the worst thing in the world

for you right now And I know Litchfield.

He's a nice enough guy, but he |oves that prescription pad."

"Say it twice," Ralph told him thinking of Carolyn.

"I'f you tell Litchfield what you told ne while we were wal ki ng down
here, he's going to prescribe a benzodi azepi ne-probably Dal mane or

Restoril, naybe Halcion or even Valium You'll sleep, but YQu' Il pay a
price. Benzodi azepines are habit-formng, they're respiratory



depressants, and worst of all, for guys like you and ne, they
significantly reduce REM sl eep. Dream ng sleep, in other words.

"How s your pie? | only ask because you' ve hardly touched it."

Ral ph took a big bite and swallowed it w thout tasting, "Good," he said.
"Now tell me why you have to have dreans to make your sleep good sleep."

“I'f I could answer that, I'd retire fromthe Pill-pushing busi ness and
go into business as a sleep guru." Wzer had finished his pie and was
now using the pad of his index finger to pick up the larger crunbs |eft
on his plate. "REM stands for rapid eye noverment, of course, and the
terms REM sl eep and dream ng sl eep have become synonynous in the public
m nd, but nobody really knows just how the eye novenments of sleepers
relate to the dreans they are having.

It seens unlikely that the eye nmovenents indicate 'watching or

tracki ng," because sl eep researchers see a lot of it even in dreans test
subj ects later describe as fairly static-dreans of conversations, for
instance, |ike the one we're having now Simlarly, no one really knows
why there seens to be a clear relationship between |ucid, coherent
dreans and overall mental health: the nore dreans of thit sort a person
has, the better off he seens to be, the |l ess he has, the worse.

There's a real scale there.”
"Mental health's a pretty general phrase", Ralph said skeptically.

"Yeah," Wzer grinned. "Makes me think of a bunper sticker | saw a few
years back- SupPORT MENTAL HEALTH OR |'LL KILL YQU

Anyway, we're tal ki ng about sone basic, measurabl e conponents: cognitive
ability, problemsolving ability, by both inductive and deductive

nmet hods, ability to grasp rel ationships, nenory-1, "My nenory is |ousy

t hese days," Ral ph said. He was thinking of his inability to remenber

t he nunber of the cinena conplex and his | ong hunt through the kitchen
cabinet for the |ast Cup-A-Soup envel ope.

"Yeah, you're probably suffering sone short-term nenory |oss, but your
fly is zipped, your shirt is on right-side out, and | bet if |I asked you
what your middle nane is, you could tell me. |'mnot belittling your
problem1'd be the |ast person in the world to do that-but | am asking
you to change your point of viewfor a mnute or two. To think of al
the areas in your life where you're still perfectly functional."

how wel | you're functioning, |like a gas gauge in a car, or do they "Al
right. These lucid and coherent dreans-do they just indicate actually
hel p you function?"

"No one knows for sure, but the nost likely answer is a little of both.
In the late fifties, around the tine the doctors were phasing out the
barbiturates-the last really popular one was a fun drug called
Thal i domi de-a few scientists even tried to suggest that the good steep
we' ve been beating our gunms about and dreans aren't related.”

" And?"



"The tests don't support the hypothesis. People who stop dreanming e)r
suffer fromconstant dreaminterrupti ons have all sorts of problens,
including loss of cognitive ability and enotional stability.

They also start to suffer perceptual problens |ike hyper-reality."

Beyond Wzer, at the far end of the counter, sat a fellow reading a copy
of the Derry News. Only his hands and the top of his head were visible.
He was wearing a rather ostentatious pinky-ring on his left hand. The
headl ine at the top of the front page read ABORTI ON Rl GHTS ADVOCATE
AGREESTO SPEAK | N DERRY NEXT MONTH. Below it, in slightly snmaller type,
was a subhead: Pro-Life G oups Prom se Organi zed Protests.

In the center of the page was a color picture of Susan Day, one that did
her much nore justice than the flat photographs on the poster he had
seen in the wi ndow of Secondhand Rose, Secondhand C othes. |In those she
had | ooked ordi nary, perhaps even a bit sinister; in this one she was
radi ant. Her |ong, honey-blonde hair had been pulled back from her
face. Her eyes were dark, intelligent, arresting. Hanmlton Davenport's
pessi mi sm had been misplaced, it seened. Susan Day was coning after

all.

Then Ral ph saw sonet hi ng which made him forget all about Ham Davenport
and Susan Day.

A gray-blue aura had begun to gather around the hands of the man reading
t he newspaper, and around the Just-visible crown of his head.

It seenmed particularly bright around the onyx pinky-ring he wore.

It did not obscure but seened to clarify, turning the ringstone into
sonet hing that | ooked |ike an asteroid in a really realistic
sci ence-fiction nmovie "Wat did you say, Ral ph?"

"HmP?" Ral ph drew his gaze away fromthe newspaper reader's pinky-ring
with an effort. "I don't know was tal king? | guess | asked you what
hyper-reality is."

"Hei ght ened sensory awareness," Wzer said. "Like taking an LSD trip
wi t hout having to ingest any chemcals."

"Ch," Ral ph said, watching as the bright gray-blue aura began to form
conplicated runic patterns on the nail of the finger Wzer was using to
mash up crunmbs. At first they looked like letters witten in frost
then sentences witten in fog ... then odd, gasping faces.

He blinked and they were gone.

"Ral ph? You still there?" renedies don't work "Sure, you bet.

But listen, Joe-if the folk drugs and the stuff in Aisle 3 doesn't work
and the prescription could actually nmake things worse instead of better
what does that |eave? Nothing, right?"

"You going to eat the rest of that?" Wzer said, pointing at Ral ph's

plate, Chilly gray-blue light drifted off the tip of his finger like
Arabic letters witten in dry-ice vapor



"Nope. |I'mfull. Be ny guest."”

Wzer pulled Ralph's plate to him "Don't give up so fast," he said.

"I want you to cone back to the pharmwith ne so | can give you a couple
of business cards. M advice, as your friendly nei ghborhood
drug-pusher, is that you give these guys a try."

"What guys?" Ral ph watched, fascinated, as Wzer opened his nouth to
receive the last bite of pie. Each of his teeth was Iit with a fierce
gray glow. The fillings in his molars glowed |ike tiny suns.

The fragments of crust and apple filling on his tongue crawled with
(lucid Ral ph lucid)

light. Then Wzer closed his mouth to chew, and the gl ow was gone.

(I Janes Roy Hong and Anthony Forbes. Hong is an acupuncturist with
of fices on Kansas Street. Forbes is a hypnotist with a place over on

the east side-Hesser Street, | think. And before you yell quack-" 1'm
not going to yell quack," Ralph said quietly. H's hand rose to touch
the Magi ¢ Eye, which he was still wearing under his shirt.

“Believe me, |I'mnot."

"Ckay, good. M advice is that you try Hong first. The needl es | ook
scary, but they only hurt a little, and he's got sonething going there.

| don't know what the hell it is or howit works, but | do know that
when | went through a bad patch two winters ago, he helped ne a |ot.
Forbes is al so good-so |'ve heard-but Hong's my pick. He's busy as
hell, but |I mght be able to help you them

What do you say?"

Ral ph saw a bright gray glow, no thicker than a thread, slip fromthe
corner of Wzer's eye and slide down his cheek |ike a supernatural tear
It decided him "I say let's go."

Wzer clapped himon the shoulder. "Good nan! Let's pay LIP and get
out of here." He produced a quarter. "Flip you for the check?"

Hal fway back to the pharmacy, Wzer stopped to | ook at a poster which
had been put up in the wi ndow of an enpty storefront between the Rite
Aid and the diner. Ralph only glanced at it. He had seen it before, in
t he wi ndow of Secondhand Rose, Secondhand C ot hes.

"Wanted for nurder," Wzer marvelled. "People have |ost all goddam
sense of perspective, do you know it?"

"Yes," Ralph said. "If we had tails, | think npbst of us would spend al
day chasing themand trying to bite themoff."

"The poster's bad enough," Wzer said this!" He was pointing at
sonet hi ng beside the poster, sonething which had been witten in the



dirt which coated the outside of the enpty display wi ndow Ral ph |eaned
close to read the short nmessage. KILL THIS CUNT, it said.

Bel ow t he words was an arrow pointing at the |l eft hand photo of Susan
Day.

"Jesus," Ral ph said quietly.

"Yeah," Wzer agreed. He pulled a handkerchief from his back pocket and
wi ped away t he nmessage, leaving in Place of the words a bright silvery
fan- shape whi ch Ral ph knew only he coul d see.

"but | ook at He followed Wzer to the rear of the pharnmacy and stood in
t he doorway of an office not nuch bigger than a public-toilet cubicle
while Wzer sat on the only piece of furniture-a high stool that would
have | ooked at home in Ebenezer Scrooge's counting-house and phoned the
of fice of Janes Roy Heng, acupuncturist. Wzer pushed the phone's
speaker button so Ral ph could follow the conversation

Hong's receptioni st (soneone naned Audra, who seened to know Wzer on a
basis a good deal warner than a nmerely professional one) at first said
Dr. Hong could not possibly see a new patient until after Thanksgiving
Ral ph' s shoul ders slunped. Wzer raised an open palmin his
direction-wait a mnute, Ralph-and then proceeded to talk Audra into
finding (nr perhaps creating) an opening for Ralph in early october
That was al nbst a nonth away, but a | ot better than Thanksgi vi ng.

' Thanks, Audra," Wzer said. "W still on for dinner tonight?"
"Yes," she said. "Now turn off the damed speaker, Joe-I have sonething
that's for your ears only."

Wzer did it, listened, l|aughed until tears-to Ral ph they |ooked like
gorgeous liquid pearls-stood in his eyes. Then he smpooched twice into
t he phone and hung up

"You're all set," he said, handing Ralph a small white card with the
time and date of the appointment witten on the back. "COctober fourth,
not great, but really the best she could do. Audra's good people,"”
“It's fine."

"Here's Anthony Forbes's card, in case you want to call himin the
interim"

"Thanks," Ral ph said, taking the second card. "I owe you."

"The only thing you owe Me is a return visit SOI can find out howit
went. |'m concerned, There are doctors who won't prescribe anything for
i nsormi a, you know. They like to say that no one ever died fromlack of
sleep, but I"'mhere to tell you that's crap."

Ral ph supposed this news shoul d have frightened him but he felt pretty
steady, at least for the tine being. The auras had gone away-the bright
gray gleans in Wzer's eyes as he'd | aughed at whatever Hong's
receptioni st had said had been the last. He was starting to think they
had just been a nmental fugue brought on by a conbination of extrene
tiredness and Wzer's nention of hyper-reality. There was another



reason for feeling good-he now had an appointnment with a nan who had
hel ped this man through a simlar bad patch

Ral ph thought he'd |l et Hong stick needles into himuntil he | ooked like
a porcupine if the treatnment allowed himto sleep until the sun canme up.

And there was a third thing: the gray auras hadn't actually been scary.
They had been sort of ... interesting.

""People die fromlack of sleep all the tine," Wzer was sayi ng,

al t hough the nedi cal exam ner usually ends up witing suicide on the
cause-of -death line, rather than insomia. |nsomia and al coholism have
alot in common, but the major thing is this: they're both di seases of
the heart and mind, and when they're allowed to run their course they
usual ly gut the spirit long before they're able to destroy the body. So
yeah-peopl e do die fromlack of sleep. This is a dangerous time for
you, and you have to take care of yourself.

If you start to feel really wonky, call Litchfield Do you hear ne?

Don't stand on cerenony. Ral ph grinmaced. "I think I'd be nore apt to
call you."

Wzer nodded as if he had absolutely expected this. "The nunber under
Hong's is mine," he said.

Sur pri sed, Ral ph | ooked down at the card again. There was a second
nunber there, marked J. W

Wzer said. "Really. You won't disturb nmy wife; we've been divorced
since 1983."

Ral ph tried to speak and found he couldn't. Al that came out was a
choked, meaningless little sound. He swallowed hard, trying to clear
the obstruction in his throat.

Wzer saw he was struggling and cl apped himon the back. "No bawing in
the store, Ralph-it scares away the big spenders. You want a Kl eenex?"

"No, |I'mokay." Hs voice was slightly watery, but audible and nostly

under contr ol
Wzer cast a critical eye on him "Not yet, but you will be."

Wzer's big hand swal | owed Ral ph's once nore, and this time Ral ph didn't
worry about it. "For the time being, try to relax. And renenber to be
grateful for the sleep you do get."

"Ckay. Thanks again."
Wzer nodded and wal ked back to the prescription counter

Ral ph wal ked back down Aisle 3, turned left at the form dable condom

di spl ay, and went out through a door with THANK YOU FOR SHOPPI NG AT RITE
Al D decal ed above the push-bar. At first he thought there was nothing
unusual about the fierce brightness that nade hi msquint his eyes al npost
shut-it was mdday, after all, and perhaps the drugstore had been a



little darker than he had realized.

Then he opened his eyes wi de again, and his breath cane to a dead stop
in his throat.

A |l ook of thunderstruck amazenent spread over his face. It was the
expression an explorer m ght wear when, after pushing his way through
just one nore nondescript tangle of bushes, he finds hinself |ooking at
some fabulous lost city or brain-busting geol ogical feature-a cliff of
di anonds, perhaps, or a spiral waterfall, Ral ph shrank back agai nst the
bl ue nail box standing to one side of the drugstore's entrance, still not
breathing, his eyes shuttling jerkily fromleft to right as the brain
behind themtried to understand the wonderful and terrible news it was
recei vi ng.

The auras were back, but that was a little |ike saying Hawaii was a
pl ace where you didn't have to wear your overcoat. This tine the |light
was everywhere, fierce and flow ng, strange and beauti f ul

Ral ph had had only one experience in his entire life which was renotely
simlar to this. During the summer of 1941, the year he'd turned

ei ghteen, he'd been riding his thunb fromDerry to his uncle's place in
Poughkeepsi e, New York, a distance of about four hundred miles. An
earl y-eveni ng thunderstormat the end of his second day on the road had
sent himscurrying for the nearest avail able shelter-a decrepit barn
swayi ng drunkenly at the end of a long hayfield. He had spent nore of
that day wal king than riding, and had fallen soundly asleep in one of

t he barn's | ong-abandoned horse stalls even before the thunder had
stopped bl asting the sky overhead.

He'd awakened at md-norning the next day after a solid fourteen hours
of sleep and had | ooked around in utter wonder, not even sure, in those
first few noments, where he was. He only knew it was sone dark,
sweet-smel ling place, and that the world above and on all sides of him
had been split open with brilliant seams of |ight.

Then he had renenbered taking shelter in the barn, and it came to him
that this strange vision had been caused by the cracks in the barn's
wal I s and roof comnbined with the bright sunmer sunlight

only that, and nothing nore. Yet he'd sat there in mute wonder for at

| east five minutes just the same, a wi de-eyed teenage boy with hay in
his hair and his arnms dusted with chaff; he sat there | ooking up at the
tidal gold of dust-notes spinning lazily in the slanting, cross hatching
rays of the sun. He renenbered thinking it had been like being in
church.

This was that experience to the tenth power. And the hell of it was
simply this: he could not describe exactly what had happened, and how

the world had changed, to make it so wonderful. Things and people,
particularly the people, had auras, yes, but that was only where this
amazi ng phenonenon began. Things had never been so brilliant, so

utterly and conpletely there. The cars, the tel ephone poles, the
shopping carts in the Kart Korral in front of the supermarket, the frame
apartnment buil dings across the street-all these things seenmed to pop out
at himlike 3-Dinages in an old film Al at once this dingy little
strip-mall on Wtcham Street had becone wonderl and, and al t hough Ral ph



was | ooking right at it, he was not sure what he was | ooking at, only
that it was rich and gorgeous and fabul ously strange.

The only things he could isolate were the auras surroundi ng the people
going in and out of stores, stow ng packages in their trunks, or getting
in their cars and driving away. Sonme of these auras were brighter than
ot hers, but even the dinmrest were a hundred tines brighter than his
first glinpses of the phenonenon.

But it's what Wzer was tal ki ng about, no doubt of that. It's
hyperreality, and what you're looking at is no nore there than the

hal | uci nati ons of people who are under the influence of LSD. What
you're seeing is just another synptom of your insommia, no nmore and no
| ess.

Look at it, Ralph, and narvel over it as nuch as you want-it I|'s
marvel ous-just don't believe it.

He didn't need to tell hinmself to narvel, however-there were narvels
everywhere. A bakery truck was backing out of a slot in front of Day
Break, Sun Down, and a bright maroon substance-it was al nost the col or
of dried blood-cane fromits tailpipe. It was neither snoke nor vapor
but had sonme of the characteristics of each.

This brightness rose in gradually attenuating spikes, like the |lines of
an EEG readout. Ral ph | ooked down at the pavenent and saw the tread of
the van's tires printed on the concrete in that sane naroon shade. The
van speeded up as it left the parking lot, and the ghostly | graph-trai
emerging with its exhaust turned the bright red of arterial blood as it
di d.

There were simlar oddities everywhere, phenonena which intersected in
sl anting paths and nade Ral ph think again of how the |ight had come
slanting through the cracks in the roof and walls of that |ong-ago barn
But the real wonder was the people, and it was around themthat the
auras seened nost clearly defined and real, A bagboy cane out of the
super mar ket, pushing a cartload of groceries and wal king in a ni nbus of
such brilliant white that it was like a travelling spotlight.

The aura of the wonman besi de hi mwas di ngy by conparison, the gray-green
of cheese which has begun to noul d.

A young girl called to the bagboy fromthe open wi ndow of a Subaru and
waved; her left hand left bright contrails, as pink as cotton candy, in
the air as it noved. They began to fade al nbst as soon as they
appeared. The bagboy grinned and waved back; his hand |left a fantail of
yel | owi sh-white behind. To Ralph it looked like the fill of a tropica
fish. This also began to fade, but nmore slowy.

Ral ph's fear at this confused, shining vision was considerable, but for

the tine being, at |east, fear had taken a back seat to wonder, awe, and
sinple amazenment. It was nore beautiful than anything he had ever seen

in his life. But it's not real he cautioned hinself.

Renmenmber that, Ralph. He prom sed hinself he would try, but for the
time being that cautioning voice seened very far away.



Now he noticed sonmething else: there was a line of that lucid brightness
enmerging fromthe head of every person he could see. it trailed upward
like a ribbon of bunting or brightly colored crepe paper until it
attenuat ed and di sappeared. For sone people the point of disappearance
was five feet above the head; for others it was ten or fifteen. |In nost
cases the color of the bright, ascending Iine natched the rest of the
aura-bright white for the bagboy, gray-green in the case of the female
customer beside him for instance but there were sone striking
exceptions. Ralph saw a rust-red line rising froma m ddl e-aged man who
was striding along in the mddle of a dark blue aura, and a woman with a
light gray aura whose ascending |line was an anmazing (and slightly

al arm ng) shade of magenta. |n sone cases-two or three, not a lot-the
rising lines were al nost bl ack

Ral ph didn't Iike those, and he noticed that the people to whomthese
"bal | oon-strings" (they were named just that sinply and quickly in his
m nd) bel onged invariably | ooked unwell

O course they do. The balloon-strings are an indicator of health ..

and ill-health, in sone cases. Like the Kirlian auras people were so
fascinated with back in the late sixties and early seventi es.

Ral ph, anot her voice warned, you are not really seeing these things,
okay? | nean, | hate to be a b*re, butBut wasn't it at |east possible
t hat the phenonenon was real? That his persistent insomia, coupled
with the stabilizing influence of his lucid, coherent dreans, had

af forded hima glinpse of a fabul ous di mension just beyond the reach of
ordi nary perception?

Quit it, galpb, and right now. You have to do better than that, or
you'll end up in the same boat as poor old Ed Deepneau

Thi nki ng of Ed ki cked off some association-sonething he'd said on the
day he'd been arrested for beating his w fe-but before Ral ph could
isolate it, a voice spoke alnpst at his |left el bow

"Mon? Momry? Can we get the Honey Nut Cheerios agai n?"

"W'll see once we get inside, lion."

A young worman and a little boy passed in front of him walking
hand-in-hand. It was the boy, who | ooked to be four or five, who had

spoken. His nmother was wal king in an envel ope of al nost blinding white.
The "bal l oon-string" rising out of her blonde hair was also white and

very wide-nore like the ribbon on a fancy gift box than a string. It
rose to a height of at l|east twenty feet and floated out slightly behind
her as she wal ked. It nade Ral ph think of things bridal-trains, veils,

gauzy billows of skirt.

Her son's aura was a healthy dark blue verging on violet, and as the two
of them wal ked past, Ral ph saw a fascinating thing. Tendrils of aura
were also rising fromtheir clasped hands: white fromthe wonan, dark
blue fromthe boy. They twined in a pigtail as they rose, faded, and

di sappear ed.

Mot her - and- son, not her-and-son, Ral ph thought. There was sonething



perfectly, sinply synbolic about those hands, which were wrapped around
each other |ike woodbi ne clinbing a garden stake.

Looki ng at them made his heart rejoice-corny, but it was exactly how he
felt. Mother-and-son, white-and-blue, nother-and"Mom what's that man
| ooki ng at ?"

The bl onde worman's gl ance at Ral ph was brief, but he saw the way her
[ips thinned down and pressed toget her before she turned away.

More inportant, he saw the brilliant aura which surrounded her suddenly
darken, close in, and pick up spiraling tints of dark red.

That's the color of fright, Ral ph thought. O maybe anger

"I don't know, Tim Come on, stop dawdling." She began to nove him
al ong faster, her ponytailed hair flipping back and forth and | eaving
smal |l fans of gray-tinged-with-red in the air. To Ral ph they | ooked
like the arcs that w pers sonetinmes left on dirty w ndshiel ds.

"Hey, Mom get a life! Quit pulling! " The little boy had to trot in
order to keep up.

That's my fault, ral ph thought, and an inage of how he must have | ooked
to the young mother flashed into his mnd: old guy, tired face, big
purplish pouches under his eyes. He's standi nghunching-by the nail box
outside the Rite Aid Pharnmacy, staring at her and her little boy as if
they were the nost remarkable things in the world.

Wi ch you just about are, ma'am if you but knewit.

To her he nust have | ooked |ike the biggest pervo of all time. He had
to get rid of this. Real or hallucination, it didn't matter-he had to
make it quit. |If he didn't, sonebody was going to call either the cops
or the nen with the butterfly nets. For all he knew, the pretty nother
could be nmaking the bank of pay-phones just inside the market's nmain
doors her first stop

He was just asking hinself how one thought away something which was al
inone's mind to begin with when he realized it had al ready happened.
Psychi ¢ phenonenon or sensory hallucination, it had sinply disappeared
whi |l e he'd been thinking about how awful he nust have | ooked to the
pretty young nother. The day had gone back to its previous Indian
summery brilliance, which was wonderful but still a long way fromthat
pel lucid, all-pervading glow. The people crisscrossing the parking | ot
of the strip-mall were just people again: no auras, no balloon-strings,
no fireworks. just people on their way to buy groceries in the Shop in
Save, or to pick up their last batch of sumer pictures at Photo-Mat, or
to grab a take-out coffee from Day Break, Sun Down. Some of them m ght
even be ducking into the Rite Aid for a box of Trojans or, God bless us
and keep us, a SLEEPI NG Al D.

just your ordinary, everyday citizens of Derry going about their
ordi nary, everyday business.

Ral ph rel eased pent-up breath in a gusty sigh and braced hinself for a
wave of relief. Relief did conme, but not in the tidal wave he had



expected. There was no sense of having drawn back fromthe brink of
madness in the nick of tinme; no sense of having been close to any sort
of brink. Yet he understood perfectly well that he couldn't live for
long in a world that bright and wonderful w thout endangering his
sanity; it would be |ike having an orgasm which | asted for hours. That
m ght be how geniuses and great artists experienced things, but it was
not for him so much juice would blow his fuses in short order, and when
the men with the butterfly nets rolled up to give hima shot and take

hi m away, he woul d probably be happy to go.

