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PART ONE
Come Together
CHAPTER ONE

The doctor woke up afraid. He had been dreaming of the old house in New Orleans again. He had seen
the woman in the rocker. He’d seen the man with the brown eyes.

And even now in this quiet hotel room above New York City he felt the old alarming disorientation.
He’d been talking again with the brown-eyed man. Yes, help her. No, this is just a dream. I want to get
out of it.

The doctor sat up in bed. No sound but the faint roar of the air conditioner. Why was he thinking about
it tonight in a hotel room in the Parker Meridien? For a moment he couldn’t shake the feeling of the old
house. He saw the woman again -her bent head, her vacant stare. He could almost hear the hum of the
insects against the screens of the old porch. And the brown-eyed man was speaking without moving his
lips. A waxen dummy infused with life

No. Stop it.

He got out of bed and padded silently across the carpeted floor until he stood in front of the sheer white
curtains, peering out at black sooty rooftops and dim neon signs flickering against brick walls. The early
morning light showed behind the clouds above the dull concrete facade opposite. No debilitating heat
here. No drowsing scent of roses, of gardenias.

Gradually his head cleared.

He thought of the Englishman at the bar in the lobby again. That’s what had brought it all back — the
Englishman remarking to the bartender that he’d just come from New Orleans, and that certainly was a
haunted city. The Englishman, an affable man, a true Old World gentleman it seemed, in a narrow
seersucker suit with a gold watch chain fixed to his vest pocket. Where did one see that kind of man these
days? — a man with the sharp melodious inflection of a British stage actor, and brilliant, ageless blue eyes.

The doctor had turned to him and said: ‘Yes, you’re right about New Orleans, you certainly are. I saw a
ghost myself in New Orleans, and not very long ago -’ Then he had stopped, embarrassed. He had stared
at the melted bourbon before him, the sharp refraction of light in the base of the crystal glass.

Hum of flies in summer; smell of medicine. That much Thorazine? Could there be some mistake?

But the Englishman had been respectfully curious. He’d invited the doctor to join him for dinner, said
he collected such tales. For a moment, the doctor had been tempted. There was a lull in the convention,
and he liked this man, felt an immediate trust in him. And the lobby of the Parker Meridien was a nice
cheerful place, full of light, movement, people. So far away from that gloomy New Orleans corner, from
the sad old city festering with secrets in its perpetual Caribbean heat.

But the doctor could not tell that story.

‘If ever you change your mind, do call me,” the Englishman had said. ‘My name is Aaron Lightner.’
He’d given the doctor a card with the name of an organization inscribed on it: ‘You might say we collect
ghost stories - true ones, that is.’

THE TALAMASCA
We watch
And we are always here.

It was a curious motto.

Yes, that was what had brought it all back. The Englishman and the peculiar calling card with the
European phone numbers, the Englishman who was leaving for the coast tomorrow to see a California
man who had lately drowned and been brought back to life. The doctor had read of that case in the New
York papers — one of those characters who suffers clinical death and returns from having seen ‘the
light.

They had talked about the drowned man together, he and the Englishman. ‘He claims now to have
psychic powers, you see,” said the Englishman, ’and that interests us, of course. Seems he sees images
when he touches things with his bare hands. We call it psychometry.’

The doctor had been intrigued. He had heard of a few such patients himself, cardiac victims if he rightly
recalled, who had come back, one claiming to have seen the future. ‘Near Death Experience.” One saw
more and more articles about the phenomenon in the journals.

“Yes,” Lightner had said, the best research on the subject has been done by doctors - by cardiologists.’

‘Wasn’t there a film a few years back,” the doctor had asked, about a woman who returned with the
power to heal? Strangely affecting.’



‘You’re open-minded on the subject,” the Englishman had said with a delighted smile. ‘Are you sure
you won’t tell me about your ghost? I’d so love to hear it. I’'m not flying out till tomorrow, some time
before noon. What I wouldn’t give to hear your story!’

No, not that story. Not ever.

Alone now in the shadowy hotel room, the doctor felt fear again. The clock ticked in the long dusty
hallway in New Orleans. He heard the shuffle of his patient’s feet as the nurse walked’ her. He smelled
that smell again of a New Orleans house in summer, heat and old wood. The man was talking to him...

The doctor had never been inside an antebellum mansion until that spring in New Orleans. And the old
house really did have white fluted columns on the front, though the paint was peeling away. Greek
Revival style they called it - a long violet-gray town house on a dark shady corner in the Garden District,
its front gate guarded it seemed by two enormous oaks. The iron lace railings were made in a rose pattern
and much festooned with vines — purple wisteria, the yellow Virginia creeper, and bougainvillea of a
dark, incandescent pink.

He liked to pause on the marble steps and look up at the Doric capitals, wreathed as they were by those
drowsy fragrant blossoms. The sun came in thin dusty shafts through the twisting branches. Bees sang in
the tangle of brilliant green leaves beneath the peeling cornices. Never mind that it was so sombre here,
so damp.

Even the approach through the deserted streets seduced him. He walked slowly over cracked and
uneven sidewalks of herringbone brick or gray flagstone, under an unbroken archway of oak branches, the
light eternally dappled, the sky perpetually veiled in green. Always he paused at the largest tree that had
lifted the iron fence with its bulbous roots. He could not have gotten his arms around the trunk of it. It
reached all the way from the pavement to the house itself, twisted limbs clawing at the shuttered windows
beyond the banisters, leaves enmeshed with the flowering vines.

But the decay here troubled him nevertheless. Spiders wove their tiny intricate webs over the iron lace
roses. In places the iron had so rusted that it fell away to powder at the touch. And here and there near the
railings, the wood of the porches was rotted right through.

Then there was the old swimming pool far beyond the garden — a great long octagon bounded by the
flagstones, which had become a swamp unto itself with its black water and wild irises. The smell alone
was frightful. Frogs lived there, frogs you could hear at dusk, singing their grinding, ugly song. Sad to see
the little fountain jets up one side and down the other still sending their little arching streams into the
muck. He longed to drain it, clean it, scrub the sides with his own hands if he had to. Longed to patch the
broken balustrade, and rip the weeds from the overgrown urns.

Even the elderly aunts of his patient - Miss Carl, Miss Millie, and Miss Nancy - had an air of staleness
and decay. It wasn’t a matter of gray hair or wire-rimmed glasses. It was their manner, and the fragrance
of camphor that clung to their clothes.

Once he had wandered into the library and taken a book down from the shelf. Tiny black beetles
scurried out of the crevice. Alarmed he had put the book back.

If there had been air-conditioning in the place it might have been different. But the old house was too
big for that - or so they had said back then. The ceilings soared fourteen feet overhead. And the sluggish
breeze carried with it the scent of mold.

His patient was well cared for, however. That he had to admit. A sweet old black nurse named Viola
brought his patient out on the screened porch in the morning and took her in at evening.

‘She’s no trouble at all, Doctor. Now, you come on, Miss Deirdre, walk for the doctor.” Viola would lift
her out of the chair and push her patiently step by step.

‘I’ve been with her seven years now, Doctor, she’s my sweet girl.’

Seven years like that. No wonder the woman’s feet had started to turn in at the ankles, and her arms to
draw close to her chest if the nurse didn’t force them down into her lap again.

Viola would walk her round and round the long double parlor, past the harp and the Bosendorfer grand
layered with dust. Into the long broad dining room with its faded murals of moss-hung oaks and tilled
fields.

Slippered feet shuffling on the worn Aubusson carpet. The woman was forty-one years old, yet she
looked both ancient and young — a stooped and pale child, untouched by adult worry or passion.
Deirdre, did you ever have a lover? Did you ever dance in that parlor?

On the library bookshelves were leather-bound ledgers with old dates marked on the spines in faded
purple ink: 1756, 1757,1758... Each bore the family name of Mayfair in gold lettering.



Ah, these old southern families, how he envied them their heritage. It did not have to lead to this decay.
And to think, he did not know the full names of his own great-grandparents or where they had been born.

Mayfair - a vintage colonial clan. There were old paintings on the walls of men and women in
eighteenth-century dress, as well as daguerreotypes and tintypes and faded photographs. A yellowed map
of Saint-Domingue - did they call it that still? -in a dirty frame in the hallway. And a darkening painting
of a great plantation house.

And look at the jewels his patient wore. Heirlooms surely, with those antique settings. What did it mean
that they put that kind of jewelry on a woman who hadn’t spoken a word or moved of her own volition in
over seven years?

The nurse said she never took off the chain with the emerald pendant, not even when she bathed Miss
Deirdre.

‘Let me tell you a little secret, Doctor, don’t you ever touch that!’

‘And why not?’ he wanted to ask. But he had said nothing. He watched uneasily as the nurse put on the
patient’s ruby earrings, her diamond ring.

Like dressing a corpse, he thought. And out there the dark oaks wind their limbs towards the dusty
window screens. And the garden shimmers in the dull heat.

‘And look at her hair,” said the nurse lovingly. ‘Have you ever seen such beautiful hair?’

It was black all right, and thick and curly and long. The nurse loved to brush it, watching the curls roll
up as the brush released them. And the patient’s eyes, for all their listless stare, were a clear blue. Yet
now and then a thin silver line of saliva fell down from the side of her mouth, making a dark circle on the
bosom of her white nightgown.

‘It’s a wonder somebody hasn’t tried to steal those things,’ he said half to himself. ‘She’s so helpless.’

The nurse had given him a superior, knowing smile.

‘No one who’s ever worked in this house would try that.’

‘But she sits all alone on that side porch by the hour. You can see her from the street.’

Laughter.

‘Don’t worry about that, Doctor. No one around here is fool enough to come in that gate. Old Ronnie
mows the lawn, but that’s because he always did, done it for thirty years now, but then old Ronnie isn’t
exactly right in the head.’

‘Nevertheless..." But he had stopped himself. What was he doing, talking like this right in front of the
silent woman, whose eyes only now and then moved just a little, whose hands lay just where the nurse
had placed them, whose feet rested limply on the bare floor. How easy it was to forget oneself, forget to
respect this tragic creature. Nobody knew what the woman understood.

‘Might get her out in the sun sometime,’ the doctor said. ‘Her skin is so white.’

But he knew the garden was impossible, even far away from the reek of the pool. The thorny
bougainvillea burst in clumps from beneath the wild cherry laurel. Fat little cherubs, streaked with slime,
peered out of overgrown lantana like ghosts.

Yet once children had played there.

Some boy or girl had carved the word Lasher into the thick trunk of the giant crepe myrtle that grew
against the far fence. The deep gashes had weathered so that they gleamed white against the waxy bark.
Strange word that. And a wooden swing was still hanging from the branch of the distant oak.

He’d walked back to that lonely tree, and sat down on the swing for a moment, felt the rusted chains
creak, then move as he pushed his foot into the crushed grass.

The southern flank of the house looked mammoth and overwhelmingly beautiful to him from this
perspective, the flowering vines climbing together all the way up past the green shuttered windows to the
twin chimneys above the third floor. The dark bamboo rattled in the breeze against the plastered masonry.
The glossy banana trees grew so high and dense they made a jungle clear back to the brick wall.

It was like his patient, this old place — beautiful yet forgotten by time, by urgency.

Her face might be pretty still if it were not so utterly lifeless. Did she see the delicate purple clusters of
wisteria, shivering against the screens, the writhing tangle of other blooms? Could she see all the way
through the trees to the white columned house across the street?

Once he had ridden upstairs with her and her nurse in the quaint yet powerful little elevator with its
brass gate and worn carpet. No change in Deirdre’s expression as the little car began to rise. It made him
anxious to hear the churning machinery. He could not imagine the motor except as something blackened
and sticky and ancient, coated with dust.

Of course he had questioned the old doctor at the sanitarium.



‘I remember when I was your age,” said the old doctor. ‘I was going to cure all of them. I was going to
reason with the paranoiacs, and bring the schizophrenics back to reality, and make the catatonics wake up.
You give her that shot every day, son. There’s nothing there anymore. We just do our best to keep her
from getting worked up now and then, you know, the agitation.’

Agitation? That was the reason for these powerful drugs? Even if the shots were stopped tomorrow it
would be a month before the effects had fully worn off. And the levels used were so high they might have
killed another patient. You had to build up to a dosage like that.

How could anyone know the true state of the woman when the medication had gone on for so long? If
only he could run an electroencephalogram...

He’d been on the case about a month when he sent for the records. It was a routine request. No one
noticed. He sat at his desk at the sanitarium all afternoon struggling with the scrawl of dozens of other
physicians, the vague and contradictory diagnoses — mania, paranoia, complete exhaustion, delusions,
psychotic break, depression, attempted suicide. It went all the way back to the girl’s teens apparently. No,
even before. Someone had seen her for ‘dementia’ when she was ten years old.

What were the specifics behind these abstractions? Somewhere in the mountain of scribble he found
that she had borne a girl child at eighteen, given it up, suffered severe paranoia.’

Is that why they had given her shock treatments in one place and insulin shock in another? What had
she done to the nurses who over and over again quit on account of ’physical attacks’?

She had ’run away’ at one point, been ‘forcibly committed’ again. Then pages were missing, whole
years uncharted. ‘Irreversible brain damage’ was noted in 1976. ‘Patient sent home. Thorazine prescribed
to prevent palsy, mania.’

It was an ugly document, telling no story, revealing no truth. And it discouraged him, finally. Had a
legion of other doctors talked to her the way he did now when he sat beside her on the side porch?

‘It’s a beautiful day, isn’t it, Deirdre?’ Ah, the breeze here, so fragrant. The scent of the gardenias was
suddenly overpowering, yet he loved it. Just for a moment, he closed his eyes.

Did she loathe him, laugh at him, even know he was there? There were a few streaks of gray in her hair,
he saw that now. Her hand was cold, unpleasant to touch.

The nurse came out with a blue envelope in her hand, a snapshot.

‘It’s from your daughter, Deirdre. See? She’s twenty-four years old now, Deirdre.” She held the
snapshot out for the doctor to see too. A blond girl on the deck of a big white yacht, hair blowing in the
wind. Pretty, very pretty. ‘On San Francisco Bay, 1983.°

Nothing changed in the woman’s face. The nurse brushed the black hair back from her forehead. She
thrust the picture at the doctor. ‘See that girl? That girl’s a doctor, too!” She gave him a great superior
nod. ‘She’s an intern, going to be a medical doctor just like you some day, that’s the truth.’

Was it possible? Had the young woman never come home to see to her own mother? He disliked her
suddenly. Going to be a medical doctor, indeed.

How long had it been since his patient had worn a dress or a real pair of shoes? He longed to play a
radio for her. Maybe she would like music. The nurse had her television soap operas on all afternoon in
the back kitchen.

He came to distrust the nurses as he distrusted the aunts.

The tall one who wrote the checks for him — ‘Miss Carl” — was a lawyer still though she must have
been in her seventies. She came and went from her offices on Carondelet Street in a taxicab because she
could no longer climb up on the high wooden step of the St Charles car. For fifty years, she had told him
once when he had met her at the gate, she had ridden the St Charles car.

‘Oh, yes,” the nurse said one afternoon as she was brushing Deirdre’s hair very slowly, very gently.
‘Miss Carl’s the smart one. Works for Judge Fleming. One of the first women ever to graduate from the
Loyola School of Law. She was seventeen years old when she went to Loyola. Her father was old Judge
Mclntyre, and she was ever so proud of him.’

Miss Carl never spoke to the patient, not that the doctor had ever seen. It was the portly one, ‘Miss
Nancy,” who was mean to her, or so the doctor thought.

‘They say Miss Nancy never had much chance for an education,” the nurse gossiped. ‘Always home
taking care of the others. There used to be old Miss Belle here too.’

There was something sullen and almost common about Miss Nancy. Dumpy, neglected, always wearing
her apron yet speaking to the nurse in that patronizing artificial voice. Miss Nancy had a faint sneer on
her lips when she looked at Deirdre.

And then there was ‘Miss Millie,” the eldest of them all, who was actually some sort of cousin - a



classic in old lady black silk and string shoes. She came and went, never without her worn gloves and her
small black straw hat with its veil. She had a cheery smile for the doctor, and a kiss for Deirdre. ‘That’s
my poor dear sweetheart,” she would say in a tremulous voice.

One afternoon, he had come upon Miss Millie standing on the broken flags by the pool.

‘Nowhere to begin anymore, Doctor,” she had said sadly.

It was not his place to challenge her, yet something quickened in him to hear this tragedy
acknowledged.

‘And how Stella loved to swim here,” the old woman said. ‘It was Stella who built it, Stella who had so
many plans and dreams. Stella put in the elevator, you know. That’s just the sort of thing that Stella
would do. Stella gave such parties. Why, I remember hundreds in the house, tables over the whole lawn,
and the bands that would play. You’re too young, Doctor, to remember that lively music. Stella had those
draperies made in the double parlor, and now they’re too old to be cleaned anymore. That’s what they
said. They’d fall apart if we tried to clean them now. And it was Stella who had paths of flagstones laid
here, all along the pool. You see, like the old flags in the front and along the side...” She broke off,
pointing down the long side of the house at the distant patio so crowded by weeds. It was as if she
couldn’t speak anymore. Slowly she looked up at the high attic window.

He had wanted to ask, But who is Stella?

‘Poor darling Stella.’

He had envisioned paper lanterns strung through the trees.

Maybe they were simply too old, these women. And that young one, the intern or whatever she was,
two thousand miles away...

Miss Nancy bullied the silent Deirdre. She’d watch the nurse walking the patient, then shout in the
patient’s ear.

Tick up your feet. You know damn good and well you could walk on your own if you wanted to.’

‘There’s nothing wrong with Miss Deirdre’s hearing,” the nurse would interrupt her. ‘Doctor says she
can hear and see just fine.’

Once he tried to question Miss Nancy as she swept the upstairs hallway, thinking, well, maybe out of
anger she’ll shed a little light.