The nost readily identifiable enotion he was feeling just now wasn't
relief but a species of pleasant nelancholy which he renenbered
somet i nes experiencing after sex when he was a very young man. This

nel ancholy was not deep but it was wide, seenming to fill the enpty

pl aces of his body and m nd the way a receding flood | eaves a scri m of

| oose, rich topsoil. He wondered if he would ever have such an

al arm ng, exhilarating nonent of epiphany again. He thought the chances
were fairly good . . . at least until next nonth, when Janes Roy Hong
got his needles into him or perhaps until Anthony Forbes started

swi nging his gold pocket watch in front of his eyes and telling himhe
was getting . . . very ... sleepy. It was possible that neither
Hong nor Forbes woul d have any success in curing his insomia, but if
one of themdid, Ral ph guessed he would stop seeing auras and

bal | oon-strings after his first good night's sleep

And, after a nonth or so of restful nights, he would probably forget
this had ever happened. As far as he was concerned, that was a
perfectly good reason to feel a touch of nelancholy.

You better get noving, buddy-if your new friend happens to | ook out the
drugstore wi ndow and sees you still standing here like a dope, he'l
probably send for the men with the nets hinself "Call Dr. Litchfield
nore like it," Ralph nuttered, and cut across the parking | ot toward
Harris Avenue.

He poked his head through Lois's front door and called, "Yo!

Anybody home?"

"Conme on in, Ralph!" Lois called back. "W're in the living room "
Ral ph had al ways i nagi ned a hobbit-hole would be a lot |ike Lois
Chasse's little house half a block or so down the hill fromthe Red
Appl e-neat and crowded, a little too dark, perhaps, but scrupul ously
clean. And he guessed a hobbit like Bilbo Baggi ns, whose interest in
his ancestors was eclipsed only by his interest in what mght be for
di nner, would have been enchanted by the tiny |iving room where
relatives | ooked down fromevery wall. The place of honor, on top of
the television, was held by a tinted studi o photograph of the man Lois
al ways referred to as "M . Chasse."

McGovern was sitting hunched forward on the couch with a plate of
nmacaroni and cheese bal anced on his bony knees. The television was on
and a game-show was clattering through the bonus round.

"What does she nean, we're in the living roon?" Ral ph asked, but before
McGovern could answer, Lois canme in with a steaning plate in her hands.



"Here," she said. "Sit down, eat. | talked with Sinone, and she said
it'll probably be on News at Noon."

"Cee, Lois, you didn't have to do this," he said, taking the plate, but
his stomach demurred strongly when he got his first snell of onions and
nel | ow cheddar. He glanced at the clock on the walljust visible between
photos of a man in a raccoon coat and a woman who | ooked as if

so- do- dee-oh-do m ght have been in her vocabul ary-and was astounded to
see it was five mnutes of twelve.

"I didn't do anything but stick sone leftovers into the m crowave," she
said. "Soneday, Ralph, I'll cook for you. Now sit down."

“"Not on my hat, though,"” MGovern said, without taking his eyes fromthe
bonus round. He picked the fedora up off the couch, dropped it on the
floor beside him and went back to his own portion of the casserole,

whi ch was disappearing rapidly. "This is very tasty, Lois."

"Thank you." She paused | ong enough to watch one of the contestants bag
atrip to Barbados and a new car, then hurried back into the kitchen.
The screani ng wi nner faded out and was replaced by a nan in winkled
paj amas, tossing and turning in bed. He sat up and | ooked at the clock
on the nightstand. It said 3:18 a.ma tine of day with which Ral ph had
become very famliar

"Can't sleep?" an announcer asked synpathetically. "Tired of lying
awake night after night?" A small glowing pill cane gliding in through
the insomiac's bedroomw ndow. To Ralph it |ooked like the world's
smal l est flying saucer, and he wasn't surprised to see that it was bl ue.

Ral ph sat down besi de McGovern- Although both nmen were quite slim
(scrawny mght actually have described Bill better), between themthey
used up nost of the couch

Lois cane in with her own plate and sat down in the rocker by the
wi ndow. Over the canned nusic and studi o appl ause that narked the end
of the gane-show, a wonman's voice said, "This is Lisette Benson

Toppi ng our News at Noon, a well-known wonmen's rights advocate agrees to
speak in Derry, sparking a protest-and six arrests-at a local clinic.
We' Il also have Chris Altoberg's weather and Bob McCl anahan on sports.
Stay tuned."

Ral ph forked a bite of nacaroni and cheese into his nouth, |ooked up
and saw Lois watching him "All right?" she asked.

"Delicious," he said, and it was, but he thought that right now a big
hel pi ng of Franco- American spaghetti served cold right out of the can
woul d have tasted just as good. He wasn't just hungry; he was ravenous.
Seei ng auras apparently burned a | ot of calories.

"What happened, very briefly, was this," MGovern said, swallow ng the
last of his own lunch and putting the plate down next to his hat.

"About ei ghteen peopl e showed up outside WonanCare at eight-thirty this
norni ng, while people were arriving for work, Lois's friend Sinbne says
they're calling thenselves The Friends of Life, but the core group are



the assorted fruits and nuts that used to go by the name of Daily Bread.
She said one of themwas Charles Pickering, the guy the cops caught
apparently getting ready to firebonb the joint |ate |ast year

Si none's niece said the police only arrested four people. It looks Iike
she was a little low"

"Was Ed really with then?" Ral ph asked.
"Yes," Lois said, "and he got arrested, too. At |east no one got Maced.
That was just a runor. No one got hurt at all."

"This time," MGovern added darkly.

The News at Noon | ogo appeared on Lois's hobbit-sized color TV, then
di ssolved into Lisette Benson. "Good afternoon,” she said.

"Toppi ng our news on this beautiful |ate-sunmrer day, prom nent witer
and controversial wonen's rights advocate Susan Day agrees to speak at
Derry's Civic Center next nonth, and the announcenent of her speech
sparks a denonstration at WnanCare, the Derry wonen's resource center
and abortion clinic which has so polarized-"

"There they go with that abortion clinic stuff again!" MGovern
excl ai ned. "Jesus! "

"Hush!" Lois said in a perenptory tone not nuch |like her usual tentative
murmur.  McGovern gave her a surprised | ook and hushed.

"-John Kirkland at WnanCare, with the first of two reports,” Lisette
Benson was finishing, and the picture switched to a reporter doing a
stand-up outside a low brick building. A super at the bottom of the
screen informed viewers that this was a LI VE- EYE REPORT.

A strip of windows ran along one side of WomanCare. Two of them were

br oken, and several others were smeared with red stuff that |ooked like
bl ood. Yell ow police-line tape had been strung between the reporter and
the building; three uniformed Derry cops and one pl ai ncl ot hesnan st ood
inalittle group on the far side of it.

Ral ph was not very surprised to recognize the detective as John
Leydecker.

"They call thenmsel ves The Friends of Life, Lisette, and they claimtheir
denonstration this nmorning was a spontaneous outpouring of indignation
pronpted by the news that Susan Day-the woman radical pro-life groups
nati onwi de call 'Anerica's Nunber One BabyKiller is comng to Derry next
nmonth to speak at the Civic Center

At | east one Derry police officer believes that's not quite the way it
was, however."

Kirkland's report went to tape, beginning with a close-up of Leydecker
who seemned resigned to the mcrophone in his face.

"There was no spontaneity about this," he said. "Cearly a lot of
preparation went into it. They've probably been sitting on advance word



of Susan Day's decision to cone here and speak for nbst of the week
just getting ready and waiting for the news to break in the paper, which
it did this norning."

The canera went to a two-shot. Kirkland was giving Leydecker his nopst
penetrating Geral do | ook. "What do you nean 'a | ot of preparation' ?" he
asked.

"Most of the signs they were carrying had H's. Day's nanme on them
Al 'so, there were over a dozen of these."

A surprisingly human enmotion slipped through Leydecker's

pol i ceman- bei ng-i ntervi ewed mask; Ral ph thought it was distaste. He
raised a large plastic evidence bag, and for one horrified instant Ral ph
was positive that there was a mangl ed and bl oody baby i nside.

Then he realized that, whatever the red stuff might be, the body in the
evi dence bag was a doll's body.

"They didn't buy these at K-nart," Leydecker told the TV reporter
"l guarantee you that."

The next shot was a | ong-lens close-up of the smeared and broken

wi ndows. The canera panned themslowy. The stuff on the sneared ones
| ooked nore |ike blood than ever, and Ral ph decided he didn't want the
last two or three bites of his macaroni and cheese.

"The denobnstrators cane with baby-dolls whose soft bodies had been with
what police believe to be a m xture of Karo syrup and red
food-coloring," Kirkland said in voice-over. "They flung the dolls at
the side of the building as they chanted anti-Susan Day slogans. Two
wi ndows were broken, but there was no maj or damage."

The canera stopped, centering on a gruesonely sneared pane of gl ass.
"Most of the dolls split open,"” Kirkland was saying, "splattering a
substance that | ooked enough like blood to badly frighten the enpl oyees
who wi tnessed the bonbardnent. "

The shot of the red-snmeared wi ndow was replaced by one of a lovely
dar k- hai red woman in slacks and a pul |l over.

"Qooh, look, it's Barbie!" Lois cried. "Golly, | hope Sinobne's
wat chi ng! Maybe | ought to-"

It was McGovern's turn to say hush.

"I was terrified," Barbara Richards told Kirkland. "At first | thought
they were really throwi ng dead babies, or maybe fetuses they'd gotten
hol d of sonehow. Even after Dr. Harper ran through, yelling they were
only dolls, I still wasn't sure."

"You said they were chanting?" Kirkland asked.

"Yes. What | heard nost clearly was 'Keep the Angel of Death out of



Derry."

The report now reverted to Kirkland in his live stand-up node.

"The denonstrators were ferried fromWnmanCare to Derry Police
Headquarters on Main Street around nine o'clock this norning, Lisette.

| understand that twelve were questioned and rel eased; six others were
arrested on charges of malicious m schief, a msdemeanor. So it seens
that another shot in Derry's continuing war over abortion has been
fired. This is John Kirkland, Channel Four news."

" Anot her shot in-' " MGovern began, and threw up his hands.

Li sette Benson was back on the screen. "W now go to Anne Rivers, who
tal ked | ess than an hour ago to two of the so-called Friends of Life who
were arrested in this norning' s denonstration."

Anne Rivers was standing on the steps of the Main Street copshop with Ed
Deepneau on one side and a tall, sallow, goateed individual on the
other. Ed was |ooking natty and downright handsonme in a gray tweed
jacket and navy slacks. The tall nan with the goatee was dressed as
only a liberal with daydreanms of what he night think of as "the Mine
proletariat" could dress: faded jeans, faded blue workshirt, w de red
fireman's suspenders. It took Ralph only a second to place him It was
Dan Dal ton, owner of Secondhand Rose, Secondhand Cl othes. The last tinme
Ral ph had seen him he had been standi ng behind the hanging guitars and
bird-cages in his shop wi ndow, flapping his hands at Ham Davenport in a
gesture that said Who gives a shit what you think.p But it was Ed his
eyes were drawn back to, of course, Ed who | ooked natty and put together
in nmore ways than one.

McGovern apparently felt the sane. "My God, | can't believe it's the
same man," he nurnured.

"Lisette," the good-I|ooking blonde was saying, "with me | have Edward
Deepneau and Dani el Dalton, both of Derry, two of those arrested in this
nmorni ng' s denmonstration. That's correct, gentlemen?

You were arrested?"

They nodded, Ed with the barest tw nkle of hunor, Dalton w th dour
jut-jawed determ nation. The gaze the latter fixed on Anne overs made
him | ook-to Ral ph, at least-as if he were trying to renenmber which
abortion clinic he had seen her hurrying into, head down and shoul ders
hunched.

"Have you been rel eased on bail ?"

"W were rel eased on our own recogni zance," Ed answered. "The charges
were mnor. It was not our intention to hurt anyone, and no one was
hurt."

"W were arrested only because the CGodl ess entrenched powerstructure in
this town wants to nake an exanple of us,"” Dalton said, and Ral ph

t hought he saw a nminute wince nonentarily tighten Ed's face. A

t her e- he- goes- agai n expressi on



Anne Rivers swung the m ke back to Ed.

"The major issue here isn't philosophical but practical," he said.
"Al t hough the people who run WomanCare |like to concentrate on their
counsel I ing services, therapy services, free manmmograns, and ot her such
adm rabl e functions, there's another side to the place.

Ri vers of blood run out of WmanCare-"

"I nnocent blood!" Dalton cried. His eyes glowed in his long, |ean face,
and Ral ph had a disturbing insight: all over eastern Mine, people were
wat ching this and deciding that the man in the red suspenders was crazy,
while his partner seened like a pretty reasonable fellow. It was al nost
funny.

Ed treated Dalton's interjection as the pro-life equival ent of
Hal | el ujah, giving it a single respectful beat before speaki ng again.

"The sl aughter at WnanCare has been going on for nearly eight years
now," Ed told her. "Many people-especially radical femnists |like Dr.
Roberta Harper, WnanCare's chief adm nistrator-like to gild the lily
with phrases like '"early termnation," but what she's talking about is
abortion, the ultimate act of abuse agai nst wonen by a sexist society."

"But is |obbing dolls |oaded with fake bl ood agai nst the wi ndows of a
private clinic the way to put your views before the public, M.
Deepneau?"

For a noment-just a noment, there and gone-the twi nkle of good hunor in
Ed's eyes was replaced by a flash of sonething nuch harder and col der
For that one nonent Ral ph was again | ooking at the Ed Deepneau who had
been ready to take on a truck-driver who outwei ghed himby a hundred
pounds. Ral ph forgot that what he was watching had been taped an hour
ago and was afraid for the slimblonde, who was al nost as pretty as the
worman to whom her interview subject was still married.

Be careful, young | ady, Ralph said You' re standing next to a very
danger ous nan.

Then the flash was gone and the nan in the tweed jacket was once nore
just an earnest young fellow who had foll owed his conscience to hell
Once nore it was Dalton, now nervously snapping his suspenders like big
red rubber bands, who | ooked a few sandw ches shy of a picnic.

"What we're doing is what the so-called good Germans failed to do in the
thirties," Ed was saying. He spoke in the patient, lecturely tones of a
man who has been forced to point this out over and over

nostly to those who should already know it. "They were silent and
six mllion Jews died. In this country a sinilar hol ocaust-"

"Over a thousand babies every day," Dalton said. His former shrillness
had departed. He sounded horrified and desperately tired.

"Many of themare ripped fromthe wonbs of their nothers in pieces, with



their little arnms waving in protest even as they die."

"Ch good God," McGovern said. "That's the nost ridiculous thing |I have
ever-"

"Hush, Bill," Lois said. -purpose of this protest"” Rivers was asking
Dal t on.

"As you probably know," Dalton said, "the City Council has agreed to
re-exami ne the zoning regulations that allow WnanCare to operate where
it does and how it does. They could vote on the issue as early as
Novermber. The abortion rights people are afraid the Council mght throw
sand in the gears of their death-machine, so they've sumobned Susan Day,
this country's npbst notorious proabortion advocate, to try and keep the
machi ne running. W are marshalling our forces-" The pendul um of the

m crophone swung back to Ed. "WII there be nore protests, M.
Deepneau?" Rivers asked, and Ral ph suddenly had an idea she nmi ght be
interested in himin a way which was not strictly professional. Hey,

why not? Ed was a good-I|ooking guy, and His. Rivers could hardly know
that he believed the Crinson King and his Centurions were in Derry,
joining forces with the baby-killers at WnanCare.

"Until the legal aberration which opened the door to this slaughter has
been corrected, the protests will continue," Ed replied.

"And we'll go on hoping that the histories of the next century wll
record that not all Americans were good Nazis during this dark period of
our history."

"Viol ent protests?"

"I't's violence we oppose." The two of them were now maintaining strong
eye contact, and Ral ph thought Anne Rivers had what Carol yn woul d have
called a case of hot thighs. Dan Dalton was standing off to one side of
the screen, all but forgotten

"And when Susan Day cones to Derry next nonth, can you guarantee her
saf ety?"

Ed smiled, and in his mnd s eye Ral ph saw himas he had been on that
hot August afternoon | ess than a nonth ago-kneeling with one hand

pl anted on either side of Ralph's shoulders and breathing They burn the
fetuses over in Newport into his face. Ralph shivered.

"I'n a country where thousands of children are sucked fromthe wonbs of
their nothers by the nedical equivalent of industrial vacuum cl eaners,
don't believe anyone can guarantee anything," Ed replied.

Anne Rivers |ooked at himuncertainly for a moment, as if deciding
whet her or not she wanted to ask anot her question (maybe for his
t el ephone nunber), and then turned back to face the canera.

"This is Anne Rivers, at Derry Police Headquarters," she said.

Li sette Benson reappeared, and sonething in the benused cast of her
nout h made Ral ph think that perhaps he hadn't been the only one to sense
the attracti on between interviewer and interviewee.



"We'|| be following this story all day," she said. "Be sure to tune in
at six for further updates. |n Augusta, Governor Greta Powers responded
to charges that she may have-" Lois got up and pushed the O f button on
the TV. She sinply stared at the darkening screen for a nonment, then

si ghed heavily and sat down. "I have blueberry conpote," she said, "but
after that, do either of you want any?"

Bot h nen shook their heads. MGovern | ooked at Ral ph and said, "That
was scary."

Ral ph nodded. He kept thinking of how Ed had gone striding back and
forth through the spray thrown by the I awn-sprinkler, breaking the
rai nbows with his body, pounding his fist into his open palm

"How could they let himQut On bail and then interview himon the news
as if he was a normal human bei ng?" Lois asked indignantly.

"After what he did to poor Helen? M God, that Anne Rivers | ooked ready
to invite himhome to dinner!”

"Or to eat crackers in bed with her," Ral ph said dryly.

"The assault charge and this stuff today are entirely different
matters," MGovern said, "and you can bet your boots the |awer or

| awyers these yo-yos have got on retainer will be sure to keep it that
vay. "

"And even the assault charge was only a m sdermeanor,"” Ral ph reni nded
her .

"How can assault be a m sdeneanor?" Lois asked. "l'msorry, but | never
di d understand that part."

"I't's a mi sdenmeanor when you only do it to your wife," MGovern said,
hoi sting his satiric eyebrow. "It's the Anerican way, Lo."

She twi sted her hands together restlessly, took M. Chasse down from
the tel evision, |ooked at himfor a monent, then put himback and
resumed twi sting her hands, "Well, the law s one thing," she said, "and
I'd be the first to admit that | don't understand it all. But sonebody
ought to tell themhe's crazy.

That he's a wife-beater and he's crazy."

"You don't know how crazy," Ralph said, and for the first tinme he told
themthe story of what had happened the previous sunmer, out by the
airport. It took about ten minutes. Wen he finished, neither of them
sai d anything-they only | ooked at himw th w de eyes.

"What ?" Ral ph asked uneasily. "You don't believe ne? You think I
i magi ned it?"

"OfF course | believe it," Lois said. "I was just ... well

st unned.



And frightened."

"Ral ph, | think maybe you ought to pass that story on to John
Leydecker," MCGovern said. "l don't think he can do a goddamthing wth
it, but considering Ed's new playmates, | think it's infornmation he
shoul d have."

Ral ph thought it over carefully, then nodded and pushed hinmself to his
feet. "No time like the present,"” he said. "Want to cone, Lois?

" She thought it over, then shook her head. "I'mtired out,"” she said.

"And a little-what do the kids call it these days?-a little freaked.
I think I'"lI'l put nmy feet up for a bit. Take a nap."

"You do that," Ralph said. "You do look a little tuckered. And thanks
for feeding us." Inpulsively, he bent over her and kissed the corner of
her mouth. Lois looked up at himw th startled gratitude.

Ral ph turned off his own television a little over six hours |ater, as

Li sette Benson finished the evening news and handed off to the sports
guy. The denonstration at WmanCare had been bunped to the nunber-two
slot-the evening's big story was the continuing a allegation that
CGovernor Greta Powers had used cocaine as a grad student-and there was
not hi ng new, except that Dan Dalton was now being identified as the head
of The Friends of Life.

Ral ph t hought figurehead was probably a better word. WAas Ed actually in
charge yet? |f he wasn't, Ral ph guessed he woul d be before

I ongChristnas at the latest. A potentially nore interesting question
was what Ed's enpl oyers thought about Ed's |egal adventures up the road
in Derry. Ralph had an idea they would be a ot |less confortable with
what had gone on today than with |last nmonth's donesti cabuse charge; he
had read only recently that Hawki ng Labs woul d soon becone the fifth
such research center in the Northeast to be working with fetal tissue.

They probably woul dn't appl aud the information that one of their
research chem sts had been arrested for chucking dolls filled with fake
bl ood at the side of a clinic that did abortions. And if they knew how
crazy he really wasWho's going to tell them Ralph? You?

No. That was a step further than he was willing to go, at least for the
time being. Unlike going down to the police station with McGovern to
talk to John Leydecker about the incident last summer, it felt like
persecution. Like witing KILL THI S CUNT beside a picture of a woman

wi th whose views you didn't agree.

That's bullshit, and you know it, "I don't know anything," he said
getting up and going to the window "I'mtoo tired to know anything."
But as he stood there, |ooking across the street at two nmen coning out
of the Red Apple with a six-pack api ece, he suddenly did know sonet hi ng,
remenbered sonething that drew a cold line up his back

Thi's nmorning, when he had cone out of the Rite Aid and been overwhel nmed
by the auras-and a sense of having stepped up to sone new | evel of
awar eness- he had rem nded hinself again and again to enjoy but not to



believe; that if he failed to make that crucial distinction, he was apt
to end up in the sane boat as Ed deep Neal

That thought had al nbst opened the door on sone associative menory, but
the shifting auras in the parking lot had pulled himaway fromit before
it had been able to kick all the way in

Now it came to him Ed had said sonething about seeing auras, hadn't he?

No- he mi ght have meant auras, but the word he actually used was col ors.
I'"mal nost positive of that. It was right after he tal ked about seeing
the corpses of baht'es everyplace, even on the roofs. He sai dRal ph

wat ched the two nen get into a beat-up old van and thought that he woul d
never be able to remenber Ed's words exactly; he was just too tired.
Then, as the van drove off trailing a cloud of exhaust that rem nded him
of the bright maroon stuff he'd seen conming fromthe tail pi pe of the
bakery truck that noon, another door opened and the nenory did c(gene.

"He said that sonmetines the world is full of colors,"” Ralph told his
enpty apartnment, "but that at some point they all started turning bl ack
| think that was it."

It was close, but was it everything? Ralph thought there had been at
least a little nore to Ed's spiel, but he couldn't remenber what.

And did it nmatter, anyway? His nerves suggested strongly that it
did-the cold line up his back had both w dened and deepened.

Behind him the tel ephone rang. Ralph turned and saw it sitting in a
bath of baleful red light, dark red, the color of nosebl eeds and (cocks
fighting cocks)

r oost er - conbs.

No, part of his m nd npaned. ©h no, Ral ph, don't get going on this
agai n-Each tinme the phone rang, the envel ope of |ight got brighter

During the intervals of silence, it darkened. It was like |looking at a
ghostly heart with a tel ephone inside it.

Ral ph cl osed his eyes tightly, and when he opened them again, the red
aura around the tel ephone was gone.

No, you just can't see it right now [|I'mnot sure, but | think -you
m ght have willed it away. Like sonething in a lucid dream

As he crossed the roomto the tel ephone, he told hinself-and in no
uncertain terns-that that idea was as crazy as seeing the auras in the
first place. Except it wasn't, and he knew it wasn't. Because if it
was crazy, how conme it had taken only one |ook at that roosterred halo
of light to nake himsure that it was Ed Deepneau calling?

That's crap, Ralph. You think it's Ed because Ed's on your mind ..
and because you're so tired your head's getting funny. Go on, pick it

UP, you'll see. It's not the tell-tale heart, not even the tell-tale
phone.



It's probably sone guy wanting to sell you subscriptions or the |ady at
t he bl ood-bank, wondering why you haven't been in lately.

Except he knew better.

Ral ph pi cked up the phone and said hello.

No answer. But soneone was there; Ral ph could hear breathing.
"Hel | 0?" he asked again

There was still no imredi ate answer, and he was about to say |'m hanging
up now when Ed Deepneau said, "l called about your mouth, Ralph. It's
trying to get you in trouble.”