‘Is there ever the slightest change in her? Does she ever speak... even a single word?’

The woman squinted at him for a long moment, the sweat gleaming on her round face, her nose
painfully red at the bridge from the weight of her glasses.

‘I’11 tell you what I want to know!” she said. “Who’s going to take care of her when we’re no longer
here! You think that spoilt daughter out in California is going to take care of her? That girl doesn’t even
know her mother’s name. It’s Ellie Mayfair who sends those pictures.” She snorted. ‘Ellie Mayfair hasn’t
set foot in this house since the day that baby was born and she came to take that baby out of here. All she
wanted was that baby because she couldn’t have a baby of her own, and she was scared to death her
husband would leave her. He’s some big lawyer out there. You know what Carl paid Ellie to take that
baby? To see to it that girl never came home? Oh, just get her out of here, that was the idea. Made Ellie
sign a paper.” She gave a bitter smile, wiping her hands on her apron.

‘Send her to California with Ellie and Graham to live in a fancy house on San Francisco Bay with a big
boat and all, that’s what happened to Deirdre’s daughter.’

Ah, so the young woman did not know, he thought, but he said nothing.

‘Let Carl and Nancy stay here and take care of things!” The woman went on. ‘That’s the song in this
family. Let Carl write the checks and let Nancy cook and scrub. And what the hell has Millie ever done?
Millie just goes to church, and prays for all of us. Isn’t that grand? Aunt Millie’s more useless than Aunt
Belle ever was. I’ll tell you what Aunt Millie can do best. Cut flowers. Aunt Millie cuts those roses now
and then, those roses growing wild out there.’

She gave a deep ugly laugh, and went past him into the patient’s bedroom, gripping the broom by its
greasy handle.

“You know you can’t ask a nurse to sweep a floor! Oh, no, they wouldn’t stoop to that, now, would
they? "Would you care to tell me why a nurse cannot sweep a floor?’

The bedroom was clean all right, the master bedroom of the house it appeared to be, a large airy
northern room. Ashes in the marble fireplace. And what a bed his patient slept in, one of those massive
things made at the end of the last century, with the towering half tester of walnut and tufted silk.

He was glad of the smell of floor wax and fresh linen. But the room was full of dreadful religious
artifacts. On the marble dresser stood a statue of the Virgin with the naked red heart on her breast, lurid,



and disgusting to look at. A crucifix lay beside it, with a twisting, writhing body of Christ in natural
colors even to the dark blood flowing from the nails in his hands. Candles burned in red glasses, beside a
bit of withered palm.

‘Does she notice these religious things?’ the doctor asked.

‘Hell, no,” Miss Nancy said. Whiffs of camphor rose from the dresser drawers as she straightened their
contents. ‘Lot of good they do under this roof!’

There were rosaries hung about the carved brass lamps, even through their faded satin shades. And it
seemed nothing had been changed here for decades. The yellow lace curtains were stiff and rotted in
places. Catching the sun they seemed to hold it, casting their own burnt and sombre light.

There was the jewel box on the marble-top bedside table. Open. As if the contents weren’t priceless,
which of course they were. Even the doctor, with his scant knowledge of such things, knew those jewels
were real.

Beside the jewel box stood the snapshot of the pretty blond-haired daughter. And beneath it a much
older and faded picture of the same girl, small but even then quite pretty. Scribble at the bottom. He could
only make out: ‘Pacific Heights School, 1966.’

When he touched the velvet cover of the jewel box, Miss Nancy had turned and all but screamed at him.

‘Don’t you touch that, Doctor!’

‘Good Lord, woman, you don’t think I’m a thief.’

‘There’s a lot you don’t know about this house and this patient. Why do you think the shutters are all
broken, Doctor? Almost fallen off their hinges? Why do you think the plaster’s peeling off the brick?’
She shook her head, the soft flesh of her cheeks wobbling, her colorless mouth set. ‘Just let somebody try
to fix those shutters. Just let someone climb a ladder and try to paint this house.’

‘I don’t understand you,’ said the doctor.

‘Don’t ever touch her jewels, Doctor, that’s what I’'m saying. Don’t touch a thing around here you don’t
have to. That swimming pool out there, for instance. All choked with leaves and filth like it is, but those
old fountains run into it still, you ever think about that? Just try to turn off those faucets, Doctor!’

‘But who -7’

‘Leave her jewels alone, Doctor. That’s my advice to you.’

‘Would changing things make her speak?’ he asked boldly, impatient with all this, and not afraid of this
aunt the way he was of Miss Carl.

The woman laughed. ‘No, it wouldn’t make her do anything,” Nancy answered with a sneer. She
slammed the drawer into the bureau. Glass rosary beads tinkled against a small statue of Jesus. ‘Now, if
you’ll excuse me, I have to clean out the bathroom, too.’

He looked at the bearded Jesus, the finger pointing to the crown of thorns around his heart.

Maybe they were all crazy. Maybe he would go crazy himself if he didn’t get out of this house.

Once, when he was alone in the dining room, he’d seen that word again - Lasher - written in the thick
dust on the table. It was done as if by fingertip. Great fancy capital L. Now, what could it possibly mean?
It was dusted away when he came the following afternoon, the only time in fact that he had ever seen the
dust disturbed there, where the silver tea service on the sideboard was tarnished black. Faded the murals
on these walls, yet he could see a plantation scene if he studied them, yes, that same house that was in the
painting in the hall. Only after he had studied the chandelier for a long time did he realize it had never
been wired for electricity. There was wax still on the candle holders. Ah, such a sadness, the whole place.

At night at home in his modern apartment overlooking the lake, he couldn’t stop brooding on his
patient. He wondered if her eyes were open as she lay in bed.

‘Maybe I have an obligation —’ But then what obligation? Her doctor was a reputable psychiatrist.
Wouldn’t do to question his judgment. Wouldn’t do to try anything foolish -like taking her out for a ride
in the country, or bringing a radio to the porch. Or stopping the sedatives to see what would happen/

Or picking up a phone and contacting that daughter, the intern. Made Ellie sign a paper. Twenty-four
years old was plenty old enough to be told a few things about one’s own mother.

And surely common sense dictated a break in Deirdre’s medication once in a while. And what about a
complete reevaluation? He had to at least suggest it.

‘You just give her the shots,” said the old doctor. ‘Visit with her an hour a day. That’s what you’re
asked to do.” Slight coldness this time around. Old fool!

No wonder he was so glad the afternoon he had first seen the man visiting her.

It was early September, and still warm. And as he turned in the gate, he saw the man on the screen



porch beside her, obviously talking to her, his arm resting on the back of her chair.

A tall, brown-haired man, rather slender.

The doctor felt a curious possessive feeling. A man he didn’t know with his patient. But he was eager to
meet him actually. Maybe the man would explain things that the women would not. And surely he was a
good friend. There was something intimate in the way he stood so close, the way he inclined towards the
silent Deirdre.

But when the Doctor came out on the porch there was no visitor. And he could find no one in the front
rooms.

“You know, I saw a man here a while ago,” he said to the nurse when she came in. ‘He was talking to
Miss Deirdre.’

‘I didn’t see him,’ the nurse had said ofthandedly.

Miss Nancy, shelling peas in the kitchen when he found her, stared at him for a long moment, then
shook her head, her chin jutting. ‘I didn’t hear anybody come in.’

Well, isn’t that the damnedest thing! But he had to confess, it had only been for an instant — a glimpse
through the screens. No, but he saw the man there.

‘If only you could speak to me,” he said to Deirdre when they were alone. He was preparing the
injection. ‘If only you could tell me if you want to have visitors, if it matters..." Her arm was so thin.
When he glanced at her, the needle ready, she was staring at him!

‘Deirdre?’

His heart pounded.

The eyes rolled to the left, and she stared forward, mute and listless as before. And the heat, which the
doctor had come to like, seemed suddenly oppressive. The doctor felt light-headed in fact, as though he
was about to faint. Beyond the blackened dusty screen, the lawn seemed to move.

Now, he’d never fainted in his life, and as he thought that over, as he tried to think it over, he realized
he’d been talking with the man, yes, the man was here, no, not here now, but just had been. They had
been in the middle of a conversation, and now he’d lost the thread, or no, that wasn’t it, it was that he
suddenly couldn’t remember how long they’d been talking, and it was so strange to have been talking all
this time together, and not recall how it started!

He was suddenly trying to clear his head, and have a better look at the guy, but what had the man just
said? It was all very confusing because there was no one there to talk to, no one but her, but yes, he’d just
said to the brown-haired man, ‘Of course, stop the injections...” and the absolute rectitude of his position
was beyond doubt, the old doctor — ‘A fool, yes!’ said the brown-haired man — would just have to
listen!

This was monstrous all this, and the daughter in California...

He shook himself. He stood up on the porch. What had happened? He had fallen asleep in the wicker
chair. He had been dreaming. The murmur of the bees grew disconcertingly loud in his ears and the
fragrance of the gardenias seemed to drug him suddenly. He looked down over the railing at the patio to
his left. Had something moved there?

Only the limbs of the trees beyond as the breeze traveled through them. He’d seen it a thousand times in
New Orleans, that graceful dance, as if one tree releases the breeze to another. Such lovely embracing
heat. Stop the injections! She will wake.

Slowly, awkwardly, a monarch butterfly climbed the screen in front of him. Gorgeous wings. But
gradually he focused upon the body of the thing, small and glossy and black. It ceased to be a butterfly
and became an insect - loathsome!

‘I have to go home,’ he said aloud to no one. ‘I don’t feel right exactly, I think I should lie down.’

The man’s name. What was it? He’d known it just a moment ago, such a remarkable name — ah, so
that’s what the word means, you are — Actually, quite beautiful — But wait. It was happening again. He
would not let it!

‘Miss Nancy!” He stood up out of the chair.

His patient stared forward, unchanged, the heavy emerald pendant gleaming against her gown. All the
world was filled with green light, with shivering leaves, the faint blur of the bougainvillea.

“Yes, the heat,” he whispered. ‘Have 1 given her the shot?’ Good Lord. He had actually dropped the
syringe, and it had broken.

‘You called for me, Doctor?’ said Miss Nancy. There she stood in the parlor door, staring at him,
wiping her hands on her apron. The colored woman was there too, and the nurse behind her.

‘Nothing, just the heat,” he murmured. ‘I dropped it, the needle. But I have another, of course.’



How they looked at him, studied him. You think I'm going crazy, too?

It was on the following Friday afternoon that he saw the man again.

The doctor was late, he’d had an emergency at the sanitarium. He was sprinting up First Street in the
early fall dusk. He didn’t want to disturb the family dinner. He was running by the time he reached the
gate.

The man was standing in the shadows of the open front porch. He watched the doctor, his arms folded,
his shoulder against the porch column, his eyes dark and rather wide, as though he were lost in
contemplation. Tall, slender, clothes beautifully fitted.

‘Ah, so there you are,” the doctor murmured aloud. Flush of relief. He had his hand out as he came up
the steps. ‘Dr Petrie is my name, how do you do?’

And - how to describe it? There was simply no man there.

‘Now, I know this happened!’ he said to Miss Carl in the kitchen. ‘I saw him on that porch and he
vanished into thin air.’

‘Well, what business is it of ours what you saw, Doctor?’ said the woman. Strange choice of words.
And she was so hard, this lady. Nothing feeble about her in her old age. She stood very straight in her
dark blue gabardine suit, glaring at him through her wire-rimmed glasses, her mouth withered to a thin
line.

‘Miss Carl, I’ve seen this man with my patient. Now the patient, as we all know, is a helpless woman. If
an unidentified person is coming and going on these premises -’

But the words were unimportant. Either the woman didn’t believe him or the woman didn’t care. And
Miss Nancy, at the kitchen table, never even looked up from her plate as she scraped up the food noisily
onto her fork. But the look on Miss Millie’s face, ah, now that was something - old Miss Millie so clearly
disturbed, her eyes darting from him to Carl and back again.

What a household.

He was irritated as he stepped into the dusty little elevator and pressed the black button in the brass
plate.

The velvet drapes were closed and the bedroom was almost dark, the little candles spluttering in their
red glasses. The shadow of the Virgin leapt on the wall. He couldn’t find the light switch immediately.
And when he did, only a single tiny bulb went on in the lamp beside the bed. The open jewel box was
right next to it. What a spectacular thing.

When he saw the woman lying there with her eyes open, he felt a catch in his throat. Her black hair was
brushed out over the stained pillowcase. There was a flush of unfamiliar color in her cheeks.

Did her lips move?

‘Lasher...’

A whisper. What had she said? Why, she’d said Lasher, hadn’t she? The name he’d seen on the tree
trunk and in the dust of the dining table. And he had heard that name spoken somewhere else... That’s
why he knew it was a name. It sent the chills up his back and neck, this catatonic patient actually
speaking. But no, he must have been imagining it. It was just the thing he wanted so to happen - the
miracle change in her. She lay as ever in her trance. Enough Thorazine to kill some’ body else...

He set down the bag on the side of the bed. He filled the syringe carefully, thinking as he had several
times before, what if you just didn’t, just cut it down to half, or a fourth, or none and sat by her and
watched and what if - He saw himself suddenly picking her up and taking her out of the house. He saw
himself driving her out into the country. They walked hand in hand on a path through the grass until
they’d come to the levee above the river. And there she smiled, her hair blowing in the wind

What nonsense. Here it was six thirty, and the shot was long overdue. And the syringe was ready.

Suddenly something pushed him. He was sure of it, though where he had been pushed he couldn’t say.
He went down, his legs buckling, and the syringe went flying.

When he caught himself he was on his knees in the semidark, staring at motes of dust gathered on the
bare floor beneath the bed.

‘What the hell -’ he’d said aloud before he could catch himself. He couldn’t find the hypodermic
needle. Then he saw it, yards away, beyond the armoire. It was broken, smashed, as if someone had
stepped on it. All the Thorazine had oozed out of the crushed plastic vial onto the bare boards.

‘Now, wait a minute!” he whispered. He picked it up and stood holding the ruined thing in his hands. Of
course he had other syringes, but this was the second time this sort of thing

... And he found himself at the bedside again, staring down at the motionless patient, thinking, now
how exactly did this — I mean, what in God’s name is going on?



He felt a sudden intense heat. Something moved in the room, rattling faintly. Only the rosary beads
wound about the brass lamp. He went to wipe his brow. Then he realized, very slowly, even as he stared
at Deirdre, that there was a figure standing on the other side of the bed. He saw the dark clothes, a
waistcoat, a coat with dark buttons. And then he looked up and saw it was the man.

In a split second his disbelief changed to terror. There was no disorientation now, no dreamlike
unreality. The man was there, staring at him. Soft brown eyes staring at him. Then the man was simply
gone. The room was cold. A breeze lifted the draperies. The doctor caught himself in the act of shouting.
No, screaming, to be perfectly frank.

At ten o’clock that night, he was off the case. The old psychiatrist came all the way out to the lakefront
apartment house to tell him in person. They had gone down to the lake together and strolled along the
concrete shore.

‘These old families, you can’t argue with them. And you don’t want to tangle with Carlotta Mayfair.
The woman knows everybody. You’d be amazed how many people are beholden to her for one thing and
another, or to Judge Fleming. And these people own property all over the city, if you only..."

‘I tell you I saw this!” the doctor found himself saying.

But the old psychiatrist was dismissing him. There was a thinly concealed suspicion in his eyes as they
measured the younger doctor up and down, though the agreeable tone of his voice never changed.

‘These old families.” The doctor was never to go to that house again.

The doctor said nothing more. The truth was, he felt foolish. He wasn’t a man who believed in ghosts!
And he could not now bring himself to mount any intelligent argument about the woman herself, her
condition, the obvious need for some periodic evaluation. No, his confidence had been dashed altogether.

Yet he knew he’d seen that figure. Seen it three times. And he could not forget the afternoon of the
hazy, imagined conversation. The man had been there, too, yes, but insubstantial! And he had known the
man’s name, and yes, it was... Lasher!

But even if he discounted the -dreamlike conversation — blamed it on the quiet of the place and the
infernal heat, and the suggestion of a word carved into a tree trunk - the other times could not be
discounted. He had seen a solid, living being there. No one would ever get him to deny it.

As the weeks passed and he failed to distract himself sufficiently with his work at the sanitarium, he
began to write about the experience, describe it in detail. The man’s brown hair had been slightly wavy.
Eyes large. Fair skin like the poor sick woman. The man had been young, no more than twenty-five at
best. The man had been without discernible expression.

The doctor could even remember the man’s hands. Nothing special about them, just nice hands. It
struck him that the man, though thin, had been well proportioned. Only the clothes seemed unusual, and
not the style of them, which was ordinary enough. It was the texture of the clothing. Unaccountably
smooth like the face of the man. As if the whole figure — clothes, flesh, face — were made from the
same thing.

One morning, the doctor awoke with the curiously clear thought: the mysterious man hadn’t wanted her
to have those sedatives! He’d known they were bad. And the woman was defenseless of course; she could
not speak in her own behalf. The specter was protecting her!

But who in God’s name will ever believe all this? the doctor thought. And he wished he were home, in
Maine, working in his father’s clinic and not in this damp and alien city. His father would understand. But
then, no. His father would only be alarmed.

He tried to ’keep busy.’” But the truth was, the sanitarium was a boring place. He had little to do. The
old psychiatrist gave him a few new cases, but they were not challenging. Yet it was essential that the
doctor continue, that he erase all suspicion from the old psychiatrist’s mind.

As fall turned to winter, the doctor began to dream of Deirdre. And in his dreams, he saw her cured,
revitalized, walking swiftly down a city street, her hair blowing in the wind. Now and then when he woke
up from such a dream, he found himself wondering if the poor woman hadn’t died. That was the more
likely thing.

When spring came around, and he had been in the city a full year, he found he had to see the house
again. He took the St Charles car to Jackson Avenue and walked from there as he had always done in the
past.