The Iine of cold between his shoul derbl ades was no |onger a line; now it
was a thin plate of ice covering himfromthe nape of his neck to the
smal | of his back.

"Hello, Ed. | saw you on the news today." It was the only thing he
could think of to say. His hand did not seemto be holding the phone so
much as to be cranped around it.

"Never nind that, old boy. just pay attention. 1've had a visit from
that wi de detective who arrested ne |ast nont h-Leydecker

He just left, in fact."

Ral ph's heart sank, but not as far as he m ght have feared. After all
Leydecker's going to see Ed wasn't that surprising, was it? He had been
very interested in Ralph's story of the airport confrontation in the
sumer of '92. Very interested indeed.

"Did he?" Ral ph asked evenly.

"Detective Leydecker has the idea that | think people-or possibly
supernatural beings of some sort-are trucking fetuses out of town in
fl at beds and pickup trucks. What a scream huh?"

Ral ph stood beside the sofa, pulling the tel ephone cord restlessly

t hrough his fingers and realizing that he could see dull red |ight
creeping out of the wire |ike sweat. The light pulsed with the rhythns
of Ed's speech

"You' ve been telling tales out of school, old boy."
Ral ph was silent.

"Calling the police after | gave that bitch the | esson she so richly
deserved didn't bother ne," Ed told him "I put it down to

wel |, grandfatherly concern. O nmamybe you thought that if she was
grateful enough, she might actually spare you a mercy-fuck. After all
you're old but not exactly ready for Jurassic Park yet. You m ght have



t hought she'd I et you get a finger into her at the very least."
Ral ph sai d not hi ng.

"Right, old boy?"

Ral ph sai d not hi ng.

"You think you're going to rattle me with the silent treatment?

Forget it." But Ed did sound rattled, throwmn off his stride. It was as
if he had nade the call with a certain script in his head and Ral ph was
refusing to read his lines. "You can't ... you better not

"My calling the police after you beat Helen didn't upset you, but your
conversation with Leydecker today obviously did, Wy's that, Ed?

Are you finally starting to have some questions about your behavior?
And your thinking, maybe?"

It was Ed's turn to be silent. At |ast he whispered harshly, "If you
don't take this seriously, Ralph, it would be the worst m stake-"

"Ch, | take it seriously," Ralph said. "I saw what you did today, | saw
what you did to your wife last month . . . and | saw what you did out
by the airport a year ago. Now the police know. |'ve |listened to you,
Ed, now you listen to me. You're ill. You ve had sonme sort of nenta

br eakdown, you're having del usi ons-"
"I don't have to listen to your crap!" Ed nearly screaned.

"No, you don't. You can hang up. |It's your dinme, after all. But unti
you do, I'mgoing to keep hamering away. Because | |iked you, Ed, and
| want to |like you again. You're a bright guy, delusions or no

del usi ons, and | think you can understand ne: Leydecker knows, and
Leydecker is going to be watching y-"

"Are you seeing the colors yet?"

Ed asked. Hi s voice had beconme cal magain. At the sane instant, the
red gl ow around the tel ephone wire popped out of existence.

"What col ors?" Ral ph asked at | ast.

Ed ignored the question. "You said you liked ne. Well, | like you
too. I've always liked you. So |I'mgoing to give you sone very

val uabl e advice. You're drifting into deep water, and there are things
swi mmi ng around in the undertow you can't even conceive of. You think
I"mcrazy, but | want to tell you that you don't know what nadness is.

You don't have the slightest idea. You will, though, if you keep on
meddling in things that don't concern you. Take ny word for it."

"What things?" Ral ph asked. He tried to keep his voice |light, but he
was still squeezing the tel ephone receiver tight enough to make his
fingers throb



"Forces," Ed replied. "There are forces at work in Derry that you don't
want to know about. There are

well, let's just say there are entities. They haven't really noticed
you yet, but if you keep fooling with ne, they will. And you don't want
that. Believe ne, you don't,"

Forces. Entities.

"You asked me how | found out about all this stuff. Wo brought nme into
the picture. Do you renenber that, Ral ph?"

"Yes." He did, too. Now. That had been the last thing Ed had said to
hi m before turning on the big game-show grin and going over to greet the
cops. |'ve seen the colors since he cane and told ne ...

We'll talk about it later.

"The doctor told ne. The little bald doctor. | think it's himyou'l
have to answer to if you try to mnd nmy business again. And then God
hel p you."

"The little bald doctor, uh-huh , Ralph said. "Yes, | see. First the

Crinmson King and the Centurions, nowthe little bald doctor. | suppose
next it'll be-"
"Spare ne your sarcasm Ralph. just stay away fromnme and ny interests,

do you hear? Stay away."

There was a click and Ed was gone. Ral ph |ooked at the tel ephone in his
hand for a long tine, then slowy hung it up

just stay away fromne and ny interests.
Yes, and why not? He had plenty of his own fish to fry.

Ral ph wal ked slowy into the kitchen, stuck a TV dinner (filet of
haddock, as a matter of fact) into the oven, and tried to put abortion
protests, auras, Ed Deepneau, and the Crinson King out of his mnd

It was easier than he woul d have expect ed.
Chapter 6
Sunmer slipped away as it does in Mine, alnopst unnoticed.

Ral ph' s premat ure waki ng continued, and by the tine the fall colors had
begun to burn in the trees along Harris Avenue, he was opening his eyes
around two-fifteen each nmorning. That was | ousy, but he had his

appoi ntnent with James Roy Hong to | ook forward to and there had been no
repeat of the weird fireworks show he had been treated to after his
first neeting with Joe Wzer. There were occasional flickers around the
edges of things, but Ral ph found that if he squeezed his eyes shilt and
counted to five, the flickers were gone when he opened them again

Well ... usually gone.



Susan Day's speech was schedul ed for Friday, the eighth of October, and
as Septenmber drew toward its conclusion, the protests and the public
aborti on-on-demand debat e sharpened and began to focus nore and nore on
her appearance. Ralph saw Ed on the TV news nmany tines, sonmetines in

t he conpany of Dan Dalton but nore and nore frequently on his own,
speaking swiftly, cogently, and often with that little gl eam of hunor
not only in his eyes but in his voice.

People liked him and The Friends of Life was apparently attracting the
| arge nmenbership to which Daily Bread, its political progenitor, had
only been able to aspire. There were no nore doll-throwi ng parties or
ot her violent denonstrations, but there were plenty of marches and
counter-marches, plenty of name-calling and fistshaking and angry
letters to the editor. Preachers prom sed damation; teachers urged
noderati on and education; half a dozen young wonmen calling thensel ves
The Gay Lesbo Babes for Jesus were arrested for parading in front of The
First Baptist Church of Derry with signs which read GET THE FUCK QUT OF
My BODY. A nanel ess policeman was quoted in the Derry News as saying

t hat he hoped Susan Day would cone down with the flu or sonething and
have to cancel her appearance.

Ral ph received no further comruni cations from Ed, but on Septenber
twenty-first he received a postcard fromHelen with fourteen jubil ant
words scrawl ed across the back: "Hooray, aj'oh.f Derry Public Library."

| start next nonth! See you soon-Helen."

Feeling nore cheered than he had since the night Helen had called him
fromthe hospital, Ralph went downstairs to show the card to McGovern,
but the door of the downstairs apartnent was shut and | ocked.

Lois, then ... except that Lois was al so gone, probably off to one of
her card-parties or maybe downtown shopping for yarn and plotting
anot her af ghan.

M1l dly chagrined and nusi ng on how the people you nost wanted to share
good news with were hardly ever around when you were all but bursting
with it, Ral ph wandered down to Strawford Park.

And it was there that he found Bill MGovern, sitting on a bench near
the softball field and crying.

Crying was perhaps too strong a word; |eaking night have been better

McGovern sat with a handkerchi ef sticking out of one gnarled fist,

wat chi ng a nother and her young son play roll-toss along the first-base
line of the dianond where the last big softball event of the season-the
Intramural City Tournament-had concl uded just two days before.

Every now and then he would raise the fist with the handkerchief in it
to his face and swipe at his eyes. Ralph, who had never seen MGovern
weep-not even at Carolyn's funeral-loitered near the playground for a
few nonents, wondering if he shoul d approach McGovern or just go back
the way he had cone.

At | ast he gathered up his courage and wal ked over to the park bench.”



"Lo, Bill," he said.

McGovern | ooked up with eyes that were red, watery, and a trifle
enbarrassed. He wiped themagain and tried a snmle. "H, Ralph

You caught ne snivelling. Sorry."

"It's okay," Ralph said, sitting down. "I've done ny share of it.
What's wrong?"

McGovern shrugged, then dabbed at his eyes again. "Nothing nuch.
I"'msuffering the effects of a paradox, that's all."

"What paradox is that?"

"Somet hi ng good i s happening to one of my ol dest friends-the man who
hired me for ny first teaching position, in fact. He's dying."

Ral ph rai sed his eyebrows but sai d nothing.

"He's got pneurmpnia. His niece will probably haul himoff to the
hospital today or tonorrow, and they'll put himon a ventilator, at
| east for awhile, but he's alnpbst certainly dying. 1'll celebrate his

death when it conmes, and | suppose it's that nmore than anything el se
that's depressing the shit out of ne."

McGovern paused. "You don't understand a thing |'m saying, do you?"
"Nope," Ralph said. "But that's all right."
McGovern | ooked into his face, did a doubl etake, then snorted.

The sound was harsh and thick with his tears, but Ral ph thought it was a
real laugh just the sane, and risked a small return snle.

"Did | say sonething funny?"

"No," MCGovern said, and clapped himlightly on the shoul der

"I was just |ooking at your face, so earnest and sincere-you're really
an open book, Ral ph-and thinking how much | Iike you. Sonetimes | w sh
| could be you."

"Not at three in the norning, you wouldn't," Ral ph said quietly.
McGovern sighed and nodded. "The insomia."
"That's right. The insomia."

“"I"'msorry | |aughed, but-"

"No apol ogy necessary, Bill."

"-but please believe ne when | say it was an adne'riing |augh."



"Who's your friend, and why's it a good thing that he's dying?"

Ral ph asked. He already had a guess as to what lay at the root of
McGovern's paradox; he was not quite as goodheartedly dense as Bil
someti mes seened to think.

"Hi s nane's Bob Pol hurst, and his pneunpbnia is good news because he's
suffered fromAl zheiner's since the sumer of '88."

It was what Ral ph had thought . . . although AIDS had crossed his
mnd, as well. He wondered if that would shock McGovern, and felt a
snmal |l ripple of anusenment at the idea. Then he |ooked at the nman and
felt ashaned of his amusenent. He knew that when it came to gl oom
McGovern was at | east a senmi-pro, but he didn't believe that made his
obvious grief over his old friend any | ess genui ne.

"Bob was head of the Hi story Departnment at Derry High from 1948, when he
couldn't have been nmore than twenty-five, until 1981 or '82. He was a
great teacher, one of those fiercely bright people you sonetimes find
out in the sticks, hiding their lights under bushels. They usually end
up heading their departnents and running half a dozen extra-curricul ar
activities on the side because they sinply don't know how to say no. Bob
sure didn't."

The not her was now | eading her little boy past them and toward the
little snackbar that would be closing up for the season very soon now.

The kid's face had an extraordi nary translucence, a beauty that was
enhanced by the rose-col ored aura Ral ph saw revol vi ng about his head and
novi ng across his small, lively face in cal mwaves.

"Can we go hone, Momy?" he asked. "I want to use ny PlayDoh now. |
want to nake the Clay Famly."

"Let's get sonething to eat first, big boy-'kay? Mmmy's hungry.
"Ckay. "

There was a hook-shaped scar across the bridge of the boy's nose, and
here the rosy glow of his aura deepened to scarlet.

Fell out of his crib when he was eight nonths old, Ral ph thought.
Reaching for the butterflies on the nobile his Mom hung fromthe
ceiling. It scared her to death when she ran in and saw all the

bl ood, she thought the poor kid was dying. Patrick, that's his nane.
She calls himPat. He's naned after his grandfather, and-He cl osed his
eyes tightly for a monent. His stomach was fluttering lightly just
bel ow his Adanmis apple and he was suddenly sure he was going to vonmt.
"Ral ph?" McCGovern asked. "Are you all right?"

He opened his eyes. No aura, rose-colored or otherw se; just a nother
and son heading over to the snackbar for a cold drink, and there was no



way, absolutely no way that he could tell she didn't want to take Pat
hone because Pat's father was drinking again after al nost six nonths on
t he wagon, and when he drank he got meanStop it, for God's sake stop it.

"I"mokay," he told McGovern. "Got a speck in nmy eye is all. Go on
Finish telling ne about your friend."

"Not much to tell. He was a genius, but over the years |'ve becone
convinced that genius is a vastly overrated comobdity. | think this
country is full of geniuses, guys and gals so bright they nmake your
average card-carryi ng MENSA nenber | ook |ike Fucko the Clown. And

think that nost of themare teachers, living and working in small-town
obscurity because that's the way they like it. It was certainly the way
Bob Pol hurst liked it.

"He saw into people in a way that seemed scary tonme ... at first,
anyway. After awhile you found out you didn't have to be scared,
because Bob was kind, but at first he inspired a sense of dread. You
sonetines wondered if it was an ordinary pair of eyes he was using to
| ook at you, or sone kind of X-ray nachine."

At the snackbar, the woman was bendi ng down with a small paper cup of
soda. The kid reached up for it with both hands, grinning, and took it.
He drank thirstily. The rosy glow pulsed briefly into existence around
hi m again as he did, and Ral ph knew he had been right: the kid's nane
was Patrick, and his mother didn't want to take himhome. There was no
way he coul d know such things, but he did just the sane.

"I'n those days," MGovern said, "if you were fromcentral Maine and not
one hundred percent heterosexual, you tried |like hell to pass for it.
That was the only choice there was, outside of noving to Greenw ch
Village and wearing a beret and spending Saturday nights in the kind of
jazz clubs where they used to applaud by snapping their fingers. Back
then, the idea of 'coming out of the closet' was ridiculous. For nost
of us the closet was all there was. Unless you wanted a pack of
liquored-up fraternity boys sitting on you in an alley and trying to
pul | your face off, the world was your closet."

Pat finished his drink and tossed his paper cup on the ground.

His mother told himto pick it up and put it in the litter basket, a
task he perforned with i mense good cheer. Then she took his hand and
they began to walk slowy out of the park

Ral ph wat ched themgo with a feeling of trepidation, hoping the wonan's
fears and worries would turn out to be unjustified, fearing that they
woul dn't be.

"When | applied for a job in the Derry H gh H story Departnent-this was
in 1951 -1 was fresh fromtwo years teaching in the sticks, way to hel
and gone in Lubec, and | figured if | could get along up there with no
guesti ons being asked, | could get al ong anywhere. But Bob took one

| ook at nme-hell, inside me-with those X-ray eyes of his and just knew
And he wasn't shy, either

"If | decide to offer you this job and you decide to take it, M.



McGovern, nmay | be assured that there will never be so much as an iota
of trouble over the matter of your sexual preference?"

"Sexual preference, Ralph! Mn oh man! 1'd never even dreai ed of such
a phrase before that day, but it cane sliding out of his nmonth slicker
than a ball-bearing coated with Crisco. | started to get up on ny high

horse, tell himl didn't have the slightest idea what he was tal king
about but | resented the hell out of it just the sane-on genera
principles, you mght say-and then | took another | ook at himand
decided to save ny energy. | mght have fool ed sone people up in Lubec,
but I wasn't fooling Bob Pol hurst. He wasn't thirty hinself yet,
probably hadn't been south of Kittery nmore than a dozen tinmes in his
whole life, but he knew everything that mattered about ne, and all it
had taken himto find it out was one twenty-nminute interview.

" '"No, sir, not aniota," | said, just as neek as Mary's little lanb."

McGovern dabbed at his eyes with the handkerchi ef again, but Ral ph had
an idea that this tine the gesture was nostly theatrical

“In the twenty-three years before | went off to teach at Derry Conmunity
Col | ege, Bob taught ne everything | know about teaching history and

pl ayi ng chess. He was a brilliant player . . . he certainly would
have gi ven that w ndbag Faye Chapin some hard bark to chew on, | can
tell you that. | only beat himonce, and that was after the Al zheiner's

started to take hol d.
| never played himagain after that.

"And there were other things. He never forgot a joke. He never forgot
the birthdays or anniversaries of the people who were close to himhe
didn't send cards or give gifts, but he always offered congratul ations
and good wi shes, and no one ever doubted his sincerity.

He published over sixty articles on teaching history and on the G vi
War, which was his specialty. In 1967 and 1968 he wote a book called
Later That Sunmer, about what happened in the nmonths foll ow ng
Gettysburg. He let ne read the manuscript ten years ago, and | think
it's the best book on the Civil War |'ve ever read-the only one that
even cones close is a novel called The Killer Angels, by Mchael Shaara
Bob woul dn't hear of publishing it, though. Wen | asked hi mwhy, he
said that | of all people should understand his reasons."

McGovern paused briefly, |ooking out across the park, which was filled
with green-gold Iight and bl ack interlacings of shadow which noved and
shifted with each breath of w nd.

"He said he had a fear of exposure.”

"Ckay," Ralph said. "I get it."

"Maybe this sums himup best of all: he used to do the big Sunday New
York Times crossword puzzle in ink. | poked himabout that once-accused
himof hubris. He gave me a grin and said, 'There's a big difference
between pride and optimsm Bill-I"man optinmst, that's all."

"Anyway, you get the picture. A kind nman, a good teacher, a brilliant



mnd. Hs specialty was the Cvil War, and now he doesn't even know
what a civil war is, |let alone who won ours. Hell, he doesn't even know
his own nane, and at sone point soon-the sooner the better

actually-he's going to die without any idea that he ever lived."

A mddle-aged man in a University of Maine tee-shirt and a pair of
ragged bl uej eans cane shuffling through the playground, carrying a
crunpl ed paper shopping bag under one arm He stopped beside the
snackbar to exami ne the contents of the waste-barrel, hoping for a
returnable or two. As he bent over, Ral ph saw the dark green envel ope
whi ch surrounded himand the |ighter green balloon-string which rose,
wavering, fromthe crowm of his head. And suddenly he was too tired to
close his eyes, too tired to wish it away.

He turned to McGovern and said, "Ever since last nonth |'ve been seeing
stuff that-"

"I ness I'min nourning," MGovern said, giving his eyes another

theatrical wi pe, "although | don't knowif it's for Bob or for me. Isn't

that a hoot? But if you could have seen how bright he was in those days
how goddam scary- bri ght "

"Bill? You see that guy over there by the snackbar? The one rooting

t hrough the trash barrel? | see-"

"Yeah, those guys are all over the place now," MGovern said, giving the
wi no (who had found two enpty Budwei ser cans and tucked theminto his
bag) a cursory glance before turning to Ral ph again. "I hate being

ol d-1 guess nmaybe that's all it really cones down to. | nean big-time."

The wi no approached their bench in a bent-kneed shuffle, the breeze
heralding his arrival with a snmell which was not English Leather. His
aura-a sprightly and energetic green that made Ral ph think of Saint
Patrick's Day decorations-went oddly with his subservient posture and
sickly grin.

"Say, you guys! How you doon?"

"We' ve been better," MGovern said, hoisting the satiric eyebrow, "and
expect we'll be better again once you shove off."

The wi no | ooked at McGovern uncertainly, seened to decide he was a | ost
cause, and shifted his gaze to Ralph. "You got a bittl spare change,
mster? | gotta get to Dexter. M uncle call ne out dere at the
Shelter on Neibolt Street, say | can have ny old job back at the mll,
but only if I-"

"CGet lost, chum" MGovern said.

The wi no gave hima brief, anxious glance, and then his bl ocodshot brown
eyes rolled back to Ral ph again. "Dass a good job, you know?

| could have it back, but only if |I get dere today. Dere's a bus-"
Ral ph reached into his pocket, found a quarter and a di ne, and dropped
theminto the outstretched hand. The wino grinned. The aura
surroundi ng himbrightened, then suddenly disappeared. Ral ph found that
a great relief



"Hey, great! Thank you, mster!"
"Don't nention it," Ral ph said.

The wino lurched off in the direction of the Shop in Save, where such
brands as Night Train, O d Duke, and Silver Satin were always on sale.

Oh shit, Ralph, would it hurt you to be a little charitable in your
head, as well? he asked hinself. Go another half a mle in that
directt'on, you cone to the bus station

True, but Ral ph had lived | ong enough to know there was a world of

di fference between charitable thinking and illusions. |If the wino with
t he dark-green aura was going to the bus station, then Ral ph was goi ng
to Washington to be Secretary of State.

"You shouldn't do that, Ralph," MGovern said reprovingly. "It just
encour ages them"

"I suppose,” Ral ph said wearily.
"What were you sayi ng when we were so rudely interrupted?"

The idea of telling McGovern about the auras now seermed an incredibly
bad one, and he could not for the Iife of himinmagi ne how he had gotten
so close to doing it. The insomia, of course-that was the only answer.
It had done a nunber on his judgenment as well as on his short-term
menory and sense of perception

"That | got sonething in the mail this norning," Ralph said. "I thought
it mght cheer you up." He passed Hel en's postcard over to McGovern, who
read it and then reread it. The second tine through, his |ong, horsey
face broke into a broad grin. The conbination of relief and honest

pl easure in that expressi on nade Ral ph forgive McGovern his

sel f-indul gent bathos at once. It was easy to forget that Bill could be
generous as well as ponpous.

"Say, this is great, isn't it? A job!"

"It sure is. WAnt to celebrate with sone |lunch? There's a nice little
di ner two doors down fromthe Rite Aid-Day Break, Sun Down, it's call ed.
Maybe a little ferny, but-"

"Thanks, but | prom sed Bob's niece I'd go over and sit with himawhile.
O course he doesn't have the slightest idea of who | am but that
doesn't matter, because | know who he is. You can see?"

"Yep," Ral ph said. "A raincheck, then?"

"You got it." MGovern scanned the nmessage on the postcard again, stil
grinning. "This is the berries-the absolute berries!"
Ral ph | aughed at this wi nsonme old expression. "l thought so, too."

"I woul d have bet you five bucks she was going to wal k right back into
her marriage to that weirdo, and pushing the baby in front of her inits



damm stroller ... but | would have been glad to | ose the noney.
| suppose that sounds crazy."

"Alittle," Ralph said, but only because he knew it was what MGovern
expected to hear. What he really thought was that Bill MGovern had
just sumred up his own character and worl d-view nore succinctly than
Ral ph ever could have done hinsel f.

"Ni ce to know soneone's getting better instead of worse, huh?"
"“You bet."
"Has Lois seen that yet?"

Ral ph shook his head. "She's not hone. ['Il showit to her when | see
her, though."

"You do that. Are you sleeping any better, Ral ph?"
"“I'"'mdoi ng okay, | guess."

"Good. You look a little better. A little stronger. W can't give in,
Ral ph, that's the inmportant thing.

Am 1 right?"
"l guess you are," Ral ph said, and sighed. "I guess you are, at that."

Two days later Ral ph sat at his kitchen table, slowy eating a bow of
bran flakes he didn't really want (but supposed in sonme vague way to be
good for him and | ooking at the front page of the Derry News. He had
skimed the | ead story quickly, but it was the photo that kept draw ng
his eye back; it seened to express all the bad feelings he had been
living with ever the Iast nonth without really explaining any of them

Ral ph thought the headline over the phot ograph- WOMANCARE DEMONSTRATI ON
SPARKS VI OLENCE-didn't reflect the story which followed, but that didn't
surprise him he had been reading the News for years and had gotten used
to its biases, which included a firmanti-abortion stance. Still, the
paper had been careful to distance itself from The Friends of Life in
that day's tut-tut, now you-boysjust-stop-it editorial, and Ral ph wasn't
surprised. The Friends had gathered in the parking | ot adjacent to both
WormanCare and Derry Home Hospital, waiting for a group of about two
hundr ed pro-choice marchers who were wal king across town fromthe Cvic
Center. Mdst of the marchers were carrying signs with pictures of Susan
Day and the slogan CHO CE, NOT FEAR on them

The marchers' idea was to gather supporters as they went, like a
snowbal | rolling downhill. At WwnmanCare there would be a short
rally-intended to punp people up for the comi ng Susan Day
speech-foll owed by refreshnments, The rally never happened. As the
pro-choi ce marchers approached the parking lot, the Friends of Life
peopl e rushed out and bl ocked the road, holding their own signs (MJRDER
I S MURDER, SUSAN DAY STAY AWAY, STEP THE SLAU(, 1

"1'1-: R OF THE I NNOCENTS) in front of themlike shields.