It was all exactly the same, the thorny bougainvillea in full bloom over the porches, the overgrown
garden swarming with tiny white winged butterflies, the lantana with its little orange blossoms pushing
through the black iron fence.



And Deirdre sitting in the rocker on the side porch behind her veil of rusted screens.

The doctor felt a leaden anguish. He was as troubled, perhaps, as he’d ever been in his life. Somebody’s
got to do something for that woman.

He walked aimlessly after that, emerging finally on a dirty and busy street. A shabby neighborhood
tavern caught his eye. He went into it, grateful for the icy air-conditioning and the relative quiet in which
only a few old men talked in low voices along the bar. He took his drink to the last wooden table in the
back.

The condition of Deirdre Mayfair tortured him. And the mystery of the apparition only made it worse.
He thought of that daughter in California. Did he dare to call her? Doctor to doctor... But then he did not
know the young woman’s name.

‘Besides, you have no right to interfere,” he whispered aloud. He drank a little of his beer, savoring the
coldness. ‘Lasher,” he whispered. Speaking of names, what sort of name is Lasher? The young California
intern would think him a madman. He took another deep drink of the beer.

It seemed to him suddenly that the bar was getting warm. It was as if someone had opened the door on a
desert wind. Even the old men talking over their beer bottles seemed to notice it. He saw one of them
wipe his face suddenly with a dirty handkerchief, then go on arguing as before.

Then as the doctor lifted his glass, he saw straight in front of him the mysterious man seated at the table
near the door to the street.

The same waxen face, brown eyes. The same nondescript clothes of that unusual texture, so smooth
they shone faintly in the subdued light.

Even as the men nearby went on with their conversation, the doctor felt the keening terror he had
known in Deirdre Mayfair’s darkened room.

The man sat perfectly still gazing at him. Not twenty feet separated him from the doctor. And the white
daylight from the front windows of the bar fell quite distinctly over the man’s shoulder, illuminating the
side of his face.

Really there. The doctor’s mouth was filling with water. He was going to be sick. Going to pass out.
They’d think he was drunk in this place. God only knew what would happen — He struggled to steady his
hand on the glass. He struggled not to panic completely as he had done in Deirdre’s room.

Then, without warning, the man appeared to flicker as if he were a projected image, then vanish before
the doctor’s eyes. A cold breeze swept through the bar.

The bartender turned to keep a soiled napkin from blowing away. A door slammed somewhere. And it
seemed the conversation grew louder. The doctor felt a low throbbing in his head.

‘... Going mad!” he whispered.

No power on earth could have persuaded him to pass Deirdre Mayfair’s house again.

But the following night, as he was driving home to the lakefront, he saw the man again, standing under
a street lamp by the cemeteries on Canal Boulevard, the yellow light shining full upon him against the
chalk white graveyard wall.

Just a glimpse but he knew he wasn’t mistaken. He began to tremble violently. It seemed for a moment
he could not remember how to work the controls of his car, and then he drove it recklessly, stupidly, as if
the man were pursuing him. He did not feel safe until he had shut his apartment door.

The following Friday, he saw the man in broad daylight, standing motionless on the grass in Jackson
Square. A woman passing turned to glance at the brown-haired figure. Yes, there, as he had been before!
The doctor ran through the French Quarter streets. Finding a cab at a hotel door, he ordered the driver to
get him out of there, just to take him anywhere, he did not care.

As the days passed, the doctor had ceased to be frightened so much as horrified. He couldn’t eat or
sleep. He could concentrate on nothing. He moved perpetually in utter gloom. He stared in silent rage at
the old psychiatrist whenever their paths crossed.

How in God’s name could he communicate to this monstrous thing that he would not come near the
miserable woman in the porch rocker? No more needles, no more drugs from him! 7 am no longer the
enemy, don’t you see!

To ask the help or understanding of anyone he knew was to risk his reputation, even his entire future. A
psychiatrist going mad, like his patients. He was desperate. He had to escape this thing. Who knew when
it might next appear to him? What if it could come into these very rooms!

Finally on Monday morning, his nerves frayed, his hands shaking, he found himself in the old
psychiatrist’s office. He had not made up his mind what he would say, only that he could stand the strain
no longer. And he soon found himself rattling on about the tropical heat, headaches and sleepless nights,



the need for quick acceptance of his resignation.

He drove out of New Orleans that very afternoon.

Only when he was safe in his father’s office in Portland, Maine, did he at last reveal the whole story.

‘There was never anything menacing in the face,” he explained. ‘On the contrary. It was strangely
unlined. It was as bland as the face of Christ in the portrait on the wall of her room. Just staring at me. But
it didn’t want me to give her the injection! It was trying to scare me.’

His father was a patient man. He did not answer at once. Then slowly he began to talk of the strange
things he’d witnessed over the years in psychiatric hospitals - doctors seemingly infected with the
neuroses and psychoses of their patients. He’d seen a doctor go catatonic one day in the midst of his
catatonic patients.

‘The important thing, Larry, is that you rest,” his father said. ‘That you let the effects of this whole thing
wear off. And that you don’t tell anyone else about it.’

Years had passed. The doctor’s work in Maine had gone well. And gradually he had built a solid private
practice independent of his father.

As for the specter, he had left it behind him in New Orleans, along with the memory of Deirdre
Mayfair, sitting eternally in that chair.

Yet there remained in him a lingering fear that he might some place or other see that thing again. There
was the lingering fear that if such a thing had happened once, it might happen another time for entirely
different reasons. The doctor had tasted real horror in those damp, dark New Orleans days, and his view
of the world had never been the same.

Now, as he stood beside the window in the darkened hotel room in New York, he found the whole affair
overwhelming him again. And as he had done a thousand times before, he analyzed the strange tale. He
searched for its deeper meaning.

Was the thing really stalking him in New Orleans, or had the doctor misunderstood the silent specter?

Maybe the man had not tried to scare him at all. Maybe it had in fact been pleading with him not to
forget that woman! Perhaps in some way it was a bizarre projection of the woman’s own desperate
thoughts, an image sent to him by a mind which knew no other means of communication.

Ah, there was no comfort in such an idea. Too awful to imagine the helpless woman pleading with him
through a spectral emissary, who, for reasons never to be known, could not speak, but only appear for
brief moments.

But who could interpret these strange elements? Who would venture to say the doctor was right?

Aaron Lightner, the Englishman, the collector of ghost stories, who had given him the card with the
word Talamasca? He had said that he wanted to help the drowned man in California: ‘Maybe he doesn’t
know that it has happened to others. Maybe I am needed to tell him that others have also come back from
the edge of death with such gifts.’

Yes, that would help, wouldn’t it? To know that others had seen ghosts too?

But that was not the worst of it, seeing a ghost. Something worse than fear had taken him back to that
screen porch and to the wan figure of the woman in the rocker. It was guilt, guilt which he would bear all
his life - that he had not tried harder to help her, that he had never called that daughter out west.

The morning light was just breaking over the city. He watched the change in the sky, the subtle
illumination of the soiled walls opposite. Then he went to the closet and removed the Englishman’s card
from his coat pocket.

THE TALAMASCA
We watch
And we are always here.

He picked up the telephone.

It was an hour in the telling, which surprised him, but all those details had come tumbling back. He had
not minded the little tape recorder going, with its tiny red eye blinking. After all he had used no names, no
street numbers, not even any dates. New Orleans, an old house, he had said. And on and on he had talked.
He realized now that he had never touched his breakfast, except to empty the coffee cup over and over
again.

Lightner had proved an excellent listener, responding gently without ever interrupting. But the doctor
did not feel better. In fact, he felt foolish when it was over. As he watched Lightner gather up the little
recorder and put it in his briefcase, he had half a mind to ask for the tape.

It was Lightner who broke the silence as he laid down several bills over the check.



‘There’s something I must explain to you,” he said. ‘I think it will ease your mind.’

What could possibly do that?

“You remember,’ Lightner said, ‘that I told you I collect ghost stories.’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, I know of that old house in New Orleans. I’ve seen it. And I’ve recorded other stories of people
who have seen the man you described.’

The doctor was speechless. The words have been said with utter conviction. In fact, they had been
spoken with such authority and assurance that the doctor believed them without doubt. He studied
Lightner in detail for the first time. The man was older than he seemed on first inspection. Perhaps sixty-
five, even seventy. The doctor found himself captivated again by Lightner’s expression, so affable and
trusting, so inviting of trust in return.

‘Others,’ the doctor whispered. ‘Are you sure?’

‘I’ve heard other accounts, some very like your own. And I tell you this so you can understand that you
didn’t imagine it. And so that it doesn’t continue to prey on your mind. You couldn’t have helped Deirdre
Mayfair, by the way. Carlotta Mayfair would never have allowed it. You ought to put the entire incident
out of your mind. Don’t ever worry about it again.’

For a moment the doctor felt relief, as if he’d been in the Catholic confessional and the priest had
spoken the words ‘I absolve.” Then the full import of Lightner’s revelations struck him.