The marchers had been escorted by police, but no one had been prepared
for the speed with which the heckling and angry words escalated into

ki cks and punches. It had begun with One OF The Friends of Life
recogni zi ng her own daughter anmong the pro-choice people. The ol der
worman had dropped her sign and charged the younger. The daughter's
boyfriend had caught the older woman and tried to restrain her. Wen
Mom opened his face with her fingernails, the young nman had thrown her
to the ground. That had ignited a ten-mnute nmel ee and provoked nore
than thirty arrests, split roughly half and half between the two groups.

The picture on the front page of this norning's News featured Hami|ton
Davenport and Dan Dalton. The phot ographer had caught Davenport in a
snharl which was entirely unlike his usual |ook of calm

sel f-satisfaction. one fist was raised over his head in a primtive
gesture of triunph. Facing himand wearing Hamis CHO CE, NOT FEAR sign
around the top of his head |like a surreal cardboard hal o was The Friends
of Life's grandfromage. Dalton's eyes were dazed, his mouth slack. The
hi gh- contrast bl ack-and-white photo nade the bl ood flowi ng fromhis
nostrils | ook |ike chocol ate sauce.

Ral ph woul d | ook away fromthis for awhile, try to concentrate on
finishing his cereal, and then he would remenber the day |ast sunmer
when he had first seen one of the pseudo-"wanted" posters that were now
pasted up all over Derry-the day he had nearly fainted outside Strawford
Park. Mstly it was their faces his mnd fixed on: Davenport's full of
angry intensity as he peered into the dusty show wi ndow of Secondhand
Rose, Secondhand Clothes, Dalton's wearing a small, disdainful smle
that seemed to suggest that an ape |ike Hamilton Davenport coul d not be
expected to understand the higher norality of the abortion issue, and
they both knew it.

Ral ph woul d thi nk of those two expressions and the distance between the
men who wore them and after awhile his dismayed eyes woul d wander back
to the news photo. Two nen stood cl ose behind Dalton, both carrying
pro-life signs and watching the confrontation intently. Ralph didn't
recogni ze the skinny man with the hornri nmmed gl asses and the cl oud of
receding gray hair, but he knew the nman beside him |t was Ed Deepneau
Yet in this context, Ed seened alnpbst not to matter. \What drew

Ral ph-and frightened himwere the faces of the two nmen who had done
busi ness next door to each other on Lower Wtcham Street for

year s- Davenport with his cavernan's snarl and clenched fist, Dalton with
hi s dazed eyes and bl oody nose.

He thought, If you're not careful with your passions, this is where they
get you. But this is where things had better stop, because"Because if
those two had had guns, they'd've shot each other," he muttered, and at
t hat nmoment the doorbell rang-the one down on the front porch. Ral ph
got up, looked at the picture again, and felt a kind of vertigo sweep
through him Wth it cane an odd, dismal surety: it was Ed down there,
and God knew what he mi ght want.

Don't answer it then, Ralph!
He stood by the kitchen table for a | ong undeci ded monent, wi shing

bitterly that he could cut through the fog that seenmed to have taken up
per manent residence in his head this year. Then the doorbell chined



again and he found he had decided. It didn't nmatter if that was Saddam
Hussein down there; this was his place, and he wasn't going to cower in
it like a whipped cur.

Ral ph crossed the living room opened the door to the hall, and went
down the shadowy front stairs.

Hal fway down he relaxed a little. The top half of the door which gave
on the front porch was conposed of heavy gl ass panes. They distorted
the view, but not so much that Ral ph could not see that his two visitors
were both wonen. He guessed at once who one of them nust be and hurried
the rest of the way down, running one hand |ightly over the bannister

He threw the door open and there was Hel en Deepneau with a tote-bag
(BABY FI RST- Al D STATION was printed on the side) slung over one shoul der
and Natalie peering over the other, her eyes as bright as the eyes of a
cartoon nouse

Hel en was smiling hopefully and a little nervously.

Natalie's face suddenly lit up and she began to bounce up and down in
t he Papoose carrier Helen was wearing, waving her arms excitedly in
Ral ph's direction.

She remenbers ne, Ral ph thought. How about that. And as he reached out
and | et one of the waving hands grasp his right index finger, his eyes
flooded with tears.

"Ral ph?" Hel en asked. "Are you okay?"

He sm |l ed, nodded, stepped forward, and hugged her. He felt Helen |ock
her own arns around his neck. For a nonent he was dizzy with the snell
of her perfune, mingled with the mlky snell of healthy baby, and then
she gave his ear a dazzling smack and | et him go.

"You are okay, aren't you?" she asked. There were tears in her eyes,
too, but Ral ph barely noticed them he was too busy taking inventory,
wanting to nake sure that no signs of the beating renained.

So far as he could see, none did. She |ooked flaw ess.

"Better right now than in weeks," he said. "You are such a sight for
sore eyes. You too, Nat." He kissed the small, chubby hand that was
still wrapped around his finger, and was not entirely surprised to see

the ghostly gray-blue lip-print his mouth left behind. 1t faded al nost
as soon as he had noted it and he hugged Hel en again, nostly to nake
sure that she was really there.

"Dear Ral ph," she murmured in his ear. "Dear, sweet Ralph."

He felt a stirring in his groin, apparently brought on by the

conbi nati on of her light perfune and the gentle puffs her words nade
agai nst the cup of his ear ... and then he renenbered another voice in
his ear. Ed's voice. | called about your nmouth, Ralph. It's trying to
get you in trouble.

Ral ph I et her go and held her at armis length, still smling.



"You're a sight for sore eyes, Helen. 1'Il be dammed if you're not."

"You are, too. |1'd like you to meet a friend of nmine. Ralph Roberts,
Gretchen Tillbury. Gretchen, Ralph."

Ral ph turned toward the other woman and took his first good | ook at her
as he carefully folded his large, gnarled hand over her slimwhite one.
She was the kind of woman that made a nman (even one who had left his
sixties behind) want to stand up straight and suck in his gut.

She was very tall, perhaps six feet, and she was bl onde, but that wasn't
it. There was something el se-sonething that was like a snell, or a
vi bration, or (an aura) yes, all right, Iike an aura. She was, quite

simply, a woman you couldn't not | ook at, couldn't not think about,
couldn't not specul ate about.

Ral ph renmenbered Helen's telling himthat G etchen's husband had cut her
leg open with a kitchen knife and left her to bleed to death.

He wondered how any man could do such a thing; how any man could touch a
creature such as this with anything but awe.

Also a little lust, maybe, once he got beyond the "She wal ks in beauty
like the night" stage. And just by the way, Ralph, this mght be a
really good tinme to reel your eyes back into their sockets.

"Very pleased to neet you," he said, letting go of her hand.

"Hel en told ne about how you came to see her in the hospital

Thank you for hel ping her."

"Hel en was a pleasure to help," Getchen said, and gave him a dazzling
smle. "She's the kind of woman that makes it all worthwhile, actually
but | have an idea you already know that."

"I guess | might at that," Ralph said. "Have you got tine for a cup of
cof fee? Please say yes."

Gretchen gl anced at Hel en, who nodded
"That would be fine," Helen said. "Because . . . well

"This isn't entirely a social call, is it?" Ral ph asked, |ooking from
Helen to Gretchen Tillbury and then back to Hel en again

"No," Helen said. "There's sonething we need to talk to you about,
Ral ph."

As soon as they had reached the top of the gloony front stairs, Natalie
began to wiggle inpatiently around in the Papoose carrier and to talk

in that inmperious baby pig Latin that would all too soon be replaced by
actual words.

"Can | hold her?" Ral ph asked.

"Al'l right," Helen said. "If she cries, I'll take her right back



Promn se. "
n mal . n

But the Exalted & Revered Baby didn't cry. As soon as Ral ph had hoi sted
her out of the Papoose, she slung an arm conpani onably around his neck
and cozied her bottominto the crook of his right armas if it were her
own private easy-chair.

"Ww, " Gretchen said. "I'minpressed.”

"Bug!" Natalie said, seizing Ralph's lower lip and pulling it out like a
wi ndowshade. "Ganna-wi g! Andoo-sis!"

"I think she just said sonething about the Andrews Sisters," Ral ph said.
Hel en threw her head back and | aughed her hearty |augh, the one that
seened to cone all the way up fromher heels. Ralph didn't realize how
much he had missed it until he heard it.

Natalie let Ralph's lower Iip snap back as he led theminto the kitchen
t he sunni est room of the house at this tinme of day. He saw Hel en

| ooki ng around curiously as he turned on the Bunn, and realized she
hadn't been here for a long time. Too long. She picked up the picture
of Carolyn that stood on the kitchen table and | ooked at it closely, a
little smle playing about the corners of her lips. The sun lit the
ti ps of her hair, which had been cropped short, naking a kind of corona
around her head, and Ral ph had a sudden revel ation: he |oved Helen in

| arge part because Carolyn had | oved herthey had both been allowed into
t he deeper ranges of Carolyn's heart and m nd

"She was so pretty," Helen murnured. "Wasn't she, Ral ph?"

"Yes," he said, putting out cups (and being careful to set them beyond
the reach of Natalie's restless, interested hands). "That was taken
just a nonth or two before the headaches started. | suppose it's

eccentric to keep a framed studio portrait on the kitchen table in front
of the sugar-bowl, but this is the roomwhere | seemto spend nobst of ny
time lately, so . "

"I think it's a lovely place for it," Getchen said. Her voice was |ow,
sweet |y husky. Ral ph thought, If she'd been the one to whisper in ny
ear, | bet the old trouser-nouse woul d have done a little nmore than Just
turn over in its sleep.

"I do, too," Helen said. She gave hima fragile, not-quite-eyecontact
smle, then slipped the pink tote-bag off her shoulder and set it on the
counter. Natalie began to gabble inpatiently and hold her hands out
again as soon as she saw the plastic shell of the Playtex Nurser. Ralph
had a vivid but mercifully brief flash of menory: Helen staggering
toward the Red Apple, one eye puffed shut, her cheek | ashed with beads
of blood, carrying Nat on one hip, the way a teenager night carry a

t ext book.

"Want to give it atry, old fella?" Helen asked. Her snile had
strengthened a little and she was neeting his eye again



"Sure, why not? But the coffee-"

“I"lIl take care of the coffee, Daddy-O " Getchen said. "Made a nillion
cups in nmy time. |s there half-and-half?"

"In the fridge." Ral ph sat down at the table, letting Natalie rest the
back of her head in the hollow of his shoul der and grasp the bottle with
her tiny, fascinating hands. This she did with conpl ete assurance,
guiding the nipple into her nouth and begi nning to suck at once. Ralph
grinned up at Helen and pretended not to see that she had begun to cry a
little again. "They learn fast, don't they? "

"Yes," she said, and pulled a paper towel off the roll nounted on the
wal | by the sink. She wiped her eyes with it. "I can't get over how
easy she is with you, Ral ph-she wasn't that way before, was she?"

"I don't really remenber," he lied. She hadn't been. Not standoffish,
no, but a long way fromthis confortable.

"Keep pushing up on the plastic liner inside the bottle, okay?
QO herwi se she'll swallow a |lot of air and get all gassy."

"Roger." He glanced over at Gretchen. "Doing okay?"

"Fine. How do you take it, Ral ph?"

"Just in a cup's fine."

She | aughed and put the cup on the table out of Natalie's reach

When she sat down and crossed her |egs, Ral ph checked-he was hel pl ess
QEEIL?. VWen he | ooked up again, Gretchen was wearing a small, ironic

VWhat the hell, Ralph thought. No goat |ike an old goat, | guess.

Even an old goat that can't manage rmuch nmore than two or two and a half
hours' worth of sleep a night.

"Tell me about your job," he said as Hel en sat down and si pped her
cof f ee.

"Well, | think they ought to make M ke Hanlon's birthday a nationa
hol i day-does that tell you anything?"

"Alittle, yes," Ralph said, smling.

"I was all but positive I'd have to | eave Derry. | sent away for
applications to libraries as far south as Portsnmouth, but | felt sick
doing it. 1'mgoing on thirty-one and |I've only lived here for six of

t hose years, but Derry feels like hone-l1 can't explainit, but it's the
truth.”

"You don't have to explain it, Helen. | think hone's just one of those
t hi ngs that happens to a person, like their conplexion or the color of
their eyes."



Gretchen was nodding. "Yes," she said. "Just like that."

"M ke called Monday and told nme the assistant's position in the
Children's Library had opened up. | could hardly believe it. | nean,
I've been wal king around all week just pinching nmyself. Haven't I,

G et chen?"

"Well, you've been very happy,"
to see.”

Gretchen said, and that's been very good

She smled at Helen, and for Ralph that snile was a revel ation

He suddenly understood that he could | ook at Gretchen Tillbury all he
wanted, and it wouldn't nake any difference. |If the only man in this
room had been Tom Cruise, it still would have made no difference.

He wondered if Hel en knew, and then scol ded hinself for his foolishness.
Hel en was many things, but stupid wasn't one of them

"When do you start?" he asked her.

"Col unmbus Day week," she said. "The twelfth. Afternoons and evenings.
The salary's not exactly a king's ransom but it'll be enough to keep us
through the winter no natter howthe ... the rest of ny situation works
out. Isn't it great, Ralph?"

"Yes," he said. "Very great."

The baby had drunk half the bottle and now showed signs of |o0sing
interest. The nipple popped hal fway out of her nmouth, and a little ril
of mlk ran down fromthe corner of her lips toward her chin

Ral ph reached to wipe it away, and his fingers left a series of delicate
gray-blue lines in the air

Baby Natalie snatched at them then | aughed as they dissolved in her
fist. Ralph's breath caught in his throat.

She sees. The baby sees what | see, That's nuts, Ralph. That's nuts
and you know it.

Except he knew no such thing. He had just seen it-had seen Nat try to
grab the aural contrails his fingers left behind.

"Ral ph?" Helen asked. "Are you all right?"
"Sure." He | ooked up and saw that Hel en was now surrounded by a

| uxurious ivory-colored aura. It had the satiny |ook of an expensive
slip. The balloon-string floating up fromit was an identical shade of
ivory, and as broad and flat as the ribbon on a wedding present. The
aura surrounding Gretchen Tillbury was a dark orange shading to yell ow
at the edges. "WIIl you be noving back into the house?"

Hel en and Gretchen exchanged another of those gl ances, but Ral ph barely
noticed. He didn't need to observe their faces or gestures or body
| anguage to read their feelings, he discovered; he only had to | ook at



their auras. The lenony tints at the edges of Getchen's now dar kened
so that the whole was a uniform orange.

Hel en' s, meanwhil e, simultaneously pulled in and brightened until it was
hard to ook at. Helen was afraid to go back. Getchen knewit, and
was infuriated by it.

And her own hel pl essness, Ral ph thought. That infuriates her even nore.

"I"'mgoing to stay at High Ridge awhile |longer," Hel en was sayi ng.
"Maybe until winter. Nat and | will nove back into town eventually, |
i magi ne, but the house is going up for sale. |If sonmeone actuilly buys
it-and with the real estate market the way it is that |ooks like a
pretty big question mark-the noney goes into an escrow account.

That account will be divided according to the decree. You knowthe
di vorce decree."

Her lower |ip was trenmbling. Her aura had grown still tighter; it now
fit her body al nobst |ike a second skin, and Ral ph could see mnute red
flashes skimm ng through it. They | ooked |ike sparks dancing over an
incinerator. He reached out across the table, took her hand, squeezed
it. She smled at himgratefully.

"You're telling ne two things," he said. "That you're going ahead with
the divorce and that you're still scared of him"

"She's been regularly battered and abused for the last two years of her
marriage," Gretchen said. "OF course she's still scared of him"

She spoke quietly, calmy, reasonably, but |ooking at her aura now was
i ke | ooking through the small isinglass wi ndow you used to find in the
doors of coal -furnaces.

He | ooked down at the baby and saw her now surrounded in her own gauzy,
brilliant cloud of wedding-satin. |t was smaller than her nother's, but
otherwi se identical ... |I|ike her blue eyes and auburn hair. Natalie's
bal | oon-string rose fromthe top of her head in a pure white ribbon that
floated all the way to the ceiling and then actually coiled there in an
et hereal heap beside the light-fixture. Wen a breath of breeze puffed
in through the open wi ndow by the stove, he saw the w de white band
belly and ripple. He glanced up and saw Helen's and Gretchen's

bal | oon-strings were also rippling.

And if | could see ny own, it would be doing the sane thing, he thought.
It's real -whatever that two-and-two-make-four part of my mind may think
the auras are real. They're real and |I'm seeing them

He waited for the inevitable denmurral, but this time none cane.

"I feel like |I'mspending nost of my tinme in an enotional washi ngmachi ne
t hese days," Helen said. "My nomis mad at ne .
she's done everything but call nme a quitter outright . and sonetines |

feel like a quitter . . . ashaned



"You have nothing to be ashaned of," Ral ph said. He glanced up at
Nat al i e' s bal l oon-string again, wavering in the breeze. 1t was
beautiful, but he felt no urge to touch it; sone deep instinct told him
t hat m ght be dangerous for both of them

"I guess | know that," Helen said, "but girls go through a | ot of

indoctrination. |It's like, 'Here's your Barbie, here's your Ken, here's
your Hostess Play Kitchen. Learn well, because when the real stuff
cones along it'll be your job to take care of it, and if any of it gets
broken, you'll get the blane.” And | think |I could have gone down the

line with that-I really do. Except no one told ne that in sone
marri ages Ken goes nuts. Does that sound sel f-indul gent?"

"No. That's pretty nuch what happened, so far as | can see."

Hel en | aughed-a jagged, bitter, guilty sound. "Don't try to tell ny

not her that. She refuses to believe Ed ever did anything nore than give
me a husbandly swat on the fanny once in awhile ... just to get ne
nmoving in the right direction again if | happened to slip off-course.

She thinks | imagined the rest. She doesn't conme right out and say it,
but | hear it in her voice every time we talk on the phone."

"I don't think you inmagined it," Ralph said, "I saw you, renenber?
And | was there when you begged nme not to call the police."
He felt his thigh squeezed beneath the table and | ooked up, startl ed.

Gretchen Tillbury gave hima very slight nod and anot her squeeze-this
one nore enphatic, "Yes," Helen said. "You were there, weren't you?"
She smled a little, which was good, but what was happening to her aura
was better-those tiny red flickers were fading, and the aura itself was
spreadi ng out again.

No, he thought. Not spreading out. Loosening. Relaxing.
Hel en got up and came around the table.
"Nat's bailing out on you-better let nme take her."

Ral ph | ooked down and saw Nat | ooking across the roomwi th heavy,
fascinated eyes. He followed her gaze and saw the little vase standi ng
on the wi ndowsill beside the sink. He had filled it with fall flowers
| ess than two hours ago and now a | ow green mi st was sizzling off the
stens and surrounding the bloons with a faint, msty gl ow

"' mwat chi ng them breathe their last, Ral ph thought. OCh ny God, |I'm
never going to pick another flower in nmy life. | promse.

Hel en took the baby gently fromhis arms. Nat went tractably enough
al t hough her eyes never left the sizzling flowers as her nother went
back around the table, sat down, and nestled her in the crook of her
arm

Gretchen tapped the face of her watch lightly. "If we're going to nake
that neeting at noon-"



"Yes, of course," Helen said, a little apologetically. "W're on the
of ficial Susan Day Wl coming Comrmittee," she told Ralph, "and in this
case that's not quite as junior League as it sounds. Qur main job
really isn't to welcome her but to help protect her."

"I's that going to be a problem do you think?"

“I't'"ll be tense, let's put it that way," Getchen said. "She's got half
a dozen of her own security people, and they've been sending us
turn-around faxes of all the Derry-related threats she's received.

It's standard operating procedure with themshe's been in a | ot of
people's faces for a ot of years. They're keeping us in the picture,
but they're also maki ng sure we understand that, because we're the
inviting group, her safety is WonmanCare's responsibility as well as
theirs." Ral ph opened his mouth to ask if there had been many threats,
but he supposed he already knew the answer to that question

He'd lived in Derry for seventy years, off and on, and he knew it was a
danger ous machi ne-there were a | ot of sharp points and cutting edges
just below the surface. That was true of a |lot of cities, of course,
but in Derry there had al ways seened to be an extra dinension to the
ugliness. Helen had called it hone, and it was his hone, tool butHe
found hinmsel f renmenbering sonet hi ng whi ch had happened al nost ten years
ago, shortly after the annual Canal Days Festival had ended.

Three boys had thrown an unassumi ng and inoffensive young gay man named
Adrian Mellon into the Kenduskeag after repeatedly biting and stabbing
him it was runored they had stood there on the bridge behind the Fal con
Tavern and wat ched himdie.

They'd told the police they hadn't |iked the hat he was wearing.

That was also Derry, and only a fool would ignhore the fact.

As if this nenory had led himto it (perhaps it had), Ralph | ooked at
the photo on the front page of today's paper agai n- Ham Davenport with
his upraised fist, Dan Dalton with his bl oody nose and dazed eyes,
wearing Ham s sign on his head.

"How many threats?" he asked. "Over a dozen?"

"Ah(out thirty," Getchen said. "O those, her security people take
hal f a dozen seriously. Two are threats to blow up the Cvic Center if

she doesn't cancel. Hey-this is a real honey-it's from sonmeone who says
he's got a Big Squirt water-gun filled with battery acid. 'If | nake a
direct hit, not even your dyke friends will be able to | ook at you

wi t hout throw ng up," that one says."

"Nice," Ralph said, "It brings us to the point, anyway," G etchen said.
She rumuaged in her bag, brought out a small can with a red top, and put
it onthe table. "Alittle present fromall your grateful friends at
WmanCare. "

Ral ph picked the can up. On one side was a picture of a wonan spraying
a cloud of gas at a nan wearing a slouch hat and a Beagl e Boys-type



eye-mask. On the other was a single word in bright red capital letters:
BODYGUARD.
"What is this?" he asked, shocked in spite of hinself. "Mace?"

"No," Gretchen said. "Mace is a risky proposition in Miine, legally

speaking. This stuff is much mlder . . . but if you give sonmebody a
faceful, they won't even think of hassling you for at |east a couple of
mnutes. It nunbs the skin, irritates the eyes, and causes nausea."

Ral ph took the cap off the can, | ooked at the red aerosol nozzle
beneat h, then replaced the cap. "Good Christ, wonan, why would | want
to lug around a can of this stuff?"

"Because you've been officially designated a Centurion," Getchen said

"A what ?" Ral ph asked.

"A Centurion," Helen repeated. Nat was fast asleep in her arns, and
Ral ph realized the auras were gone again. "It's what The Friends of
Life call their major enem es-the ringleaders of the opposition."
"Ckay," Ralph said, "lI've got it now Ed tal ked about people he called
Centurions on the day he ... assaulted you. He talked about a |ot of
t hi ngs that day, though, and all of them were crazy-"

"Yes, Ed's at the bottomof it, and he is crazy," Helen said. "W don't

think he's nentioned this Centurion business except to a small inner
circle-people who are al nost as gonzo as he is. The rest of The Friends
of Life. . . | don't think they have any idea. | nean, did you?
Until last nonth, did you have any idea that he was crazy?"

Ral ph shook his head.

"Hawki ng Labs finally fired him" Helen said. "Yesterday. They held
onto himas long as they could-he's great at what he does, and they had
alot invested in himbut in the end they had to | et himgo.

Three nont hs' severance pay in lieu of notice ... not bad for a guy who
beats up his wife and throws dolls |oaded with fake bl ood at the w ndows
of the local wonen's clinic." She tapped the newspaper

"This last denponstration was the final straw. It's the third or fourth
time he's been arrested since he got involved with The Friends of Life."