‘You know these people!” he whispered. He felt his face color. This woman had been his patient. He
was suddenly and completely confused.

‘No. I know of them,” Lightner answered. ‘And I shall keep your account entirely confidential. Please
be assured. Remember, we did not use names on the tape recording. We did not even use your name or
mine.’

‘Nevertheless, I must ask you for the tape,’ the doctor said, flustered. ‘I’ve broken confidentiality. I had
no idea you knew.’

At once Lightner removed the small cassette and placed it in the doctor’s hand. The man seemed
entirely unruffled. ‘Of course you may have it,” he said. ‘I understand.’

The doctor murmured his thanks, the confusion intensifying. Yet the relief was not altogether gone.
Others had seen that creature. This man knew it. He wasn’t lying. The doctor was not, and had never
been, out of his mind. A faint bitterness surfaced inside him, bitterness towards his superiors in New
Orleans, towards Carlotta Mayfair, towards that ghastly Miss Nancy...

“The important thing,” said Lightner, ’is that you do not worry about it any more.’

‘Yes,” said the doctor. ‘Horrible, all of it. That woman, the drugs.’

No, don’t even... He went quiet, staring at the cassette, and then at his empty coffee cup. ‘The woman,
is she still —’

‘The same. | was there last year. Miss Nancy died, the one you disliked so much. Miss Millie went
some time ago. And now and then I hear from people in the city, and the report is that Deirdre has not
changed.’

The doctor sighed. ‘Yes, you do indeed know of them... all the names,’ he said.

‘Then please do believe me,” Lightner said, when I tell you others have seen that vision. You weren’t
mad, not at all. And you mustn’t worry foolishly about such things.’

Slowly the doctor studied Lightner again. The man was fastening his briefcase. He examined his airline
ticket, appeared to find it satisfactory, and then slipped it into his coat.

‘Let me say one thing further,” said Lightner, ’and then I must catch my plane. Don’t tell this story to
others. They won’t believe you. Only those who have seen such things believe in them. It’s tragic, but
invariably true.’

‘Yes, I know it is,” said the doctor. So much he wanted to ask, yet he could not. ‘Have you...?” He
stopped.

‘Yes, I’ve seen him,’ said Lightner. ‘It was frightening, indeed. Just as you described.” He rose to go.

‘What is he? A spirit? A ghost?’

‘I don’t know, actually, what he is. All the stories are very similar. Things don’t change there. They go
on, year after year. But I must go, and again I thank you, and if you should ever wish to talk to me again,
you know how to reach me. You have my card.” Lightner extended his hand. ‘Good-bye.’

‘Wait. The daughter, what became of her? The intern out west?’

‘Why, she’s a surgeon now,” Lightner said, glancing at his watch. ‘Neurosurgeon, I believe. Just passed
her examinations. Board-certified, is that what they call it? But then I don’t know her either, you see. I



only hear about her now and then. Our paths did cross once.” He broke off, then gave a quick almost
formal smile. ‘Good-bye, Doctor, and thank you again.’

The doctor sat there, thinking, for a long time. He did feel better, infinitely better. There was no denying
it. He had no regret that he had told the tale. In fact, the entire encounter seemed a gift to him, something
sent by fate to lift from his shoulders the worst burden he’d ever borne. Lightner knew and understood the
whole case. Lightner knew the daughter in California.

Lightner would tell that young neurosurgeon what she ought to know, that is, if he hadn’t done it
already. Yes, the burden was lifted. The burden was gone. Whether it weighed upon Lightner didn’t
matter.

Then the most curious afterthought came to the doctor, something which hadn’t occurred to him for
years. He’d never been in that big Garden District house during a rainstorm. Why, how lovely it would
have been to see rain through those long windows, to hear rain on those porch roofs. Too bad about that,
missing such a thing. He’d thought about it often at the time, but he always missed the rain. And rain in
New Orleans was so beautiful.

Well, he was letting go of it all, was he not? Again, he found himself responding to Lightner’s
assurances as if they had been words spoken in the confessional, words with some religious authority.
Yes, let it all go.

He signaled the waitress. He was hungry. He would like a breakfast now that he could eat. And without
thinking much about it, he took Lightner’s card out of his pocket, glanced at the phone numbers — the
numbers he might call if he had questions, the numbers he never intended to call - and then he tore the
card into little pieces and put them in the ashtray, and then set them afire with a match.



CHAPTER TWO

Nine p.m. The room was dark, save for the bluish light of the television. Miss Havisham, was it not, a
wraith in a wedding dress from his beloved Great Expectations.

Through the clear, unadorned windows he could see the lights of downtown San Francisco when he
chose to look - a constellation burning through the thin fog, and just below, the peaked roofs of the
smaller Queen Anne houses across Liberty Street. How he loved Liberty Street. His house was the tallest
on the block, a mansion once perhaps, now only a beautiful house rising majestically among humbler
cottages, above the noise and the bustle of the Castro.

He had ‘restored’ this house. He knew every nail, every beam, every cornice. Shirtless in the sun, he
had laid the tiles of the roof. He had even poured the concrete of the sidewalk.

Now he felt safe in his house, and safe nowhere else. And for four weeks he had not been out of this
room, except to enter the small adjacent bathroom.

Hour by hour, he lay in bed, hands hot inside the black leather gloves which he could not and would not
take off, staring at the ghostly black-and-white television screen in front of him. He was letting the
television shape his dreams through the various video tapes he loved, the video tapes of the movies he’d
watched years ago with his mother. They were ‘the house movies’ to him now, because all of them had
not only wonderful stories and wonderful people who had become his heroes and heroines, but wonderful
houses. Rebecca had Manderley. Great Expectations had Miss Havisham’s ruined mansion. Gaslight had
the lovely London town house on the square. The Red Shoes had the mansion by the sea where the lovely
dancer went to hear the news that she would soon be the company’s prima ballerina.

Yes, the house movies, the movies of childhood dreams, of characters as great as the houses. He drank
beer after beer as he watched. He drifted in and out of sleep. His hands positively hurt in the gloves. He
did not answer the phone. He did not answer the door. Aunt Vivian took care of it.

Now and then Aunt Vivian would come into his room. She would give him another beer, or some food.
He rarely ate the food. ‘Michael, please eat,” she would say. He would smile. ‘Later, Aunt Viv.’

He would not see or speak to anyone except Dr Morris, but Dr Morris couldn’t help him. His friends
couldn’t help him either. And they didn’t want to talk to him anymore. They were tired of hearing him
talk about being dead for an hour and then coming back. And he certainly did not want to talk to the
hundreds who wanted to see a demonstration of his psychic power.

He was sick to death of his psychic power. Didn’t anyone understand? It was a parlor trick, this taking
off his gloves and touching things and seeing some simple, mundane image. ‘You got this pencil from a
woman in your office yesterday. Her name’s ‘Gert,” or ‘This locket’. This morning, you took it out and
you decided you’d wear it but you didn’t really want to. You wanted to wear the pearls, and you couldn’t
find them.’

Just a physical thing, this, an antenna that maybe all human beings had thousands of years ago.

Didn’t anyone appreciate the real tragedy? That he could not remember what he saw when he was
drowned. ‘Aunt Viv,” he would say, still trying now and then to explain it to her, ‘I really did see people
up there. We were dead. All of us were dead. And I had a choice about coming back. And I was sent back
for a purpose.’

Pale shadow of his dead mother, Aunt Vivian would only nod her head. ‘I know, darling. Maybe in
time, you’ll remember.’

In time.

His friends had gotten more harsh at the end. ‘Michael, you’re talking crazy. This happens that people
drown and they’re brought back. There’s no special purpose.’

‘That’s nuthouse talk, Mike.’

Therese had cried and cried. ‘Look, there’s no use me being here, Michael. You’re not the same
person.’

No. Not the same person. That person drowned. Over and over he tried to remember the rescue — the
woman who had got him up out of the water and brought him around. If only he could talk to her again, if
only Dr Morris would find her... He just wanted to hear it from her own lips that he’d said nothing. He
just wanted to take off his gloves and hold her hand in his when he asked her. Maybe through her he
could remember...

Dr Morris wanted him to come in for further evaluation.

‘Leave me alone. Just find that woman. I know you can reach her. You told me she called you. She told
you her name.’



He was through with hospitals, with brain scans and electroencephalograms, through with shots and
pills.

The beer he understood. He knew how to pace it. And the beer sometimes brought him close to
remembering...

... And it was a realm he’d seen out there. People - so many of them. Now and then it was there again, a
great gossamer whole. He saw her... who was she? She said... And then it was gone. ‘I will, I’ll do it. If I
die again trying, I’ll do it.’

Had he really said that to them? How could he have imagined such things, things so very far afield of
his own world, which was full of the solid and the real, and why these odd flashes of being far away, back
home, in the city of his boyhood?

He didn’t know. He didn’t know anything that mattered anymore.

He knew he was Michael Curry, that he was forty-eight years old, that he had a couple of million
socked away, and property that amounted to almost that, which was a very good thing because his
construction company was shut down, cold. He could no longer run it. He’d lost his best carpenters and
painters to the other crews around town. He’d lost the big job that had meant so much, the restoration of
the old bed-and-breakfast hotel on Union Street.

He knew that if he took off his gloves and started touching anything - the walls, the floor, the beer can,
the copy of David Copperfield which lay open beside him - he’d started getting these flashes of
meaningless information and he’d go crazy. That is, if he wasn’t already crazy.

He knew he had been happy before he drowned, not perfectly happy, but happy. His life had been good.

The morning of the big event, he had awakened late, needing a day off, and it was a good time for it.
His men were doing just fine out there, and maybe he wouldn’t check on them. It was May I and the
oddest memory came back to him - of a long drive out of New Orleans, and along the Gulf Coast to
Florida when he was a boy. It must have been the Easter vacation, but he really didn’t know for sure, and
all those who would have known - his mother, his father, his grandparents - were dead.

What he remembered was the clear green water on that white beach, and how warm it had been, and
that the sand was like sugar under his feet.

They had all gone down to the waves to swim at sunset; not the slightest chill in the air; and though the
great orange sun still hung in the blue western sky, there was a half-moon shining straight overhead. His
mother had pointed it out to him. ‘Look, Michael,” Even his father seemed to love it, his father who never
noticed such things had said in a soft voice that it was a beautiful place.

It had hurt him to remember this. The cold in San Francisco was the one thing he powerfully resented,
and he could never tell anyone why afterwards - that such a memory of southern warmth had inspired him
to go out that day to San Francisco’s Ocean Beach. Was there any place colder in all of the Bay Area than
Ocean Beach? He had known how drab and forbidding the water would look under the bleached and
sullen sky. He had known how the wind would cut through his clothes.

Nevertheless he’d gone. Alone to be at Ocean Beach on this dim, colorless afternoon with visions of
southern waters, of driving with the top down on the old Packard convertible through the soft caressing
southern wind.

He didn’t turn on the car radio as he drove through town.

So he didn’t hear the high tide warnings. But what if he had? He knew Ocean Beach was dangerous.
Every year people were washed out, natives as well as tourists.

Maybe he’d been thinking a little about that when he went out on the rocks just below the Cliff House
Restaurant. Treacherous, yes, always, and slippery. But he wasn’t much afraid of falling, or of the sea, or
of anything. And he was thinking about the south again, about summer evenings in New Orleans when
the jasmine was blooming. He was thinking of the smell of the four o’clocks in his grandmother’s yard.

The wave must have knocked him unconscious. He had no memory at all of being washed out. Just that
distinct recollection of rising into space, of seeing his body out there, tossed on the surf, of seeing people
waving and pointing, and others rushing into the restaurant to call for assistance. Yes, he knew what they
were doing, all of these people. Seeing them was not really like looking down on people from above. It
was like knowing all about them. And how purely buoyant and safe he’d felt up there; why, safe didn’t
even begin to describe it. He was free, so free he could not comprehend their anxiety, why they were so
concerned about his body being tossed about.

Then the other part began. And that must have been when he was really dead, and all the wonderful
things were shown to him, and the other dead were there, and he understood, understood all the simplest



and the most complex things, and why he had to go back, yes, the doorway, the promise, shot down
suddenly and weightlessly into the body lying on the deck of the ship, the body that had been dead
drowned for an hour out there, into the aches and the pains, and come back alive staring up, knowing it
all, ready to do exactly what they had wanted of him. All that splendid knowledge!

In those first few seconds, he tried desperately to tell of where he’d been and the things he’d seen, the
great long adventure. Surely he had! But all he could remember now was the intensity of the pain in his
chest, and in his hands and his feet, and the dim figure of a woman near him. A fragile being with a pale
delicate face, all of her hair hidden by a dark cap, her gray eyes flickering for a second like lights in front
of him. In a soft voice, she’d told him to be calm, that they would take care of him.

Impossible to think that this little woman had gotten him out of the sea, and pumped the water out of his
lungs. But he had not understood that she was his savior at that moment.

Men were lifting him, putting him on a stretcher, and strapping him down, and he was filled with pain.
The wind was whipping his face. He couldn’t keep his eyes open. The stretcher was rising in the air.

Confusion after that. Had he blacked out again? Had that been the moment of true and total forgetting?
No one could confirm or deny, it seemed, what had happened on the flight in. Only that they had rushed
him to shore, where the ambulance and the reporters were waiting.

Cameras flashing, that he did recall, people saying his name. The ambulance itself, yes, and someone
trying to stick a needle into his vein. He thought he heard his Aunt Vivian’s voice. He begged them to
stop. He had to sit up. They couldn’t strap him down again, no!

‘Hold on, Mr Curry, just hold on. Hey, help me here with this guy!” They were strapping him down
again. They were treating him as if he were a prisoner. He fought. But it was no use; they’d shot
something into his arm, he knew it. He could see the darkness coming.

Then they came back, those he had seen out there; they began to talk again. ‘I understand,” he said. ‘I
won’t let it happen. I’ll go home. I know where it is.  remember..."

When he had awakened, it was to bright artificial light. A hospital room. He was hooked to machines.
His best friend, Jimmy Barnes, was sitting next to the bed. He tried to speak to Jimmy, but then the nurses
and the doctors surrounded him.

They were touching him, his hands, his feet, asking him questions. But he couldn’t concentrate on the
proper answers. He kept seeing things — fleeting images of nurses, orderlies, hospital hallways. What is
all this? He knew the doctor’s name - Randy Morris - and that he’d kissed his wife, Deenie, before he left
home. So what? Things were literally popping into his head. He couldn’t stand it. It was like being half
awake and half asleep, feverish, worried.

He shrugged, trying to clear his head. ‘Listen,” he said. ‘I’m trying.” After all, he knew what this was all
about, the touching, that he’d been drowned and they wanted to see if there had been any brain damage.
‘But you needn’t bother. I'm fine. I’'m all right. I’ve got to get out of here, and get packed. I have to go
back home immediately...’

Plane reservations, closing the company... The doorway, the promise, and his purpose, which was
absolutely crucial...

But what was it? Why did he have to get back home? There came another flash of images — nurses
cleaning this room, somebody wiping the chrome bar of the bed a few hours ago while he’d been asleep.
Stop it.” Have to get back to the point, the whole purpose, the

Then he realized it. He couldn’t remember the purpose! He couldn’t remember what he’d seen while he
was dead! The whole thing, all of it — the people, the places, all he’d been told — he couldn’t remember
any of it. No, this couldn’t be. It had been wondrously clear. And they were depending on him. They’d
said, Michael, you know you do not have to return, you can refuse, and he’d said that he would, that he...
that he what? It was going to come back in a flash, like a dream you forget and then completely
remember!

He had sat up, brushing one of the needles out of his arm, and asked for a pen and paper.

“You have to lie still.’

‘Not now. I have to write it down.” But there was nothing to write! He remembered standing on the
rock, thinking of that long-ago summer in Florida, of the warm waters... Then the wet soaked cold aching
thing that he was, on the stretcher.

All of it gone.

He had shut his eyes, trying to ignore the strange warmth in his hands, and the nurse pushing him back
against the pillows. Somebody was asking Jimmy to go out of the room. Jimmy didn’t want to go. Why
was he seeing all these strange irrelevant things - flashes of orderlies again, and the nurse’s husband, and



these names, why did he know all these names?
‘Don’t touch me like that,” he said. It was the experience out there, over the ocean, that’s what
mattered!

Suddenly he reached for the pen. ‘If you’ll be very quiet...’

Yes, an image when he touched the pen, of the nurse getting it out of the drawer at the hallway station.
And the paper, image of a man putting the tablet in a metal locker. And the bedside table? Image of the
woman who’d last wiped it clean, with a rag full of germs from another room. And some flash of a man
with a radio. Somebody doing something with a radio.

And the bed? The last patient in it, Mrs Ona Patrick, died at eleven a.m. yesterday, before he’d even
decided to go to Ocean Beach. No. Turn it off! Flash of her body in the hospital morgue. ‘I can’t stand
this!’

‘What’s wrong, Michael?’ said Dr Morris. ‘Talk to me.” Jimmy was arguing in the hall. He could hear
Stacy’s voice, Stacy and Jimmy were his best friends.

He was trembling. ‘Yeah, sure,” he whispered to the doctor. ‘I’ll talk to you. Just so long as you don’t
touch me.’

In desperation he had put his hands on his own head, run his fingers through his own hair, and
mercifully he felt nothing. He was drifting into sleep again, thinking, well, it will come as it did before,
she’ll be there and I'1l understand. But even as he nodded off, he realized he didn’t know who this she
was.

But he had to go home, yes, home after all these years, these long years in which home had become
some sort of fantasy...

‘Back to where I was born,” he whispered. So hard now to talk. So sleepy. ‘If you give me any more
drugs, I swear I’ll kill you.’

It was his friend, Jimmy, who brought the leather gloves the next day. Michael hadn’t thought it would
work. But it was worth a try. He was in a state of agitation bordering on madness. And he had been
talking too much, to everybody.