"You have soneone inside, don't you?" Ralph said. "That's how you know
all this."
Gretchen smled. "W're not the only ones who've got soneone at | east

partway inside; we have a running joke that there really are no Friends
of Life, just a bunch of double agents. Derry P.D."s got soneone; the
State Police do, too. And those are just the ones our

our person ... knows about. Hell, the FBI could be nonitoring them as
well. The Friends of Life are eninently infiltratable, Ral ph, because
they're convinced that, deep down, everyone is on their side.



But we believe that our person is the only one who's gotten in toward
the mddle, and this person says that Dan Dalton is just the tail Ed
Deepneau wags."

"I guessed that the first tine | saw themtogether on the TV news,"
Ral ph said, Gretchen got up, gathered the coffee cups, took themover to
the sink, and began to rinse them "I've been active in the wonen's
noverrent for thirteen years now, and |'ve seen a lot of crazy shit, but
I've never seen anything like this. He's got these dopes believing that
worren in Derry are undergoing involuntary abortions, that half of them
haven't even realized they're pregnant before the Centurions cone in the
ni ght and take their babies.”

"Has he told them about the incinerator over in Newport?" Ral ph asked.
"The one that's really a baby crenatoriunP"

Gretchen turned fromthe sink, her eyes wide. "Howdid -1,0 | know
about that?"

"Ch, | got the Iowdown fromEd hinself, up close and in person

Starting in July of '92." He hesitated for just a nmonent, then gave them
an account of the day he had met Ed out by the airport, and how Ed had
accused the nman in the pickup of hauling dead babies in the barrels

mar ked WEED-co. Helen |istened silently, her eyes growi ng steadily

wi der and rounder. "He was goi ng on about the sanme stuff on the day he
beat you up," Ral ph finished, "but he'd enbellished it considerably by

t hen."

"That probably explains why he's fixated on you," Gretchen said, "but in
a very real sense, the why doesn't matter. The fact is, he's given his
nuttier friends a list of these so-called Centurions. W don't know
everyone who's on it, but | am and Helen is, and Susan Day, of course
and you." Why ne? Ral ph al nost asked, then recognized it as
anot her pointless question. Mybe Ed had targeted hi mbecause he had
called the cops after Ed had beaten Helen; nore likely it had happened
for no understandable reason at all. Ral ph remenbered readi ng somewhere
that David Berkowitz-also known as the Son of Samclainmed to have kill ed
on sonme occasi ons under instructions from his dog.

"What do you expect themto try?" Ral ph asked. "Arned assault, like in
a Chuck Norris novie?"

He smiled, but Getchen did not answer it. "The thing is, we don't know
what they might try," she said. "The nost |ikely answer is nothing at
all. Then again, Ed or one of the others might take it into his head to

try and push you out your own kitchen wi ndow. The spray is basically
not hi ng but watered-down teargas. A little insurance policy, that's
all."

"I nsurance," he said thoughtfully.

"You're in very select conpany,” Helen said with a wan smle.

"The only other nmale Centurion on their list-that we know about,
anyway-is Mayor Cohen."



"Did you give himone of these?" Ral ph asked, picking up the aeroso
can. It |ooked no nore dangerous than the free sanples of shaving cream
he got in the mail fromtine to tine.

"We didn't need to," Gretchen said. She |ooked at her watch again
Hel en saw the gesture and stood up with the sl eeping baby in her arng-.

"He's got a license to carry a conceal ed weapon."
"How woul d you know a thing |ike that?" Ral ph asked.

"We checked the files at City Hall," she said, and grinned. "Gun
permits are a matter of public record.”

"Ch." A thought occurred to him "What about Ed? Did you check on hin®
Does he have one?"

“"Nope," she said. "But guys like Ed don't necessarily apply for weapons
permts once they get past a certain point . . . you know that, don't
you?"

"Yes," Ralph replied, also getting up. "I suppose | do. Wat about you

guys? Are you watching out?"
"You bet, Daddy-o. You bet we are."

He nodded, but wasn't entirely satisfied. There was a faintly

patroni zing tone in her voice that he didn't like, as if the very
guestion were a silly one. But it wasn't silly, and if she didn't know
that, she and her friends could be in trouble down the line. Bad
troubl e.

"I hope so," he said. "I really do. Can | carry Nat downstairs for
you, Hel en?"

"Better not-you'd wake her." She | ooked at hi mgravely.

"Wwuld you carry that spray for me, Ralph? 1| can't stand the thought of
you being hurt just because you tried to help ne and he's got sone crazy
bee in his bonnet."

“I'"1l think about it very seriously. WII that do?"

"I guess it will have to." She | ooked at himclosely, her eyes searching

his face. "You | ook much better than the last tine | saw you-you're
sl eepi ng again, aren't you?"

He grinned. "Well, to tell you the truth, I'mstill having nmy problemns,
but | nust be getting better, because people keep telling ne that."

She stood on tiptoe and kissed the corner of his nouth. "We'Ill be in
touch, won't we? | nmean, we'll stay in touch."

“I''ll do ny part if you'll do yours, sweetie."

She smiled. "You can count on that, Ral ph-you're the nicest male



Centurion | know. "

They all [aughed at that, so hard that Natalie woke up and | ooked around
at themin sleepy surprise.

After he had seen the wonen off (I'M PREJUDI CED, AND | VOTE!

read the sticker on the rear bunper of Getchen Tillbury's Accord
fastback), Ralph clinbed slowmy up to the second fl oor again.

Weari ness dragged at his heels like invisible weights. once in the

ki tchen he | ooked first at the vase of flowers, trying to see that
strange and gorgeous green mist rising fromthe stens. Nothing. Then
he picked up the aerosol and re-examnmined the cartoon on the side of the
can.

One Menaced Worman, heroically wardi ng off her attacker; one Bad Man
conplete with eye-mask and slouch hat. No shades of gray here; just a
case of go ahead, punk, make mny day.

It occurred to Ral ph that Ed's madness was catching. There were wonen
all over Derry-Gretchen Tillbury and his own sweet Hel en anong

t hem wal ki ng around with these little spray-cans in their purses, and
all the cans really said the same thing: I"'mafraid. The bad nen in the
masks and the slouch hats have arrived in Derry and I"'marra id.

Ral ph wanted no part of it. Standing on tiptoe, he put the can of
Bodyguard on top of the kitchen cabi net beside the sink, then shrugged
into his old gray leather jacket. He would go up to the picnic area
near the airport and see if he could find a game of chess.

Lacki ng that, maybe a few rounds of cri bbage.

He paused in the kitchen doorway, |ooking fixedly at the flowers, trying
to make that sizzling green nmist cone. Nothing happened.

But it was there. You sawit,- Natalie did, too.

But had she? Had she really? Babies were always goggling at stuff,
everything anazed them so how coul d he know for sure?

"I just do," he said to the enpty apartnment. Correct. The green m st
rising fromthe stenms of the flowers had been there, all the auras had
been there, and ..

"And they're still there," he said, and did not know if he should be
relieved or appalled by the firnmmess he heard in his own voice, For
ri ght now, why don't you try being neither, sweetheart.p H s thought,
Carol yn's voice, good advice

Ral ph | ocked up his apartment and went out into the Derry of the Ad
Crocks, | ooking for a game of chess.

Chapter 7

When Ral ph cane wal king up Harris Avenue to his apartnment on October
2nd, with a c(puple of recycled El nmer Kelton Westerns from Back Pages in



one hand, he saw that soneone was sitting on the perch steps with his
own book. The visitor wasn't readi ng, however; he was watching with
dreany intensity as the warm w nd whi ch had been bl owi ng all day
harvested the yell ow and gold | eaves fromthe oaks and the three
surviving el ns across the street.

Ral ph came cl oser, observing the thin white hair flying around the skul
of the man on the porch, and the way all his bulk seemed to have run
into his belly, hips, and bottom That w de center section, coupled
with the scrawny neck, narrow chest, and spindly legs clad in old green
flannel pants, gave himthe | ook of a man wearing an inner tube beneath
his clothes. Even froma hundred and fifty yards away, there was really
no question about who the visitor was: Dorrance Marstellar

Si ghi ng, Ral ph wal ked the rest of the way up to his building.

Dorrance, seeningly hypnotized by the bright falling | eaves, did not
| ook around until Ral ph's shadow dropped across him Then he turned,
craned his neck, and smiled his sweet, strangely vul nerable smle.

Faye Chapin, Don Veazie, and sone of the other old-tinmers who hung out
at the picnic area up by Runway 3 (they would retire to the Jackson
Street Billiard Enporiumonce |Indian sumrer broke and the weather turned
cold) saw that smile as just another indicator that O d Dor, poetry
books or no poetry books, was essentially brainless. Don Veazie,
nobody's idea of M. Sensitivity, had fallen into the habit of calling
Dorrance O d Chief Dunbhead, and Faye had once told Ral ph that he, Faye,
wasn't in the least surprised that Od Dor had lived to the age of
hal f - past ninety. "People who don't have any furniture on their upper
storey always |ive the |longest," he had explained to Ral ph earlier that
year. "They don't have anything to worry about. That keeps their

bl ood- pressure down and they ain't so likely to blow a valve or throw a
rod."

Ral ph, however, was not so sure. The sweetness in Dorrance's snile did
not make the old man | ook enpty-headed to hinm it nmade himl ook sonehow
et hereal and knowing at the sane tine ... sort of like a snall-town
Merlin. Nonethel ess, he could have done without a visit from Dor today;
this nmorning he had set a new record, waking at 1:58 a.m and he was
exhausted. He only wanted to sit in his ow living room drink coffee,
and try to read one of the Wsterns he had pi cked up downtown. Maybe

| ater on he would take another stab at napping.

"Hull o," Dorrance said. The book he was hol ding was a
paper back- Cenetery N ghts, by a man named Stephen Dobyns.

"Hell o, Dor," he said. "Good book?"

Dorrance | ooked down at the book as if he'd forgotten he had one, then
sm | ed and nodded. "Yes, very good. He wites poens that are |ike
stories. | don't always |like that, but sonetines | do."

"That's good. Listen, Dor, it's great to see you, but the walk up the
hill kind of tired me out, so maybe we could visit another t-"

"Ch, that's all right," Dorrance said, standing up. There was a faint
ci nnanmony snel |l about himthat always nade Ral ph think of Egyptian



munmm es kept behind red velvet ropes in shadow museuns. H s face was
al nost without |ines except for the tiny sprays of crow s-feet around
his eyes, but his age was unm stakable (and a little scary): his blue
eyes were faded to the watery gray of an April sky and his skin had a
translucent clarity that rem nded Ral ph of Nat's skin. His |lips were
| oose and al nost |avender in color. They nmade little smacki ng sounds
when he spoke. "That's all right, | didn't cone to visit; | cane to
gi ve you a nessage."

"What message? From who?"

"1 don't know who it's from" Dorrance said, giving Ral ph a | ook that
suggest ed he thought Ral ph was either being foolish or playing dunmb. "I
don't mess in with long-time business. | told you not to, either, don't
you renenber ?"

Ral ph did renmenber sonething, but he was damed if he knew exactly what.
Nor did he care. He was tired, and he had already had to listen to a
fair anpunt of tiresome proselytizing on the subject of Susan Day from
Ham Davenport. He had no urge to go round and round with Dorrance
Marstellar on top of that, no matter how beautiful this Saturday norning
was. "Well then, just give nme the nmessage,"” he said, "and I'Il toddle
al ong upstairs. How would that be?"

"Ch, sure, good, fine." But then Dorrance stopped, |ooking across the
street as a fresh gust of wind sent a funnel of |eaves stormng into the
bright COctober sky. His faded eyes were wi de, and sonething in them
made Ral ph think of the Exalted & Revered Baby agai n-of the way she had
snhatched at the gray-blue marks left by his fingers, and the way she had
| ooked at the flowers sizzling in the vase by the sink

Ral ph had seen Dor stand watching airplanes take off and | and on Runway
3 with that same sl ack-jawed expression, sonetinmes for an hour or nore.

"Dor?" he pronpted.

Dorrance's sparse eyel ashes fluttered. "OCh! Right! The nessage!
The nessage is . " He frowned slightly and | ooked down at the-book
whi ch he was now bendi ng back and forth in his hands. Then his face

cl eared and he | ooked up at Ral ph again. "The nessage is, "I 'Cancel

t he appoi nt nent.

It was Ralph's turn to frown. "What appoi ntment?"
"You shoul dn't have nessed in," Dorrance repeated, then heaved a big
sigh. "But it's too late now. Done-bun-can'the-undone. just cance

the appointnent. Don't let that fellow stick any pins in you."

Ral ph had been turning to the porch steps; now he turned back to
Dorrance. "Hong? Are you talking about Hong?"

"How woul d | know?" Dorrance asked in an irritated tone of voice.
“I don't ness in, | told you that. Every now and then | carry a

nessage, is all, like now. | was supposed to tell you to cancel the
appoi ntnent with the pin-sticker nman, and | done it. The rest is up to



YQU. "

Dorrance was | ooking up at the trees across the street again, his odd,
linel ess face wearing an expression of nild exaltation. The strong fal
wind rippled his hair |ike seaneed. When Ral ph touched his shoul der the

old man turned to himw llingly enough, and Ral ph suddenly realized that
what Faye Chapin and the others saw as foolishness mght actually be
joy. If so, the mstake probably said nore about themthan it did about
a d Dor.

"Dorrance?"

"What, Ral ph?"

"Thi s message-who gave it to you?"

Dorrance thought it over-or perhaps only appeared to think it over-and
then held out his copy of Cemetery Nights. "Take it."

"No, I'll pass," Ralph said. "I'mnot much on poetry, Dor."

"You'l |l like these. They're like stories-" Ralph restrained a strong
urge to reach out and shake the old man until his bones rattled like
castanets. "l just picked up a couple oat operas downtown, at Back
Pages. What | want to know is who gave you the nessage about-" Dorrance
t hrust the book of poens into Ral ph's right hand-the one not hol ding the
Westerns-with surprising force. "One of themstarts, 'Each thing | do
rush through so | can do sonething else."

" And before Ral ph could say another word, O d Dor cut across the | awn
to the sidewalk. He turned left and started toward the Extension with
his face turned dreamily up to the blue sky where the | eaves flew
wildly, as if to some rendezvous over the horizon.

"Dorrance! " Ral ph shouted, suddenly infuriated. Across the street at
the Red Apple, Sue was sweeping fallen | eaves off the hot-top in front
of the door. At the sound of Ral ph's voice she stopped and | ooked
curiously over at him Feeling stupid-feeling ol d-Ral ph manufactured
what he hoped | ooked |like a big, cheerful grin and maved to her. Sue
waved back and resuned her sweeping. Dorrance, neanwhile, had continued
serenely on his way. He was now al nbst half a block up the street.

Ral ph decided to let him go.

He clinbed the steps to the porch, switching the book Dorrance had given
himto his |left hand so he could grope for his key-ring, and then saw he
didn't have to bother-the door was not only unlocked but standing ajar
Ral ph had scol ded McGovern repeatedly for his carel essness about I ocking
the front door, and had thought he was finally having sone success in
getting the nessage through his downstairs tenant's thick skull. Now,
however, it seened that McGovern had backsli d.

"Dammit, Bill," he said under his breath, pushing his way into the
shadowy | ower hall and | ooking nervously up the stairs. It was all too
easy to i magi ne Ed Deepneau lurking up there, broad daylight or not.

Still, he could not stay here in the foyer all day. ' He turned the



t hunb-bolt on the front door and started up the stairs.

There was nothing to worry about, of course. He had one bad noment when
he thought -he saw soneone standing in the far corner of the living
room but it was only his owm old gray jacket. He had actually hung it
on the coat-tree for a change instead of just slinging it onto a chair
or draping it over the armof the sofa; no wonder it had given hima
turn.

He went into the kitchen and, with his hands poked into his back
pockets, stood | (looking at the calendar. Monday was circled, and
within the circle he had scrawl ed HONG 10: 00.

| was supposed to tell you to cancel the appointment with the pinsticker
man, and | done it. The rest is up to you.

For a nonment Ral ph felt hinself step back fromhis life, so he was able
to look at the latest section of the nural it made instead of just the
detail which was this day. Wat he saw frightened him an unknown road
heading into a lightless tunnel where anything m ght be waiting.

Anyt hing at all.
Then turn back, Ral ph!

But he had an idea he couldn't do that. He- had an idea he was for the
tunnel, whether he wanted to go in there or not. The feeling was not
one of being led so nuch as it was one of being shoved forward by

power ful , invisible hands.

"Never nmind," he nuttered, rubbing his tenples nervously with the tips
of his fingers and still looking at the circled date-two days from
nowon the calendar. "It's the insommia. That's when things really
started to-"

Really started to what?

"To get weird,"” he told the enpty apartnment. "That's when things
started to get really weird."

Yes, weird. Lots of weird things, but the auras he was seeing were
clearly the weirdest of themall. Cold gray light-it had | ooked Iike
living frost-creeping over the nman reading the paper in Day Break, Sun
Down. The mot her and son wal ki ng toward the supermarket, their entw ned
auras rising fromtheir clasped hands |ike a pigtail

Hel en and Nat buried in gorgeous clouds of ivory light; Natalie
snatching at the marks left by his noving fingers, ghostly contrails
whi ch only she and Ral ph had been able to see.

And now O d Dor, turning up on his doorstep |like sone peculiar AOd

Testanment prophet . . . only instead of telling himto repent, Dor
had told himto cancel his appointnent with the acupuncturist Joe Wzer
had recomrended. It should have been funny, but it wasn't.

The nouth of that tunnel. Loom ng closer every day. Was there really a

tunnel? And if so, where did it |ead?



I"'mnore interested in what mght be waiting for me in there, Ralph
thought. MWaiting in the dark

You shoul dn't have messed in, Dorrance had said. But it's too |ate now.

"Done- bun-can't he-undone, " Ral ph nurnured, and suddenly deci ded he
didn't want to take the wi de view anynore; it was unsettling.

Better to nove in close again and consider things a detail at a tineg,
begi nning with his appointnent for acupuncture treatnent. Ws hegoi ng
to keep it, or follow the advice of Od Dor, alias the Ghost of Hamet's
Fat her ?

It really wasn't a question that needed much t hought, Ral ph decided. Joe
Wzer had sweet-tal ked Hong's secretary into finding himan appoi nt ment
in early October, and Ral ph intended to keep it. |If there was a path
out of this thicket, starting to sleep through the night was probably
it. And that made Hong the next |ogical step

"Done- bun-can't he-undone," he repeated, and went into the living roomto
read one of his Wsterns.

Instead he found hinsel f paging through the book of poetry Dorrance had
gi ven him Cenetery Nights, by Stephen Dobyns. Dorance had been right on
both counts: the majority of the poens Wre |ike stories, and Ral ph

di scovered that he, liked themjust fine. The poemfromwhich Od Dor
had quoted was called "Pursuit,"” and it began: Each thing | do |I rush

t hrough so I can do sonething else. In such a way do the days passa

bl end of stock car racing and the never ending building of a gothic

cat hedr al

Thr ough the wi ndows of my speeding car, | see all that | love falling
away: books unread, . okes untold, |andscapes unvisited ..

Ral ph read the poemtw ce, conpletely absorbed, thinking he would have
toread it to Carolyn. Carolyn would like it, which was good, and she
woul d I'i ke him (who usually stuck to Westerns and historical novels)
even nmore for finding it and bringing it to her like a bouquet of
flowers. He was actually getting up to find a scrap of paper he could
mark the page with when he- renmenbered that Carolyn had been dead for
hal f a year now and burst into tears. He sat in the wing-chair for

al nost fifteen minutes, holding Cemetery Nights in his lap and wi ping at
his eyes with the heel of his left hand. At last he went into the
bedroom lay down, and tried to sleep, After an hour of staring at the
ceiling, he got up, nade hinself a cup of coffee, and found a coll ege
football gane on TV.

The Public Library was open on Sunday afternoons fromone until six, and
on the day after Dorrance's visit, Ralph went down there, nostly because
he had nothing better to do. The high-ceilinged readi ng roomwould
ordinarily have contained a scattering of other old nmen |ike hinself,
nost of them |l eafing through the various Sunday papers they now had tine
to read, but when Ral ph energed fromthe stacks where he had spent forty
m nut es browsi ng, he discovered he had the whole roomto hinself.

Yest erday' s gorgeous bl ue skies had been replaced by driving rain that
pasted the newfallen | eaves to the sidewal ks or sent them fl oodi ng down



the gutters and into Derry's peculiar and unpl easantly tangl ed system of
stormdrai ns.

The wind was still blowing, but it had shifted into the north and now
had a nasty cutting edge. dd folks with any sense (or any luck) were
at home where it was warm possibly watching the | ast gane of another

di smal Red Sox season, possibly playing (Did Maid or Candyland with the
grandki ds, possibly napping off a big chicken di nner

Ral ph, on the other hand, did not care for the Red Sox, had no children
or grandchildren, and seened to have conpletely |ost any capacity for
nappi ng he m ght once have had. So had taken the one o' clock G een
Route bus down to the library, and here he was, w shing he had worn
somet hi ng heavier than his old scuffed gray jacket-the reading room was
chilly. doony, as well. The fireplace was enpty, and the cl ankl ess
radi ators strongly suggested that the furnace had yet to be fired up
The Sunday |ibrarian hadn't bothered flipping the switches that turned
on the hangi ng overhead gl obes, either. The light which did manage to
find its way in here seened to fall dead on the floor, and the corners
were full of shadows. The |oggers and soldiers and drumrers and | ndi ans
in the old paintings on the walls | ooked |ike mal evol ent ghosts. Cold
rain si ghed and gusted agai nst the w ndows.

| shoul d have stayed home, Ral ph thought, but didn't really believe it;
t hese days the apartment was even worse. Besides, he had found an

i nteresting new book in what he had cone to think of as the M. Sandman
Section of the stacks: Patterns of Dreami ng, by Janmes A

Hall, MD. He turned on the overheads, rendering the room marginally
| ess gruesone, sat down at one of the four long, enpty tables, and was
soon absorbed in his reading.

Prior to the realization that REM sl eep and NREM sl eep were di stinct
states [Hall wote], studies concerned with total deprivation of a
particul ar stage of sleep led to Dement's suggestion (1960) that
deprivatt'on ... causes disorganization of the waking personality ..

Boy, you got that right, my friend, Ralph thought. Can't eve find a
fucki ng Cup- A- Soup packet tvhen you want one.

early dreamdeprivation studies also raised the exciting
specul ation that schizophrenia mght he a disorder in Wich deprivation
of dreaming at night led to a breakthrough of the dream process into
everyday waking life.

Ral ph hunched over the book, elbows on the table, fisted hands pressed
agai nst his tenples, forehead |ined and eyebrows drawn together in a

cl ench of concentration, He wondered if Hall could be tal king about the
auras, nmaybe wi thout even knowing it. Except he was still having
dreans, dammit-very vivid ones, for the nost part.

just last night he'd had one in which he was dancing at the old Derry
Pavillion (gone now, destroyed in the big stormwhich had wi ped out npst
of the downtown area eight years before) with Lois Chasse.

He seened to have taken her out with the intention of proposing to her
but Trigger Vachon, of all people, had kept trying to cut in



He rubbed his eyes with his knuckles, tried to focus his attention, and
began to read again. He did not see the man in the baggy gray
sweatshirt materialize in the doorway of the,reading roomand stand
there, silently watching him After about three minutes of this, the
man reached beneath the, sweatshirt (Charlie Brown's dog Snoopy was on
the front, wearing his Joe Cool glasses) and produced a hunting knife
fromthe scabbard on his belt. The hangi ng overhead gl obes threw a
thread of light along the knife's serrated blade as the man turned it
this way and that, admiring the edge. Then he nmoved forward toward the
tabl e where Ral ph was sitting with his head propped on his hands. He
sat down besi de Ral ph, who noticed that soneone was there only in the
fai ntest, nost distant way.

Tol erance to sleep |oss varies somewhat with the age of the subject.
Ywunger subjects show an earlier onset of disturbance and nore physica
reactions, while older subjectsA hand closed lightly on Ral ph's

shoul der, startling himout of the book.

"I wonder what they'|ll ook Iike?" an ecstatic voice whispered in his
ear, the words flowing on a tide of what snelled |ike spoiled bacon
cooking slowy in a bath of garlic and rancid butter. "Your guts,

mean. | wonder what they' Il look Iike when I let themout all over the
floor. What do you think, you Godl ess baby-killing Centurion? Do you
think they'll be yellow or black or red or what?"

Sonet hi ng hard and sharp pressed into Ralph's |eft side and then slowy
traced its way down along his ribs.

“I can't wait to find out,"
wait.

the ecstatic voice whispered. "I can't

Ral ph turned his head very slowy, hearing the tendons in his neck
creak. He didn't know the name of the man with the bad breaththe man
who was sticking sonmething that felt too much like a knife not to be one
into his side-but he recogni zed himat once. The hornrimed gl asses
hel ped, but the zany gray hair, standing up in clunps that reninded
Ral ph si mul t aneously of Don King and Al bert Einstein, was the clincher
It was the man who had been standing with Ed Deepneau in the background
of the newspaper photo that had showed Ham Davenport with his fist

rai sed and Dan Da ton wearing Davenport's CHO CE, NOT FEAR sign for a
hat. Ral ph thought he had seen this sane guy in sonme of the TV news
stories about the continuing abortion denonstrations. just another

si gnwavi ng, chanting face in the crowd; just another spear-carrier
Except it now seenmed that this particular spear-carrier intended to kil
hi m

"What do you think?" the nman in the Snoopy sweatshirt asked, still in
that ecstatic whisper. The sound of his voice frightened Ral ph nore
than the blade as it slid slowy up and then back down his | eather
jacket, seeming to map the vul nerable organs on the left side of his
body: lung, heart, kidney, intestines. "Wat col or?"

Hi s breath was nauseating, but Ral ph was afraid to pull back or turn his
head, afraid that any gesture mght cause the knife to stop tracking and
plunge. Now it was noving back up his side again



Behind the thick lenses of his hornrins, the man's brown eyes fl oated
like strange fish, The expression in them was disconnected and oddly
frightened, Ral ph thought. The eyes of a man who woul d see signs in the
sky and perhaps hear voices whispering fromdeep in the closet |late at

ni ght.

"I don't know," Ralph said. "I don't know why you'd want to hurt nme in
the first place." He shot his eyes quickly around, still not noving his
head, hoping to see someone, anyone, but the reading room remained

enpty. Qutside, the wind gusted and rain racketed agai nst the w ndows.

"Because you're a fucking Centurion!" the gray-haired nan spat.

"A fucking baby-killer! Stealing the fetal unborn.” Selling themto the
hi ghest bidder! | know all about you!"

Ral ph dropped his right hand slowy fromthe side of his head.

He was right-handed, and all the stuff he happened to pick up in the
course of the day generally went into the handiest right hand pocket of
what ever he was wearing. The old gray jacket had big flap pockets, but
he was afraid that even if he could sneak his hand in there unnoticed,
the nost lethal thing he would find was apt to be a crunpl ed-up Dentyne
wr apper. He doubted that he even had a nail-clipper

"Ed Deepneau told you that, didn't he?" Ral ph asked, then grunted as the
kni fe poked painfully into his side just below the place where his ribs
st opped.

"Don't speak his nanme," the man in the Snoopy sweatshirt whispered.
"Don't you even speak his nane! Steal er of infants!

Cowardly nmurderer! Centurion!" He thrust forward with the bl ade again,
and this time there was real pain as the tip punched through the | eather
jacket. Ralph didn't think he was cut-yet, anyway-but he was quite sure
the nut had al ready applied enough pressure to | eave a nasty bruise.

That was okay, though; if he got out of this with no nore than a bruise,
he woul d count himsel f | ucky.

"Al'l right," he said. "I won't mention his nane."

"Say you're sorry! " the man in the Snoopy sweatshirt hissed, prodding
with the knife again. This time it went through Ral ph's shirt, and he
felt the first warmtrickle of blood down his side. Wich is under the
poi nt of the blade right now? he wondered.

Li ver?
bl adder? What's under there on the | eft hand side?

He either couldn't renenber or didn't want to. A picture had cone into
his mind, and it was trying to get in the way of any organi zed thought-a
deer hung head-down from a set of scal es outside sone country store
during hunting season. d azed eyes, lolling tongue, and a dark slit up
the belly where a man with a knifea knife just like this one-had opened
it up and yanked its works out, |eaving just head, neat, and hide.



"I"'msorry," Ralph said in a voice which was no |onger steady. "I am
really."

"Yeah, right! You ought to be, but you aren't! You aren't."' Another
prod. A bright |lance of pain. Mre wet heat trickling down his side.
And suddenly the roomwas brighter, as if two or three of the canera
crews which had been wandering around Derry since the abortion protests
began had crowded in here and turned on the fl oods they nmounted over
their videocams. There were no caneras, of course; the lights had gone
on inside of him

He turned toward the man with the knife-the nan who was actually
pressing the blade into hi mnow and saw he was surrounded by a shifting
green and bl ack aura that made Ral ph think of

(swanpfire)

t he di m phosphorescence he had sonetines seen in marshy woods after
dark. Twi sting through it were spiky branbles of purest black

He | ooked at his assailant's aura with nounting dismay, hardly feeling
the tip of the knife sink a sixteenth of an inch deeper into him

He was distantly aware that bl ood was puddling at the bottom of his
shirt, along the Iine of his belt, but that was all

He's crazy, and he really does nean to kill ne-it isn't I'Il bet He's
not quite ready to do it yet, he hasn't quite worked hinself itp to it,
but he's alnmost there. And if | try to run-if | try to nove even an
inch anay fromthe knife He's got in me-he'll do it right away.

| think He's hoping | will decide to nove . . . then he can tel
hinsel f | brought it on myself, that it was ny own fault.

"You and your kind, oh boy," the nan with the zany shock of gray hair
was saying. "W know all about you."

Ral ph' s hand had reached the right pocket ... and felt a largish

somet hing inside he didn't recogni ze or renmenber putting there. Not
that that neant nuch; when you could no |onger renenber if the |last four
digits of the cinema center phone nunber were 1317 or 1713, anything was
possi bl e.

"You guys, oh boy!" the man with the zany hair said. "Ohboy ohboy
ohBOY!" This tinme Ral ph had no trouble feeling the pain when the man
pushed with the knife; the tip spread a thin red net all the way across
the curve of his chest wall and up the nape of his neck. He uttered a
| ow moan, and his right hand clanmped tight on the gray jacket's right
hand pocket, noul ding the Ieather to the curved side of the object

i nsi de.

"Don't scream" the nan with the zany hair said in that |ow, ecstatic
whi sper. "Oh jeepers jeezly crow, you don't want to do that."' His
brown eyes peered at Ral ph's face, and the |l enses of his glasses so
magni fied themthat the tiny flakes of dandruff caught in his |ashes

| ooked al nost as big as pebbles. Ralph could see the nan's aura even in
his eyes-it went sliding across his pupils like green snoke across bl ack



water. The snakelike twi sts running through the green |ight were

t hi cker now, twi ning together, and Ral ph understood that when the knife
sank all the way in, the part of this man's personality which was
generating those black swirls would be what pushed it. The green was
confusi on and paranoi a; the black was sonething else. Sonmething (from
out si de) nmuch worse.

"No," he gasped. "I won't. | won't scream"™
"Good. | can feel your heart, you know. It's coning right up the bl ade
of the knife and into the palmof nmy hand. It nust be beating really

hard." The man's mouth pulled up in a jerky, hunorless smle.

Fl ecks of spittle clung to the corners of his lips. "Mybe you'll just
keel over and die of a heart-attack, save nme the trouble of killing
you." Another gust of that sickening breath washed over Ral ph's face.
"You're awful old."

Bl ood was now running down his side in what felt |like two streans, maybe
even three. The pain of the knife-point gouging into himwas
maddeni ng-1i ke the stinger of a gigantic bee.

O a pin, alPb, thought, and discovered that this idea was funny in
spite of the fix he was in ... or perhaps because of it. This was the
real pin-sticker man; James Roy Hong could be only a pale imtation

And | never had a chance to cancel this appointnent, Ral ph thought. But
then again, he had an idea that nuts like the guy in the Snoopy
sweatshirt didn't take cancellations. Nuts like this had their own
agenda and they stuck to it, come hell or high water

What ever el se m ght happen, Ral ph knew he couldn't stand that knife-tip
boring into himmuch I onger. He used his thunb to lift the flap of his
coat pocket and slipped his hand inside. He knew what the object was
the mnute his fingertips touched it: the aerosol can G etchen had taken
out of her purse and put on his kitchen table. A little present from
all your grateful friends at WomanCare, she had sai d.

Ral ph had no idea how it had gotten fromthe top of the kitchen cabinet
where he had put it into the pocket of his battered old fall jacket, and
he didn't care. His hand closed around it, and he used his thunb again
this time to pop off the can's plastic top. He never took his eyes away
fromthe twitching, frightened, exhilarated face of the nman with the
zany hair as he did this.

"I know sonet hing," Ralph said. "If you promse not to kill me, 1"l
tell you."

"What ?" the nman with the zany hair asked. ", Teepers, what could a scum
like you know?"

What could a scumlike me know? Ral ph asked hinself, and the answer
cane at once, popping into his mnd |ike Jackpot bars in the w ndows of
a slot machine. He forced hinself to lean into the green aura swirling
around the man, into the terrible cloud of stink coming fromhis

di sturbed guts. At the sane tinme he eased the small can fromhis
pocket, held it against his thigh, and settled his index finger on the



button which triggered the spray.

"I know who the Crimson King is," he murnmured.

The eyes wi dened behind the dirty hornrins-not just in surprise but in
shock-and the nan with the zany hair recoiled a little. For a nonent
the terrible pressure high on Ralph's left side eased. It was his
chance, the only one he was apt to have, and he took it, throw ng
hinself to the right, falling off his chair and tunmbling to the floor

The back of his head snacked the tiles, but the pain seened distant and
uni nportant conpared to the relief at the renoval of the knife-point.

The man with the zany hair squawked-a sound of mngled rage and
resignation, as if he had beconme used to such setbacks over his |ong and
difficult Iife. He |eaned over Ral ph's now enpty chair, his tw tching
face thrust forward, his eyes looking |ike the sort of fantastic,

gl owi ng creatures which live in the ocean's deepest trenches.

Ral ph rai sed the spray-can and had just a nonent to realize he hadn't
had tinme to check which direction the pinhole in the nozzle was

poi nting-he mght very well succeed only in giving hinself a faceful of
Bodyguar d.

No tine to worry about that now.

He pressed the nozzle as the man with the zany hair thrust his knife
forward. The nan's face was enveloped in a thin haze of droplets that
| ooked like the stuff that came out of the pine-scented airfreshener
Ral ph kept on the bathroomtoilet tank. The | enses of his glasses
fogged over.

The result was i medi ate and all Ral ph coul d have wi shed for

The man with the zany hair screaned in pain, dropped his knife (it

| anded on Ral ph's left knee and cane to rest between his |egs), and
clutched at his face, pulling his glasses off. They |anded on the

t abl e.

At the sane tinme the thin, sonehow greasy aura around himflashed a
brilliant red and then wi nked out-out of Ralph's view, at |east.

"I"'mblind!" the man with the zany hair cried in a high, shrieky voice.
“I''mblind, I"'mblind!"

"No, you're not," Ral ph said, getting shakily to his feet.

"You're just-'
floor.

The man with the zany hair screaned again and fell to the

He rolled back and forth on the black and white tiles with his hands
over his face, howing like a child who has gotten his hand caught in a
door. Ralph could see little pie-wedges of cheeks between his splayed
fingers. The skin there was turning an al arm ng shade of red.

Ral ph told hinself to |l eave the guy al one, that he was crazy as a | oon
and dangerous as a rattlesnake, but he found hinself too horrified and



ashaned of what he had done to take this no doubt excellent advice.

The idea that it had been a matter of survival, of disabling his
assail ant or dying, had al ready begun to seem unreal

He bent down and put a tentative hand on the man's arm The nut rolled
away from himand began to drumhis dirty | owop sneakers on the floor

like a child having a tantrum "oh you son of a bitch" he was
screamng. "You shot ne with sonething!" And then, incredibly: "I'll
sue the pants off you."' "You'll have to explain about the knife before
you're able to progress nuch with your lawsuit, | think," Ralph said.

He saw the knife lying on the floor, reached for it, then thought again.
It would be better if his fingerprints weren't on it. As he

strai ghtened, a wave of dizziness rushed through his head and for a
nonent the rain beating agai nst the wi ndow sounded hol | ow and di st ant.

He kicked the knife away, then tottered on his feet and had to grab the
back of the chair he'd been sitting in to keep fromfalling over.

Thi ngs st eadi ed agai n.

He heard approaching footsteps fromthe main | obby and nurnuri ng,
guesti oni ng voi ces.

Now you cone, Ral ph thought wearily. \Where were you three mnutes ago,
when this guy was on the verge of popping ny left lung |ike a balloon?

M ke Hanl on, looking slimand no nmore than thirty despite his tight cap
of gray hair, appeared in the doorway. Behind himwas the teenage boy

Ral ph recogni zed as the weekend desk assi stant, and behind the teenager
were four or five gawkers, probably fromthe periodicals room

"M. Roberts!" Mke exclaimed. "Christ, how bad are you hurt?"

"I'mfine, it's himthat's hurt," Ral ph said. But he happened to | ook
down at hinself as he pointed at the man on the floor and saw he wasn't
fine. H's coat had pulled up when he pointed, and the |left side of the
plaid shirt beneath had gone a deep, sodden red in a teardrop shape that
started just below the arnpit and spread out fromthere.

"Shit," he said faintly, and sat down in his chair again

He bunped the hornrimmed glasses with his el bow and they skittered
al nost all the way across the table. The nmist of droplets on their
| enses made them | ook |ike eyes which had been blinded by cataracts.

"He shot ne with acid!" the nman on the floor screamed. "I can't see and
my skinis melting. | can feel it nelting.l" To Ral ph -, he sounded
i ke an al nbst consci ous parody of the Wcked Wtch of the West.

M ke tossed a quick glance at the nan on the floor, then sat down in the
chair next to to Ral ph. "Wat happened?”

"Well, it sure wasn't acid," Ral ph said, and held up the can of
Bodyguard. He set it on the table beside Patterns of Dreaming. "The
| ady who gave it to nme said it's not as strong as Mace, it Just



irritates your eyes and nmkes you sick to your-"

"It's not what's wong with himthat I'mworried about," M ke said
i mpatiently.

"Anyone who can yell that |oud probably isn't going to die in the next
three mnutes, It's you I"'mworried about, M. Roberts-any idea how bad
he stabbed you?"

"He didn't actually stab ne at all,"” Ralph said. "He . . . sort of
poked ne. Wth that." He pointed at the knife Iying on the tile fl oor

At the sight of the red tip, he felt another wave of faintness track
through his head. It felt |ike an express train made of
feather-pill ows.

That was stupid, of course, nade no sense at all, but he wasn't in a
very sensible frame of mnd.

The assi stant was | ooking cautiously down at the man on the floor
"Uh-oh," he said. "W knowthis guy, Mke-it's Charlie Pickering."

"Goodness-graci ous, great balls of fire," Mke said. "Now why aren't |
surprised?" He | ooked at the teenage assistant and si ghed.

"Better call the cops, Justin. It looks |ike we've got us a situation
here."

"Am | in trouble for using that?" Ral ph asked an hour |ater, and pointed
to one of the two seal ed plastic bags sitting on the cluttered surface
of the desk in Mke Hanlin's office. A strip of yellow tape, narked

EVI DENCE & DATE 101,31 and SITE r of the DERRY PUBLI C LI BRARY ran
across the front.

"Not as nmuch as our old pal Charlie's going to be in for using this,"
John Leydecker said, and pointed to the other seal ed bag, The hunting
knife was inside, the blood on the tip now dried to a tacky maroon.
Leydecker was wearing a University of Mine football sweater today. It
made hi m | ook approximately the size of a dairy barn. "W still pretty
nmuch believe in the concept of self-defense out here in the sticks. W
don't talk it up nuch, though-it's sort of |like admtting you believe
the world is flat."

M ke Hanl on, who was | eaning in the doorway, |aughed.

Ral ph hoped his face didn't show how deeply relieved he felt. As a

par amedi ¢ (one of the guys who had run Hel en Deepneau to the hospita
back in August, for all he knew) worked on himfirst photographing, then
di sinfecting, finally butterfly-clanping and bandagi ng-he had sat with
his teeth gritted, imagining a judge sentencing himto six nmonths in the
county clink for assault with a sem deadly weapon. Hopefully, M.
Roberts, this will serve as an exanple and a warning to any other old
farts in this vicinity who nmay feel justified in carrying around
spray-cans of disabling nerve-gas ..

Leydecker | ooked once nore at the six Polaroid photographs |ined up



al ong the side of Hanlon's conputer termnal. The fresh-faced energency
nedi cal technician had taken the first three before patching Ral ph up
These showed a small dark circle-it |ooked Iike the sort of oversized
peri od made by children just learning to print | ow down on Ral ph's side.
The E.M T had taken the second set of three after applying the butterfly
clanmp and getting Ral ph's signature on a formattesting to the fact that
he had been offered hospital service and had refused it. 1In this latter
group of photographs, the begi nnings of what was going to be an

absol utely spectacul ar brui se could be seen.

"God bl ess Edwin Land and Richard Polaroid , Leydecker said, putting the
phot ographs i nto anot her EVI DENCE Baggi e.

"l don't think there ever was a Richard Polaroid," Mke Hanl on said from
his spot in the doorway.

"Probably not, but God bless himjust the sane. No jury who got a | ook
at these photos would do anything but give you a nedal, Ral ph, and not
even Cl arence Darrow could keep em out of evidence." He | ooked back at
M ke, "Charlie Pickering."

M ke nodded. "Charlie Pickering."

"Fuckhead. "

M ke nodded again. "Fuckhead del uxe."

The two of them | ooked at each other solemly, then burst into gal es of
| aughter at the sane nmonent. Ral ph understood exactly how they felt-it
was funny because it was awful and awful because it was funny-and he had
to bite his |ips savagely to keep fromjoining them

The last thing in the world he wanted to do right now was get | aughing;
it would hurt like a bastard.

Leydecker took a handkerchief out of his back pocket, nopped his
streamng eyes with it, and began to get hinself under control

"Pickering's one of the right-to-lifers, isn't he?" Ral ph asked.

He was renenbering how Pi ckering had | ooked when Hanl on's teenage

assi stant had hel ped himsit up. Wthout his glasses, the nan had

| ooked about as dangerous as a bunny in a petshop w ndow.

"You could say that," Mke agreed dryly. "He's the one they caught | ast
year in the parking garage that services the hospital and WnanCare. He
had a can of gasoline in his hand and a knapsack filled with enpty
bottles on his back."

"Also strips of sheeting, don't forget these," Leydecker said.

"These were going to be his fuses. That was back when Charlie was a
menber in good standing of Daily Bread."

"How cl ose did he cone to lighting the place up?" Ral ph asked curiously.

Leydecker shrugged. "Not very. Sonmeone in the group apparently deci ded



firebonbing the local wonen's clinic mght be alittle closer to
terrorismthan politics and nmade an anonynous phone-call to Your |oca
police authority,"

"Good deal ," Mke said. He snorted another little chuckle, then crossed
his arns as if to hold any further outburst inside.

"Yeah," Leydecker said. He laced his fingers together, stretched out
his arms, and popped his knuckles. "lnstead of prison, a thoughtful
caring 'judge sent Charlie to juniper H Il for six nonths' worth of
treatment and therapy, and they nust have deci ded he was okay, because
he's been back in town since July or so."

"Yep," Mke agreed. "He's down here just about every day. Kind of

i nproving the tone of the place. Buttonhol es everyone who cones in,
practically, and gives themhis little peptalk on how any wonman who has
an abortion is going to perish in brinstone, and how the real baddies

i ke Susan Day are going to burn forever in a |lake of fire. But | can't
figure out why he'd take after you, M. Roberts."

"Just lucky, | guess."
"Are you okay, Ral ph?" Leydecker asked. "You |ook pale."

"I"'mfine," Ralph said, although he did not feel fine; in fact, he had
begun to feel very queasy.

"I don't know about fine, but you' re sure lucky. Lucky those wonen gave
you that can of pepper-gas, lucky you had it with you, and | uckiest of
all that Pickering didn't just wal k up behind you and stick that knife
of his into the nape of your neck. Do you feet |like conmng down to the
station and maki ng a fornmal statenment now, or-" Ral ph abruptly |unged
out of M ke Hanlon's ancient swi vel chair, bolted across the roomwth
his left hand over his nouth, and clawed open the door in the rear right
corner of the office, praying it wasn't a closet. |If it was, he was
probably going to fill up Mke's gal oshes with a partially processed
grilled-cheese sandwi ch and sone slightly used tonato soup

It turned out to be the room he needed. Ral ph dropped to his knees in
front of the toilet and vomited with his eyes closed and his left arm
clanped tightly against the hole Pickering had nade in his side. The
pain as his nuscles first |ocked and then pushed was still enornous.

"I take it that's a no," Mke Hanlon said frombehind him and then put
a conforting hand on the back of Ral ph's neck

"Are you okay?

Did you get that thing bl eedi ng agai n?"

"I don't think so," Ralph said, He started to unbutton his shirt, then
paused and cl anped his armtight against his side again as his stonmach
gave another lurch before quieting once nore. He raised his arm and

| ooked at the dressing. It was pristine. "I appear to be okay."

"Good," Leydecker said, He was standing just behind the librarian. "You
done?"



"I think so, yes." Ral ph | ooked at M ke shanefacedly. "I apol ogize for
that."

"Don't be a goof." Mke hel ped Ral ph to his feet.

"Conme on," Leydecker said, "I'll give you a ride hone. Tonorrow will be
ti me enough for the statement. \What you need is to put your feet up the
rest of today, and a good night's sleep tonight."

"Nothing like a good night's sleep,” Ral ph agreed. They had reached the
of fice door. "You want to let go of my armnow, Detective Leydecker?
We're not going steady just yet, are we?"

Leydecker | ooked startled, then dropped Ralph's arm Mke started to
| augh again.” 'Not going-' That's pretty good, M. Roberts."

Leydecker was smiling. "I guess we're not, but you can call me Jack, if
you want. O John. just not Johnny. Since nmy nother died, the only
one who calls nme Johnny is old Prof McGovern."

A d Prof McCGovern, Ralph thought. How strange that sounds.

"Ckay-John it is. And both of you guys can call ne Ral ph. As far as
I'"mconcerned, M. Roberts is always going to be a Broadway pl ay
starring Henry Fonda."

"You got it," M ke Hanlon said. "And take care of yourself."

“I'"ll try," he said, then stopped in his tracks. "Listen, | have
sonething to thank you for, quite apart fromyour help today."

M ke rai sed his eyebrows. "Ch?"

"Yes. You hired Hel en Deepneau. She's one of ny favorite people, and
she desperately needed the job. So thanks."

M ke smiled and nodded. "I1'll be happy to accept the bouquets, but
she's the one who did ne the favor, really. She's actually
overqualified for the job, but | think she wants to stay in town."
"So do I, and you've hel ped nake it possible. So thanks again."

M ke grinned, "My pleasure."

As Ral ph and Leydecker stepped out behind the circul ati on desk,
Leydecker said: "I guess that honeyconb nust have really turned the
trick, huh?"

Ral ph at first had absolutely no idea what the big detective was talking
about -he m ght as well have asked a question in Esperanto.

"Your insomnia," Leydecker said patiently. "You got past it, right?
Must have-you look a gajillion tines better than on the day | first met
you."

"I was a little stressed that day," Ral ph said. He found hinself



renmenmbering the old Billy Crystal routine about Fernando-the one that
went Listen, dahling, don't be a schnook,- it's not how you feel, it's
how you I ook! And you ... look . . . MAHVELLQOUS

"And you're not today? C non, Ralph, this is ne. So give-was it the
honeyconmb?"

Ral ph appeared to think this over, then nodded. "Yes, | guess that mnust
have been what did it."

"Fantastic! Didn't | tell you?" Leydecker said cheerfully as they
pushed their way out into the rainy afternoon

They were waiting for the light at the top of Up-MIle H Il when Ral ph
turned to Leydecker and asked what the chances were of nailing Ed as
Charlie Pickering's acconplice. "Because Ed put himup to it," he said.
"I know that as well as | know that's Strawford Park over there."
"You're probably right," Leydecker replied, "but don't kid yourself-the
chances of nailing himas an acconplice are shitty.

They woul dn't be very good even if the County Prosecutor wasn't as
conservative as Dal e Cox."

"Why not ?"

"First of all, | doubt if we'll be able to show any deep connection
between the two nmen. Second, guys like Pickering tend to be fiercely
loyal to the people they identify as 'friends," because they have so few
of themtheir worlds are nostly made up of enemies. Under interrogation
| don't think Pickering will repeat much or any of what he told you
while he was tickling your ribs with his hunting knife.

Third, Ed Deepneau is no fool. Crazy, yes-maybe crazier than Pickering,
when you get right down to it-but not a fool. He won't admt anything."

Ral ph nodded. It was exactly his opinion of Ed.

"I'f Pickering did say that Deepneau ordered himto find you and waste
you-on the grounds that you were one of these baby-killing,
fetus-snatching Centurions-Ed would just smle at us and nod and say he
was sure that poor Charlie had told us that, that poor Charlie m ght
even believe that, but that didn't nake it true."

The light turned green. Leydecker drove through the intersection, then
bent left onto Harris Avenue. The wi ndshield w pers thunped and
flapped. Strawford Park, on Ralph's right, |ooked |ike a wavery mrage
t hrough the rain streani ng down the passenger w ndow, "And what could we
say to that?" Leydecker asked. "The fact is, Charlie Pickering has got
a long history of mental instability-when it comes to nuthatches, he's
made the grand tour: juniper Hll, Acadia Hospital, Bangor Mental Health
Institute ...

if it's a place where they have free electrical treatnments and jackets
that button up the back, Charlie's nost |ikely been there.

These days his hobby-horse is abortion. Back in the |ate sixties he had



a bug up his ass about Margaret Chase Smith. He wote letters to
everyone-Derry P.D the State Police, the FBI-clainng she was a Russi an
spy. He had the evidence, he said."

"Good God, that's incredible.”

"Nope; that's Charlie Pickering, and | bet there's a dozen |like himin
every city this size in the United States. Hell, all over the world."

Ral ph's hand crept to his left side and touched the square of bandage
there. His fingers traced the butterfly shape beneath the gauze.

VWhat he kept remenbering was Pickering' s magnified brown eyeshow they
had | ooked terrified and ecstatic at the same time. He was already
havi ng troubl e believing the man to whom those eyes bel onged had al nost
killed him and he was afraid that by tonorrow t he whol e thing woul d
seem | i ke one of the so-called breakthrough dreans Janes A.

Hal | 's book tal ked about.

"The bitch of it is, Ralph, a nut |ike Charlie Pickering nakes the
perfect tool for a guy |ike Deepneau. Right now our little w febeating
buddy has got about a t(on of deniability."

Leydecker turned into the driveway next to Ral ph's building and parked
behind a large O dsnobile with bl otches of rust on the trunklid and a
very ol d sticker-DUKAKIS ' 88-on the bumper.

"Who' s that brontosaurus belong to? The Prof?"

"No," Ralph said. "That's ny brontosaurus."

Leydecker gave him an unbelieving | ook as he shoved the gearshift |ever
of his stripped-to-the-bone Police Departnent Chevy into Park.

"I'f you own a car, how cone you're out standing around the bus stop in
the pouring rain? Doesn't it run?"

"It runs,” Ralph said a little stiffly, not wanting to add that he could
be wrong about that; he hadn't had the A ds on the road in over two

nonths. "And | wasn't standing around in the pouring rain; it's a bus
shelter, not a bus stop. It has a roof. Even a bench inside. No cable
TV, true, but wait till next year."

"still . . ." Leydecker said, gazing doubtfully at the QA ds.

"I spent the last fifteen years of nmy working life driving a desk, but
before that | was a salesman. For twenty-five years or so | averaged

ei ght hundred mles a week. By the tine | settled in at the printshop
| didn't care if | ever sat behind the wheel of a car again

And since ny wife died, there hardly ever seens to be any reason to
drive. The bus does nme just fine for nost things."

Al true enough; Ral ph saw no need to add that he had increasingly cone
to mstrust both his reflexes and his short vision. A year ago, a kid
of about seven had chased his football out into Harris Avenue as Ral ph



was com ng back fromthe novies, and although he had been going only
twenty mles an hour, Ral ph had thought for two endl ess, horrifying
seconds that he was going to run the little boy down. He hadn't, of
course-it hadn't even been close, not really-but since then he thought
he could count the number of tines he'd driven the A ds on both hands.

He saw no need to tell John that, either.

"Well, whatever does it for you," Leydecker said, giving the Ads a
vague wave. "How does one o'clock tonorrow afternoon sound for that
statenment, Ralph? | cone on at noon, so | could kind of |ook over your
shoul der. Bring you a coffee, if you wanted one."

"That sounds fine. And thanks for the ride hone."
"No problem One other thing . . ."

Ral ph had started to open the car door. Now he closed it again and
turned back to Leydecker, eyebrows raised.

Leydecker | ooked down at his hands, shifted unconfortably behind the
wheel , cleared his throat, then | ooked up again. "l just wanted to say
that | think you're a class act," Leydecker said. "Lots of guys forty
years younger than you would have finished today's little adventure in
the hospital. O the norgue.”

"My guardi an angel was | ooking out for nme, | guess," Ral ph said,
t hi nki ng of how surprised he had been when he realized what the round
shape in his jacket pocket was.

"Well, naybe that was it, but you still want to be sure to | ock your
door tonight. You hear what |'m sayi ng?"

Ral ph smiled and nodded. Warranted or not, Leydecker's praise had made

a warmspot in his chest. "I will, and if I can just get MGovern to
cooperate, everything will be hunky-dory."
Al so, he thought, | can always go down and doubl e-check the | ock nyself

when | wake up. That should be just about two and a half hours after
fall asleep, the way things are going.

"Everything is going to be hunky-dory," Leydecker said. "No one down
where | work was very pl eased when Deepneau nore or |ess co-opted The
Friends of Life, but | can't say we were surprised-Ed's an attracti ve,
charismatic guy. |If, that is, you happen to catch himon a day when he
hasn't been using his wife for a punchingbag."

Ral ph nodded.

"On the other hand, we've seen guys |like himbefore, and they have a way
of self-destructing. That process has already started with Deepneau
He's lost his wife, he's lost his job . . . did you know that?"

"Uh-huh. Helen told ne."

"Now he's losing his nore noderate followers. They're peeling off |ike
jet fighters headi ng back to base because they're running out of fuel



Not Ed, though-he's going on cone hell or high water. | inmagine he'l
keep at | east some of themwith himuntil the Susan Day speech, but
after that | think it's gonna be a case of the cheese stands al one."

"Has it occurred to you that he mght try sonmething Friday? That he
mght try to hurt Susan Day?"

"Ch yes," Leydecker said. "It's occurred to us, all right. It
certainly has."

Ral ph was extrenely happy to find the perch door |ocked this tine.

He unl ocked it just long enough to let hinself in, then trudged up the
front stairs, which seemed | onger and gl oom er than ever this afternoon

The apartnent seened too silent in spite of the steady beat of the rain
on the roof, and the air seened to snell of too many sl eepl ess nights.
Ral ph t ook one of the chairs fromthe kitchen table over to the counter
stood on it, and | ooked at the top of the cabinet closest to the sink

It was as if he expected to find another can of Bodyguard-the origina
can, the one he'd put up here after seeing Helen and her friend G etchen
off-on top of that cabinet, and part of himactually did expect that.
There was nothing up there, however, but a toothpick, an old Buss fuse,
and a |l ot of dust.

He got carefully down off the chair, saw he had | eft nuddy footprints on
the seat, and used a swatch of paper towels to wi pe themaway. Then he
repl aced the chair at the table and went into the Iliving room He stood
there, letting his eyes run fromthe couch with its dingy flora

coverlet to the wing-chair to the old television sitting on its oak
tabl e between the two w ndows | ooking out on Harris Avenue.

Fromthe TV his gaze noved into the far corner. Wen he had cone into

t he apartnent yesterday, still a little on edge fromfinding the porch
door unl atched, Ral ph had briefly mi staken his jacket hanging on the
coat-tree in that corner for an intruder. WlIl, 2 33 no need to be coy;

he had thought for a nonent that Ed had decided to pay hima visit.

| never hang ny coat up, though. It was one of the things about ne-one
of the few, | think-that used to genuinely irritate Carolyn.

And if | never managed to get in the habit of hanging it up when she was
alive, | sure as shit haven't since she died. No, |I'mnot the one who
hung t hi sj acket up

Ral ph crossed the r(Rom rummaging in the pockets of the gray | eather
jacket and putting the stuff he found on top of the television

Nothing in the left but an old roll of Life Savers with lint clinging to
the top one, but the right hand pocket was a treasure-trove even with

t he aerosol can gone. There was a | enpn Tootsie Pop, still inits

wr apper; a crunpled advertising circular fromthe Derry House of Pizza;
a doubl e-A battery; a small enpty carton that had once contai ned an
appl e pie from McDonal d's; his discount card from Dave's Video Stop

just four punches away froma free rental (the card had been MA for
ever two weeks and Ral ph had been sure it was lost); a book of natches;
various scraps of tinfoil . . . and a fol ded piece of lined blue



paper.

Ral ph unfolded it and read a single sentence, witten in a scrawing,
slightly unsteady old man's script: Each thing | do | rush through so
can do sonething el se

That was all there was, but it was enough to confirmfor his brain what
his heart already knew Dorrance Marstellar had been on the porch steps
when Ral ph had returned from Back Pages with his paperbacks, but he'd
had ot her stuff to do before sitting down to wait. He had gone up to
Ral ph' s apartnent, taken the aerosol can fromthe top of the kitchen
shel f, and put it in the right hand pocket of Ral ph's old gray jacket.

He had even left his calling-card: a bit of poetry scrawl ed on a piece
of paper probably torn fromthe battered notebook in which he sonetines
recorded arrivals and departures al ong Runway 3. Then, instead of
returning the jacket to wherever Ralph had left it, Od Dor had hung it
neatly on the coat-tree. Wth that acconplished

(done-bun-can't he-undone) he had returned to the porch to wait.

Last ni ght Ral ph had given McGovern a scolding for |eaving the front
door unl ocked again, and McGovern had borne it as patiently as Ral ph

hi nsel f had borne Carolyn's scol di ngs about tossing his jacket onto the
nearest chair when he came in instead of hanging it up, but now Ral ph
found hinmself wondering if he hadn't accused Bill unjustly.

Perhaps O d Dor had picked the lock ... or witched it. Under the
ci rcunmst ances, witchery seemed the nore likely choice. Because ..

"Because | ook," Ralph said in a | ow voice, nechanically scooping his
pocket-litter up fromthe top of the TV and dunmping it back into his
pockets. "It isn't just like he knew |'d need the Stuff; he knew where
to find it, and he knew where to put it."

A chill zigzagged up his back at that, and his mnd tried to gavel the
whol e i dea down-to label it mad, illogical, just the sort of thing a man
with a grade-A case of insomia would think up. Mybe so.

But that didn't explain the scrap of paper, did it?

He | ooked at the scrawl ed words on the blue-lined sheet agai n-Each thing
| do I rush through so | can do sonething else. That wasn't his
handwiting any nore than Cenetery N ghts was his book

"Except it is now, Dor gave it to ne," Ralph said, and the chill raced
up his back again, jagged as a crack in a w ndshield.

And what ot her expl anation cones to mind? That can didn't just fly into
your pocket. The sheet of notepaper, either

That sense of being pushed by invisible hands toward the maw of sone

dark tunnel had returned. Feeling like a man in a dream Ral ph wal ked
back toward the kitchen. On the way he slipped out of the gray jacket
and tossed it over the armof the couch wi thout even thinking about it.

He stood in the doorway for some tine, looking fixedly at the cal endar
with its picture of two | aughing boys carving a jack-o'-lantern. Looking



at tonorrow s date, which was circled

Cancel the appointment with the pin-sticker man, Dorrance had said; that
was the nessage, and today the knife-sticker nman had nore or |ess
underlined it. Hell, lit it in neon

Ral ph hunted out a nunber in the Yell ow Pages and dialed it

"You have reached the office of Dr. James Roy Hong," a pleasant fenale
voice informed him "There is no one available to take your call right
now, so please | eave a nessage at the sound of the tone.

We will get back to you just as soon as possible."

The answering nachi ne beeped. |In a voice which surprised himwith its
st eadi ness, Ral ph said: "This is Ral ph Roberts. |'m schedul ed to cone
in tonorrow at ten o'clock. I'msorry, but I won't be able to nake it.
Sonet hi ng has come up. Thank you." He paused, then added: "I1'Il pay for
t he appoi ntnent, of course.”

He shut his eyes and groped the phone back into the cradle. Then he
| eaned hi s forehead agai nst the wall

VWhat are you doing, Ralph? What in God's nanme do you think you're
doi ng?

"It's a long wal k back to Eden, sweetheart."

You can't seriously think whatever you're thinking ... can you?
". . . along walk, so don't sweat the snmall stuff Wat exactly are
you thi nki ng, Ral ph?

He didn't know, he didn't have the slightest idea. Sonething about

fate, he supposed, and appointnents in Samarra. He only knew for sure
that rings of pain were spreading out fromthe little hole in his |eft
side, the hole the knife-sticker man had made. The E.M T had given him
hal f a dozen pain-pills and he supposed he should take one, but just now
he felt too tired to go to the sink and draw a glass of water ... and if
he was too tired to cross one shitty little room how the hell would he
ever make the | ong wal k back to Eden?

Ral ph didn't know, and for the tine being he didn't care. He only
wanted to stand where he was, with his forehead against the wall and his
eyes shut so he wouldn't have to | ook at anything.

Chapter 8

The beach was a long white edging, like a flirt O silk slip at the hem
of the bright blue sea, and it was totally enpty except for a round

obj ect about seventy yards away. This round object was about the size
of a basketball, and it filled Ralph with a fear that was both deep
and-for the nonent, at |east-groundl ess.

Don't go near it, he told hinself. There's sonething bad about it.

Sonething really bad. 1It's a black dog barking at a blue noon, blood in



the sink, a raven perched on a bust of Pallasiust inside nmy chanber
door. You don't want to go near it, Ralph, and you don't need to go
near it, because this is one of Joe Wzer's lucid dreans. You ca light
turn and cruise away, if you want.

Except his feet began to carry himforward anyway, so nmaybe this wasn't
a lucid dream Not pleasant, either, not at all. Because the closer he
got to that object on the beach, the less it |ooked |ike a basketball

It was by far the nost realistic dream Ral ph had ever experienced, and
the fact that he knew he was dream ng actually seened to hei ghten that
sense of realism O lucidity. He could feel the fine, |oose sand
under his bare feet, warm but not hot; he could hear the grinding,
rock-throated roar of the incom ng waves as they lost their bal ance and
spraw ed their way up the | ower beach, where the sand glistened |ike wet
tanned skin; could snmell salt and drying seaweed, a strong and tearfu
snel |l that rem nded himof sumer vacations spent at O d Ochard Beach
when he was a child.

Hey, old buddy, if you can't change this dream | think maybe you ought
to hit the ejection switch and bail out of it-wake yourself up, in other
words, and right away.

He had cl osed half the distance to the object on the beach and there was
no | onger any question about what it was-not a basketball but a head.
Soneone had buried a human being up to the chin in the sand

and, Ral ph suddenly realized, the tide was coming in.

He didn't bail out; he began to run. As he did, the frothy edge of a
wave touched the head. It opened its nouth and began to scream

Even raised in a shriek, Ralph knew that voice at once. It was
Carol yn's voice.

The froth of another wave ran up the beach and backwashed the hair which
had been clinging to the head's wet cheeks. Ral ph began to run faster
knowi ng he was al nmost certainly going to be too |late.

The tide was conming in fast. It would drown her |ong before he could
free her buried body fromthe sand.

You don't have to save her, Ralph. Carolyn's already dead, and it
didn't happen on some deserted beach. It happened in Room 317 of Derry
Hone Hospital You were with her at the end, and the sound you heard
wasn't surf but sleet betting the wi ndow Renmenber?

He renenbered, but he ran faster neverthel ess, sending puffs of sugary
sand out behind him

You won't ever get to her, though,- you know how it is in dreans, don't
you? Each thing you rush toward turns into sonething el se.

No, that wasn't how the poemwent ... or was it? Ralph couldn't be
sure. Al he clearly renenbered now was that it had ended with the
narrator running blindly fromsonething deadly (d ancing over ny
shoul der | see its shape) which was hunting himthrough the woods .



closing in.

Yet he was getting closer to the dark shape on the sand. it wasn't
changing into anything else, either, and when he felon his knees before
Carol yn, he understood at once why he had not been able to recognize his
wife of forty-five years, even froma distance: sonething was terribly
wong with her aura. It clung to her skin like a filthy dry-cl eaning
bag. Wen Ral ph's shadow fell on her, Carolyn's eyes rolled up like the
eyes of a horse that has shattered its | eg going over a high fence. She
was breathing in rapid, frightened gasps, and each expul sion of air sent
jets of gray-black aura fromher nostrils.

The tattered balloon-string straggling up fromthe crown of her head was
the purple-black of a festering wound. Wen she opened her nouth to
scream agai n, an unpl easant gl owi ng substance flew fromher lips in
gunmy strings which di sappeared al ntdst as soon as his eyes had

regi stered their existence.

"Il save you, Carol! he shouted. He fell on his knees and began
di ggi ng at sand around her |ike a dog digging up a bone

and as the thought occurred to him he realized that Rosalie, the
ear | y-morni ng scavenger of Harris Avenue, was sitting tiredly behind his

screaming wife. It was as if the dog had been summoned by the thought.
Rosal i e, he saw, was al so surrounded by one of those filthy black auras.
She had Bill MGovern's mssing Pani ma hat between her paws, and it

| ooked as though she had enjoyed many a good chew on it since it had
cone into her possession.

So that's where the, damm hat went, Ral ph thought, then tlirneci hunting
hi m and back to Carolyn and began to dig even faster. So far he hadn't
managed to uncover so much as a single shoul der

Never mind ne." Carolyn screamed at him |'malready dead, renenber?
Watch for the white-man tracks, Ral ph TheA wave, gl assy green on the
bottom and the curdl ed white of soapsuds on top, broke less than ten
feet fromthe beach. 1t ran up the sand toward them freezing Ral ph's
balls with cold water and burying Carolyn's head normentarily in a
grit-filled surge of foam

When the wave retreated, Ral ph raised his own horror-filled shriek to
the indifferent blue sky. The retreating wave had done in seconds what
it had taken the radiation treatnments alnost a nonth to do; took her
hair, washed her bald. And the crown of her head had begun to bul ge at
t he spot where the bl ackish balloon-string was attached.

Carolyn, no! he how ed, digging even faster. The sand was now dank and
unpl easantly heavy.

Never mind, she said. Gay-black puffs canme fromher nmouth with each

word, like dirty vapor froman industrial snokestack. |It's just the
tumor, and it's inoperable, so don't |ose any sleep over that part of
the show. What the hell, it's a |long wal k back to Eden, so don't sweat

the small stuff, right? But you have to keep an eye out for those
tracks ...



Carolyn, | don't know what you're tal king about!

Anot her wave came, wetting Ral ph to the waist and inundating Carolyn
again. Wen it withdrew, the swelling on the crown of her head was
beginning to split open

You'll find out soon enough, Carolyn replied, and then the swelling on
her head popped with a sound |ike a hamer striking a slab of neat.

A haze of blood flewinto the clear, salt-snelling air, and a horde of
bl ack bugs the size of cockroaches came pouring out of her

Ral ph had never seen anything like them before-not even in a dream and
they filled himwi th an al nost hysterical |oathing. He would have fled,
Carolyn or not, but he was frozen in place, too stunned to nove a single
finger, let alone get up and run

Sone of the black bugs ran back into Carolyn by way of her scream ng
nmout h, but most of them hurried down her cheek and shoul der to the wet
sand. Their accusing, alien eyes never |eft Ralph as they went. Al
this is your fault, the eyes seened to say. You could have saved her
Ral ph, and a better man woul d have saved her

Carolyn! he screamed. He put his hands out to her, then pulled them
back, terrified of the-black bugs, which were still spew ng out of her
head. Behind her, Rosalie sat in her own small pocket of darkness,

| ooki ng gravely at himand now hol ding McGovern's m spl aced chapeau in
her rmout h.

One of Carolyn's eyes popped out and lay on the wet sand |i ke a bl ob of
bl ueberry jelly. Bugs vomited fromthe now enpty socket.

Carolyn." he screamed. Carolyn." Carolyn! Carolyn ! Carolyn!

Car-" Suddenly, in the sane instant that he knew the dream was over,
Ral ph was falling. He barely registered the fact before he thunped to
t he bedroom floor. He nmanaged to break his fall with one outstretched
hand, probably saving hinmself a nasty rap on the head but provoking a
how of pain frombeneath the butterfly bandage taped high up on his
left side. For the nonent, at |east, he barely registered the pain

What he felt was fear, revulsion, a horrible, aching grief

and nost of all an overwhel mi ng sense of gratitude. The bad dreansurely
the worst dream he'd ever had-was over, and he was in the world of rea
t hi ngs agai n.

He pulled back his nmpostly unbuttoned pajama top, checked the bandage for
bl eedi ng, saw none, and then sat up. just doing that nuch seened to
exhaust him the thought of getting up, even long enough to fall back
into bed, seened out of the question for the tine being.

Maybe after his panicky, racing heart slowed down a little.
Can peopl e die of bad dreans? he wondered, and in answer he heard Joe

Wzer's voice: You bet they can, Ral ph, although the nedical exam ner
usual ly ends up witing suicide on the cause-of-death |ine.



In the shaky aftermath of his nightmare, sitting on the floor and
huggi ng his knees with his right arm Ral ph had no real doubt that some
dreans were powerful enough to kill. The details of this one were
fadi ng out now, but he could still renenmber the climax all too well

t hat thuddi ng sound, like a hanmer hitting a thick cut of beef, and the
vile spew of bugs from Carolyn's head. Plunp they had been, plunp and
lively, and why not? They had been feasting on his dead wife's brain.

Ral ph uttered a | ow, watery noan and swi ped at his face with his |eft
hand, provoki ng another jolt from beneath the bandage. Hi s pal mcane
away slick with sweat.

VWhat, exactly, had she been telling himto watch out for?

Wi teman traps? No-tracks, not traps. Wite-man tracks, whatever they
were. Had there been nore? Maybe, maybe not. He couldn't renenber for
sure, and so what? It had been a dream for Christ's sake, just a
dream and outside of the fantasy-world described in the tabloid
newspapers, dreans neant nothing and proved nothing.

When a person went to sleep, his mnd seenmed to turn into a kind of

rat house bargain hunter, sifting through the discount bins of nostly
wort hl ess short-term nenories, |ooking not for itens which were val uabl e
or even useful but only for things that were still bright and shiny.
These it put together in freakshow coll ages which were often striking
but had, for the nost part, all the sense of Natalie Deepneau's
conversation. Rosalie the dog had turned up, even Bill's m ssing Panama
had made a caneo appearance, but it all meant nothing

except tonorrow night he would not take one of the pain-pills the
E.MT had given himeven if his armfelt like it was falling off.

Not only had the one he'd taken during the late news failed to keep him
under, as he had hoped and hal f-expected; it had probably played its own
part in causing the nightmare.

Ral ph managed to get up off the floor and sit on the edge of the bed.

A wave of faintness floated through his head |ike parachute silk, and he
shut his eyes until the feeling passed. Wile he was sitting there with
his head down and his eyes closed, he groped for the | anp on the bedside
table and turned it on. Wen he opened his eyes, the area of the
bedroom it by its warmyell ow gl ow | ooked very bright and very real

He | ooked at the clock beside the lanp. 1:48 a.mand he felt totally
awake and totally alert, pain-pill or no pain-pill. He got up, wal ked
slowy into the kitchen, and put on the teakettle. Then he |eaned

agai nst the counter, absently nassagi ng the bandage beneath his |eft
arnpit, trying to quiet the throbbing his nost recent adventures had
awakened there. Wen the kettle steaned, he poured hot water over a bag
of Sleepy tine-there was a joke for you-and then took the cup into the
living room He plopped into the w ng-back chair w thout bothering to
turn on a light; the streetlanps and the di mgl ow coming fromthe

bedr oom provi ded all he needed.

Wel |, he thought, here | amagain, front row center. Let the play



begi n.

Ti me passed, just how nuch he coul d not have said, but the throbbing
beneath his arm had eased and the tea had gone fromhot to barely
| ukewar m when he regi stered novenent at the corner of his eye.

Ral ph turned his head, expecting to see Rosalie, but it wasn't Rosalie.

It was two nen stepping out onto the stoop of a house on the other side
of Harris Avenue. Ralph couldn't nake out the colors of the house-the
orange arc-sodiuns the city had installed several years ago provided
great visibility but nade any perception of true colors al nost

i mpossi bl e-yet he could see that the color of the trimwas radically
different fromthe color of the rest. That, coupled with its location,
nmade Ral ph al nost positive it was May Locher's house.

The two nmen on May Locher's stoop were very short, probably no nore than
four feet tall. They appeared to be surrounded by greenish auras.

They were dressed in identical white snocks, which | ooked to Ral ph Iike
the ones worn by actors in those old TV docoperas-bl ack-and-white
nel odramas |i ke Ben Casey and Dr. Kildare

One of them had something in his hand. Ral ph squinted. He couldn't
make it out, but it had a sharp and hungry | ook. He could not have
sworn under oath that it was a knife, but he thought it night be.

Yes, it might very well be a knife.

His first clear evaluative thought about this experience was that the
men over there |ooked like aliens in a novie about UFO
abducti ons- Conmruni on, perhaps, or Fire in the Sky. Hi's second was that
he had fallen asleep again, right here in his wi ng-chair, wthout even
noti ci ng.

That's right, Ralph-it's Just a little nore rummage-sal e action
probably brought on by the stress of being stabbed and hel ped al ong by
that frigging pal-n-pill

He sensed nothing frightening about the two figures on May Locher's
stoop other than the |ong, sharp-looking thing one of them was hol di ng.

Ral ph supposed that not even your dreaming nmind could do nuch with a
coupl e of short bald guys wearing white tunics which | ooked | eft over
fromCentral Casting. Also, there was nothing frightening about their
behavi or-nothing furtive, nothing nenacing. They stood on the stoop as
if they had every right to be there in the darkest, stillest hour of the
nmorni ng. They were facing each other, the attitudes of their bodies and
| arge bal d heads suggesting two old friends having a sober, civilized
conversation. They |ooked thoughtful and intelligent-the kind of
space-travell ers who would be nore apt to say "W conme in peace" than

ki dnap you, stick a probe up your ass, and then take notes on your
reaction.

Al right, so maybe this new dreami s not an out-and-out nightnmare.

After the last one, are you conpl ai ni ng?



No, of course he wasn't. Wnding up on the floor once a ni ght was

pl enty, thanks. Yet there was something very disquieting about this
dream just the same; it felt real in a way that his dream of Carolyn
had not. This was his own living room after all, not sone weird,
deserted beach he had never seen before. He was sitting in the sane

Wi ng- back chair where he sat every norning, holding a cup of tea which
was now al most cold in his left hand, and when he raised the fingers of
his right hand to his nose, as he was doing now, he could still snell a
faint whiff of soap beneath the nails . . . the Irish Spring he |iked
to use in the shower

Ral ph suddenly reached beneath his left arnmpit and pressed his fingers
to the bandage there. The pain was i medi ate and intense ..

but the two snall bald nen in the white tunics stayed right where they
were, on May Locher's doorstep.

It doesn't matter what you think you feel, Ralph. It can't matter,
because"Fuck you!" Ral ph said in a hoarse, |low voice. He rose fromthe
Wi ng-chair, putting his cup down on the little table beside it as he
did. Sleepy tine slopped onto the TV Guide there. "Fuck you, this Is
no dream'

He hurried across the living roomto the kitchen, pajanas flapping, old
worn slippers scuffing and thunping, the place where Charlie Pickering
had stuck himsending OQut he)t little bursts of pain. He grabbed a
chair and took it into the apartment's small foyer.

There was a closet here. Ral ph opened its door, snapped on the |ight
just inside, positioned the chair so he would be able to reach the
closet's top shelf, and then stared an it.

The shelf was a clutter of lost or forgotten itens, nost of which had
bel onged to Carolyn. These were snall things, little nore than scraps,
but | ooking at them drove away the last lingering conviction that this
had to be a dream There was an anci ent bag of M&M s-her secret
snhack-food, her confort-food. There was a |ace heart, a single

di scarded white satin punmp with a broken heel, a photo al bum These
things hurt a ot nore than the knife-prick under his arm but he had no
time to hurt just now.

Ral ph | eaned forward, placing his Ieft hand on the high, dusty shelf to
bal ance his weight, then began to shuffle through the junk with his
right hand, all the while praying that the kitchen chair wouldn't take a
notion to scoot out fromunder him The wound bel ow his arnpit was now
t hr obbi ng outrageously, and he knew he.was going to get it bl eeding
again if he didn't stop the athletics soon, but

I"'msure they're up here somewhere ... well ... alnpst sure ..
He pushed aside his old fly-box and his w cker creel. There was a stack
of magazi nes behind the creel. The one on top was an issue of Ligok

with Andy WIllians on the cover. Ralph shoved them aside with the hee
of his hand, sending up a flurry of dust. The old bag of M&M s fell to
the floor and split open, spraying brightly colored bits of candy in
every direction. Ralph |eaned even farther forward, now al nbst on his



toes. He supposed it was his inmagination, but he thought he could sense
the kitchen chair he was on getting ready to be evil.

The t hought had no nore than crossed his mind when the chair squawked
and began to slide slowy backward on the hardwood fl oor

Ral ph i gnored that, ignored his throbbing side, and ignored the voice
telling himhe ought to stop this, he really ought to, because he was
dream ng awake, just as the Hall book said many i nsomiacs eventual ly
did, and although those little fellows across the street didn't really
exist, he could really be standing here on this slowy sliding chair
and he, could really break his hip when it went out from under him and
just how the hell was he going to explain what had happened when sone
smartass doctor in the Enmergency Room of Derry Home asked hin®?

Grunting, he reached all the way back, pushed aside a carton from which
half a Christnas tree star protruded |ike a strange spiky periscope
(knocki ng the heell ess evening punp to the floor in the process), and
saw what he wanted in the far | eft hand corner of the shelf: the case
whi ch contained his old Zeiss-ikon binocul ars.

Ral ph stepped off the chair just before it could slide all the way out
fromunder him noved it closer in, then got up on it again. He
couldn't reach all the way into the corner where the binocul ar case
stood, so he grabbed the trout-net which had been |lying up here next to
his creel and fly-box for o these many years and succeeded in baggi ng
the case on his second try. then dragged it forward until he could grab
the strap, stepped off the chair, and cane down on the fallen evening
punp. His ankle twisted painfully. Ralph staggered, flailed his arns
for bal ance, and nanaged to avoid going facefirst into the wall. As -
he started back into the living room however, he felt liquid warnth
beneat h t he bandage on his side. He had nanaged to open the knife-wound
again after all. Wnderful. just a wonderful night cher Roberts ...
and how | ong had he been away fromthe wi ndow? ' He, didn't know, but

it felt like a long time, and he was sure the little bald doctors would
be gone when he got back there. The street would be enpty, and-He

st opped dead, the binocular case dangling at the end of its strap and
tracking a |l ong sl ow trapezoi dal shadow back and forth across the fl oor
where the orange glow of the streetlights lay like an ugly coat of

pai nt .

Little bald doctors? Was that how he had just thought of then?

Yes, of course, because that was what they called themthe fol ks who
clainmed to have been abducted by them. . . examined by them...

operated on by themin sone cases. They were physicians from space,
proctol ogists fromthe great beyond. But that wasn't the big deal

The big deal wasEd used the phrase, Ral ph thought. He used it the night
he called ne and warned me to stay away fromhimand his interests. He
said it was the doctor who told himabout the Crinson King and the
Centurions and all the rest.

"Yes," Ral ph whispered. H's back was prickling madly w th goosefl esh.
"Yes, that's what he said. 'The doctor told ne. The little bald
doctor."



When he reached the wi ndow, he saw that the strangers were still out
t here, although they had noved from May Locher's stoop to the sidewal k
whi | e he had been fishing for the binoculars. They were standing
directly beneath one of those damed orange streetlights, in fact.

Ral ph's feeling that Harris Avenue | ooked |ike a deserted stage set
after the evening performance returned with weird, declamatory force ..
but with a different significance.

For one thing, the set was no |onger deserted, was it? Sonme om nous,
| ong- past m dni ght play had comrenced in what the two odd creatures bel ow
no doubt assuned was a totally enpty theater

VWhat would they do if they knew they had an audi ence? Ral ph wonder ed,
What woul d they do to ne?

The bal d doctors now had the shared denmeanor of nen who have nearly
reached agreenent. In that instant they did not |ook |ike doctors at
all to Ralph, in spite of their snocks-they | ooked |ike bluecoll ar

wor kers coming offshift at sone plant or factory. These two guys,
clearly buddi es, have stopped outside the nmain gate for a nmonment or two
to finish off some subject that can't wait even |ong enough for themto
wal k down the block to the nearest bar, knowing it will only take a
mnute or so in any case; total agreement is only a conversationa
exchange or two away.

Ral ph uncased the binoculars, raised themto his eyes, and wasted a
nmonent or two in puzzled fiddling with the focus-knob before realizing
he had forgotten to take off the lens caps. He did so, then raised the
gl asses again. This tinme the two figures standing under the streetlanp
junped into his field of vision at once, large and perfectly lit, but
fuzzed out. He turned the little knob between the barrels again, and
the two men popped into focus al nbst imredi ately.

Ral ph's breath stopped in his throat, The | ook he got was extrenely
brief; no nore than three seconds passed before one of the nen (if they
were nen) nodded and cl apped a hand on his conpanion's shoulder. Then
they both turned away, |eaving Ral ph with nothing to | ook at but their
bal d heads and smooth, white-clad backs. Only three seconds at nost,
but Ral ph saw enough in that brief space of tine to nake hi m profoundly
uneasy.

He had run to get the binoculars for two reasons, both predicated on his
inability to go on believing that this was a dream First, he wanted to
be sure he could identify the two nen if he was ever called upon to do
so. Second (this one was |less adnmissible to his conscious mnd but
every bit as urgent), he had wanted to dispel the unsettling notion that
he was having his own close encounter of the third kind.

Instead of dispelling it, his brief |ook through the binoculars

intensified it, The little bald doctors did not actually seemto hast,
features. They had faces, yes-eyes, noses, nouths-but they seened as
i nterchangeabl e as the chrome trimon the sane nake and nodel of a car

They coul d have been identical twins, but that wasn't the inpression
Ral ph got, either. To himthey | ooked nore |ike departnent store
mannequins with their Arnel wi gs whisked off for the night, their eerie



resenmbl ance not the result of genetics but of mass production

The only peculiar quality he could isolate and name was the
preternaturally smooth quality of their skin-neither of them had so much
as a single visible ine or winkle. No noles, blotches, or scars,

ei ther, although Ral ph supposed those were things you nmight mss with
even a great pair of binoculars. Beyond the snpboth and strangely
line-free quality of their skin, everything becanme subjective.

And his only | ook had been so goddam brief! |If he had been able to get
to the binoculars nore quickly, without the rigmarole of the chair and
the fishing net, and if he had realized that the | ens caps were on right
away i nstead of wasting nore time fiddling with the focusing knob, he
m ght have saved hinmself some or all of the unease be-was now feeling.

They | ook sketched, he thought in the instant before they turned their
backs on him That's what's really bothering ne, | think. Not the

i dentical bald heads, the identical white snmocks, or even the |lack O
winkles. 1t's how they | ook sketched-the eyes just circles, the small
pi nk ears just squiggles made with a felt-tip pen, the nouths a pair of
qui ck, al nost carel ess strokes of pale pink watercolor. They don't
really look like either people or aliens,- they |ook |ike hasty
representations & ... well, of | don't know what.

He was sure of one thing: Docs #1 and #2 were both inmmersed in bright
auras which in the binoculars appeared to be green-gold and filled with
deep reddi sh-orange fl ecks that | ooked |ike sparks swirling up froma
canpfire. These auras conveyed a feeling of power and vitality to Ral ph
that their featureless, uninteresting faces did not.

The faces? |'mnot sure | could pick themout again even if someone
held a gun to ny head. It's as if they were nmade to be forgotten. |If
they were still bald, sure-no problem But if they were wearing w gs

and maybe sitting down, so | couldn't see how short they are?

Maybe . . . the lack of lines mght do the trick but then again
maybe not. The auras, though... those green-gold auras with the red
flecks swirling through them.. 1'd know them anywhere. But there's

somet hing wong with them isn't there? Wat is it?

The answer popped into Ral ph's mind as suddenly and easily as the two
creatures had popped into view when he had finally remenbered to renove
the I ens caps fromthe binoculars. Both of the little doctors were
swaddled in brilliant auras . . . but neither had a balloon-string
floating up fromhis hairless head. Not even a sign of one.

They went strolling down Harris Avenue in the direction of Strawford
Park, moving with the ease of two friends out for a Sunday stroll. just
before they left the bright circle of light thrown by the streetlanp in
front of May Locher's house, Ral ph dropped the angle of the binoculars
so they picked up the itemin Doc #2's right hand.

It wasn't a knife, as he had surmised, but it still wasn't the sort of
object you felt confortable seeing in the hand of a departing stranger
in the wee hours of the norning.

It was a pair of |ong-bladed, stainless-steel scissors.



That sense of being pushed relentlessly toward the nouth of a tunne
where all sorts of unpleasant things were waiting was with hi magain,
only now it was acconpanied by a feeling of panic, because it seemned
that the | atest big shove had taken place while he had been asl eep and
dreaming of his dead wife. Sonething inside himwanted to shriek with
terror, and Ral ph understood that if he didn't do sonething to soothe it
i medi ately, he woul d soon be shrieking out | oud.

He closed his eyes and began to take deep breaths, trying to picture a
different itemof food with each one: a tomato, a potato, an icecream
sandwi ch, a Brussels sprout. Dr. jamal had taught Carolyn this sinple
rel axation technique, and it had frequently staved off her headaches
before they could get up a full head of steameven in the last six
weeks, when the tunor had been out of control, the techni que had
sonetines worked, and it controlled Ralph's panic now. Hi s heartbeat
began to slow, and that feeling that he needed to scream began to pass.

Continuing to take deep breaths and to think
(appl e pear slice of |enbn pie)

of food, Ral ph carefully snapped the,lens caps back on the binocul ars.
Hi s hands were still trenmbling, but not so badly he couldn't use them
Once the binoculars were capped and returned to their case, Ral ph
gingerly raised his left armand | ooked at the bandage.

There was a red spot in the center of it the size of an aspirin tablet,
but it did not appear to be spreading. GCood.

There isn't anything good about this, Ralph

Fair enough, but that wasn't going to help him decide exactly what had
happened, or what he was going to do about it. Step one was to push his
dreadful dream of Carolyn to one side for the tine being and deci de what
had actual | y happened.

"I'"ve been awake ever since | hit the floor," Ralph told the enpty room
"l know that, and |I know | saw those nen."

Yes. He had really seen them and the green-gold auras around them He
wasn't alone, either; Ed Deepneau had seen at |east one of them too.
Ral ph woul d have bet the farmon it, if he'd had a farmto bet. It
didn't ease his mind much, however, to know that he and the wi fe-beating
paranoid fromup the street were seeing the sane little bald guys.

And the auras, Ral ph-didn't he say sonething about those, too?

VWl |, he hadn't used that exact word, but Ral ph was quite sure he had
spoken of the auras at |least twice, just the same. Ralph, sonetines the
world is full of colors. That had been August, shortly before John
Leydecker had arrested Ed on a charge of donestic abuse, a m sdeneanor.

Then, alnmost a nmonth later, when he had called Ral ph on the phone: Are
you seeing the colors yet?

First the colors, nowthe little bald doctors; surely the Crinson King



hi nsel f woul d be along any tinme. And all that aside, what was he
supposed to do about what he had just seen?

The answer came in an unexpected but wel conme burst (of clarity.

The issue, he saw, was not his own sanity, not the auras, not the little
bal d doctors, but May Locher. He had just seen two strangers step out
of Ms. Locher's house in the dead of night . . . and one of them
had been carrying a potentially |ethal weapon, Ral ph reached past the
cased binocul ars, took the tel ephone, and dialed 911

"This is Oficer Hagen." A wonman's voice. "How may | help you?"

"By listening carefully and acting fast," Ral ph said crisply. The |ook
of dazed indeci sion which he had worn so frequently since mdsumer was
gone now, sitting erect in the w ng-back chair with the phone in his |lap
he | ooked not seventy but a healthy and capable fifty-five. "You may be
able to save a wonan's life."

"Sir, would you please give ne your nane and-"

"Don't interrupt ne, please, Oficer Hagen," said the nan who could no

| onger remenber the last four digits of the Derry C nema Center. "I
woke up a short tinme ago, couldn't go back to sleep, and decided to sit
up for awhile. M/ living rooml|ooks out on upper Harris Avenue. | just
saw " Here Ral ph paused for the barest nmonment, thinking not about what
he had seen but what he wanted to tell Oficer Hagen he had seen. The
answer cane as quickly and effortlessly as the decision to call 911 in
the first place.

"I saw two men com ng out of a house up the street fromthe Red Apple
Store. The house belongs to a wonan named May Locher

That's L-OCGHER first letter L as in Lexington. Ms. Locher is
severely ill. 1've never seen these two nen before." He paused again
but this tinme consciously, wanting to achi eve maxi num effect.

"One of themhad a pair of scissors in his hand."

"Site address?" O ficer Hagen asked. She was cal m enough, but Ral ph
sensed he had turned on a lot of her |ights.

"I don't know," he said. "GCet it out of the phone book, Oficer Hagen,
or just tell the responding officers to |l ook for the yell ow house with
the pink trimhalf a block or so up fromthe Red Apple.

They' || probably have to use a flashlight to pick it out because of the
dammed orange streetlights, but they'Il find it."

"Yes, sir, I'msure they will, but | still need your nane and tel ephone
nunber for our rec-" Ral ph replaced the phone gently in its cradle. He
sat looking at it for alnost a full minute, expecting it to ring. Wen
it didn't, he decided they either didn't have the fancy traceback

equi prent he saw on the TV true-crinme shows, or it hadn't been turned
on. That was good. It didn't solve the problem of what he was going to
do or say if they haul ed May Locher out of her hideous yell ow andpi nk
house in pieces, but it did buy a little nore thinking tine.



Bel ow, Harris Avenue renained still and silent, lit only by the
hi-intensity | anps which marched off in both directions |ike sone
surreal i st dream of perspective. The play-short, but full of drama
appeared to be over. The stage was enpty again. [|tNo, not quite enpty
after all. Rosalie cane |inping out of the alley between the Red Apple
and the True Val ue Hardware next door. The faded bandanna fl apped
around her neck. This wasn't a Thursday, there were no garbage cans set
out for Rosalie to investigate, and she nmoved briskly up the sidewal k
until she got to May Locher's house. There she stopped and | owered her
nose, (looking at that long and rather pretty nose, Ral ph had thought on
occasion that there nust be a collie somewhere in Rosalie's woodpile).

Sonet hi ng was glimrering there, Ralph realized, He got the binocul ars
out of their case once nore and trained themon Rosalie. As he did, he
found his mind returning to Septenber 10th again-this tine to his
neeting with Bill and Lois just outside the entrance to Strawford Park

He renenbered how Bill had put his arm around Lois's waist and | ed her
up the street; how the two of them together had made Ral ph think of

G nger Rogers and Fred Astaire. Mst of all he renenbered the spectra
tracks the two of themhad |eft behind. Lois's had been gray; Bill's

olive green.

Hal | uci nati ons, he had thought themat the tinme, back in the good old
days before he'd started attracting the attention of nuts like Charlie
Pi ckering and seeing little bald doctors in the mddle of the night.

Rosalie was sniffing at a simlar track. It was the same green-gold as
t he auras which had surrounded Bal d Doc #1 and Bal d Doc #2.

Ral ph panned t he binoculars slowy away fromthe dog and saw nore
tracks, two sets of them |eading down the sidewalk in the direction of
the park. They were fading-he could al nost see them fading as he | ooked
at thembut they were there

Ral ph panned t he binocul ars back to Rosalie, suddenly feeling an
enornous wave of affection for the mangy old stray . . . and why not?

If he had needed final, absolute proof that he had actually seen the
t hi ngs he thought he had seen, Rosalie was it.

I f baby Natalie was here, she'd see themtoo, Ral ph thought

and then all his doubts tried to crowd back in. Wuld she? Wuld she
really? He thought he had seen the baby grab at the faint auras left by
his fingers, and he had been sure she was gawki ng at the spectral green
snoke sizzling off the flowers in the kitchen, but how could he be sure?
How coul d anyone be sure what a baby was | ooking at or reaching for?

But Rosalie ... 1look, right down there, see her?

The only trouble with that, Ral ph realized, was that he hadn't seen the
tracks until Rosalie had begun to sniff the sidewal k. Mybe she was
sniffing at an entrancing remmant of |eftover postman, and what he was
seei ng had been created by nothing nore than his tired, sleepstarved
mnd ... like the little bald doctors thenselves.



In the magnified field of the binoculars, Rosalie now began to nake her
way down Harris Avenue with her nose to the sidewal k and her ragged tai
wavi ng slowy back and forth. She was noving fromthe green-gold tracks
left by Doc #1 to those |left by Doc #2, and then back to Doc #2's trai
agai n.

So now why don't you tell me what that stray bitch is foll owi ng, Ral ph?
Do you think it's possible for a dog to track a fucking hallucination?
It's not a hallucination,-". it's tracks. Real tracks. The white nan
tracks that Carolyn told you to watch out for

You know t hat .
You see that.
"It's crazy, though,"” he told hinmself. "Crazy!"

But was it? Was it really? The dream ni ght have been nore than a
dream |If there was such a thing as hyper-reality-and he coul d now
testify that there was-then nmaybe there was such a thing as
precognition, too. O ghosts which came in dreans and foretold the
future. Who knew? It was as if a door in the wall of reality had cone
ajar . . . and now all sorts of unwel come things were flying through

O one thing he was sure: the tracks were really there. He saw them
Rosalie snmelled them and that was all there was to it. Ralph had

di scovered a nunber of strange and interesting things during his six
nmont hs of premature waki ng, and one of themwas that a human being's
capacity for self-deception seemed to be at its | owest ebb between three
and six in the norning, and it was now ...

Ral ph | eaned forward so he could see the clock on the kitchen wall. just
past three-thirty. Uh-huh.

He raised the binoculars again and saw Rosalie still noving up the bald
docs' backtrail- If soneone cane strolling along Harris Avenue ri ght
now unli kely, given the hour, but not inpossible-they would see nothing
but a stray mutt with a dirty coat, sniffing at the sidewalk in the
ai mM ess fashion of untrained, unowned dogs everywhere. But Ral ph could
see what Rosalie was sniffing at, and had finally given hinself

perm ssion to believe his eyes. It was a permni ssion he mght revoke
once the sun was up, but for now he knew exactly what he was seeing.

Rosal i e's head came up suddenly. Her ears cocked forward. For one
nonent she was al nost beautiful, the way a hunting dog on point is

beautiful. Then, nonents before the headlights of a car approaching the
Harris Avenue-Wtcham Street intersection splashed the street, she was
gone back the way she had cone, running in a corkscrew ng, |linmping gait

that made Ral ph feel sorry for her. Wen you cane right down to it

what was Rosalie but another H