When reporters rang the room direct, he told them in a great rush what was going on.” When they
pushed their way into the room, he talked on and on, recounting it again and again, repeating ‘I can’t
remember!’ They gave him things to touch; he told them what he saw. ‘It doesn’t mean anything.’

The cameras went off with their myriad shuffling electronic sounds. The hospital staff threw the
reporters out. Michael was scared to touch even a fork or a knife. He wouldn’t eat. Staff members came
from all over the hospital to place objects in his hands.

In the shower, he touched the wall. He saw that woman, that dead woman again. She’d been in this
room three weeks. ‘I don’t want to take a shower,” she’d said. ‘I’m sick, don’t you understand?’ Her
daughter-in-law had made her stand there. He had to get out of the stall. He fell down exhausted in the
bed, shoving his hands under the pillow.

There had been a few flashes as he first smoothed the tight leather gloves over his fingers. Then he
rubbed his hands together slowly, so that everything was a blur, image piling upon image until nothing
was distinct, and all the various names tumbling through his mind made a noise — then quiet.

Slowly he reached for the knife on the supper tray. He was seeing something but it was pale, silent, then
gone. He lifted the glass, drank the milk. Just a shimmer. All right! These gloves were working. The trick
was to be quick about every gesture.

And also to get out of here! But they wouldn’t let him. ‘I don’t want a brain scan,” he said. ‘My brain is
fine. It’s my hands that are driving me crazy.’

But they were trying to help - Dr Morris, the chief resident, and his friends, and his Aunt Vivian who
stayed at his side by the hour. At his behest, Dr Morris had contacted the ambulance men, and the Coast
Guard, the Emergency Room people, the skipper of the boat who had revived him before the Coast Guard
had been able to find her - anybody who might have remembered his saying something important. After
all, a single word might unlock his memory.

But there were no words. Michael had mumbled something when he opened his eyes, the skipper had
said, but she hadn’t been able to make out a specific word. It began with an L, she thought, a name,
maybe. But that was all. The Coast Guard took him up after that. In the ambulance he’d thrown a punch.
Had to be subdued.

Still, he wished he could talk to all those people, especially the woman who’d brought him around. He
told the press that when they came to question him.



Jimmy and Stacy remained with him late each night. His Aunt Vivian was there each morning. Therese
finally came, timid, frightened. She didn’t like hospitals. She couldn’t be around sick people.

He laughed. Wasn’t that California for you, he thought. Imagine saying something like that. And then
he did the impulsive thing. He ripped off the glove and grabbed her hand.

Scared, don’t like you, you're the centre of attention, knock it off all this, 1 don’t believe you drowned
out there, ridiculous, I want to get out of here, I, you should have called me.

‘Go on home, honey,’ he said.

Sometimes during the silent hours, one of the nurses slipped a silver pen into his hand. He’d been sound
asleep. The gloves were on the table.

‘Tell me her name,’ she said.

‘I don’t get her name. I see a desk.’

‘Try harder.’

‘A beautiful mahogany desk with a green blotter on it.’

‘But the woman who used the pen?’

‘Allison.’

“Yes. Where is she?’

‘I don’t know.’

“Try again.’

‘I tell you I don’t know. She gave it to you, and you put it in your purse, and this morning, you took it
out. It’s just images, pictures, I don’t know where she is. You’re in a cafe, and you’re drawing on the
napkin with the pen. You’re thinking about showing it to me.’

‘She’s dead, isn’t she?’

‘I don’t know, I told you. I don’t see it. Allison, that’s all I see. She wrote a grocery list with it, for
Chrissakes, you want me to tell you what was on the list?’

“You have to see more than that.’

‘Well, I don’t!” He put the gloves back on. Nothing was going to make him take them off again.

He left the hospital the following day.

The next three weeks were an agony. A couple of Coast Guard men called him, so did one of the
ambulance drivers, but they had nothing really to tell him that would help. As for the rescue boat, the
woman wanted to remain out of it. And Dr Morris had promised her that she would. Meantime, the Coast
Guard admitted to the press that they had failed to record the name of the craft or its registry. One of the
newspapers referred to it as an ocean-going cruiser. Maybe it was on the other side of the world.

Michael realized by this time that he had told his story to too many people. Every popular magazine in
the country wanted to talk to him. He could not go out at all without a reporter blocking his path and
some perfect stranger placing a wallet or photograph in his hand, and the phone wouldn’t stop ringing.
Mail piled up at the door, and though he kept packing his suitcase to leave, he could not bring himself to
do it. Instead he drank — ice-cold beer all day long, then bourbon when the beer did not make him numb.

His friends tried to be loyal. They took turns talking to him, trying to calm him, trying to get him to lay
off the drink, but it was no good. Stacy even read to him because he couldn’t read himself. He was
wearing everybody down and he knew it.

The fact was, his brain was teeming. He was trying to figure things out. If he couldn’t remember, he
could understand about all this, this earthshaking thing, this awful thing. But he knew he was rambling on
and on about ’life and death,” about what had happened ’out there,” about the way the barriers between
life and death were crumbling in our popular art and in our serious art. Hadn’t anybody noticed? Movies
and novels always told you what was going on. You just had to study them to see it. Why, he’d seen it
before this even happened.

Take Bergman’s film Fanny and Alexander. Why, the dead just come walking in and talk to the living.
And the same thing happened in Ironweed. In Cries and Whispers didn’t the dead just get up and talk?
And there was some comedy out now, and when you consider the lighter movies, it was happening with
even greater frequency. Take The Woman in White, with the little dead girl appearing in the bedroom of
the little boy, and there was Julia with Mia Farrow being haunted by that dead child in London.

‘Michael, you’re bashed.’

‘It isn’t only horror movies, don’t you see? It’s happening in all our art. Take the book The White Hotel,
any of you read that? Well, it goes on right past the heroine’s death into the afterlife. I tell you, something
is about to happen. The barrier is breaking down, I myself talked to the dead and I came back, and on
some subconscious level we all know the barrier is breaking.’



‘Michael, you have to calm down. This thing with the hands...’

‘I don’t want to talk about that.” But he was bashed, that he had to admit, and he intended to stay
bashed. He liked being bashed. He picked up the phone to order another case of beer. No need for Aunt
Viv to go out for anything. And then there was all that Glenlivet Scotch he’d stashed away. And more
Jack Daniel’s. Oh, he could stay drunk till he died. No problem.

By phone he finally shut down the company. When he’d tried to work, his men had told him pointedly
to go home. They couldn’t get anything done with his constant talking. He was hopping from subject to
subject. And then there was the reporter standing there asking him to demonstrate the power for the
woman from Sonoma County. And something else was plaguing him, too, which he could not confide to
anyone: he was receiving vague emotional impressions from people whether he touched them or not.

A certain free-floating telepathy it seemed; and there were no gloves to shut it off. It wasn’t information
he received; it was merely strong impressions of like, dislike, truth or falsehood. Sometimes he was so
caught up in this, he only saw people’s lips moving. He didn’t hear their words at all.

This highly charged intimacy, if that was the proper thing to call it, alienated him to the core.

He let the contracts go, transferring everything in the space of an afternoon, making sure all his men got
work, and then closing his small shop on Castro which sold vintage Victorian fixtures.

It was OK to go indoors, to lie down, to pull the curtains, and drink. Aunt Viv sang in the kitchen as she
cooked for him meals he didn’t want to eat. Now and then he tried to read a little of David Copperfield, in
order to escape from his own mind. At all the worst moments of his life, he had always retired to some
remote corner of the world and read David Copperfield. 1t was easier and lighter than Great Expectations,
his true favorite. But the only reason he could follow the book now was that he knew it practically by
heart.

Therese went to visit her brother in Southern California. A lie, he knew, though he had not touched the
phone, merely heard the voice through the answering machine. Fine. Goodbye.

When his old girlfriend Elizabeth called from New York, he talked to her until he actually passed out.
The next morning she told him he must get psychiatric help. She threatened to drop work and fly out if he
didn’t agree. He agreed. But he was lying.

He did not want to confide in anybody. He did not want to describe the new intensity of feeling. He
certainly didn’t want to talk about his hands. All he wanted to talk about were the visions, and nobody
wanted to hear about that, nobody wanted to hear him talk about the curtain dropping that separated the
living from the dead.

After Aunt Viv went to bed, he experimented just a little with the touching power. He could tell a great
deal from an object when he allowed himself to handle it slowly; if he asked questions of his power - that
is, tried to direct it - he could receive even more. But he did not like the feel of it, of these images flashing
through his head. And if there was a reason he had been given this sensitivity, the reason was forgotten
along with the vision, and the sense of purpose regarding his return to life.

Stacy brought him books to read about others who had died and come back. Dr Morris at the hospital
had told him of these works — the classic studies of the ‘Near Death Experience’ by Moody, Rawlings,
Sabom, and Ring. Fighting the drunkenness, the agitation, the sheer inability to concentrate for any length
of time, he forced himself through some of these accounts.

Yes, he knew this! It was all true. He too had risen out of his body, yes, and it was no dream, yes, but he
had not seen a beautiful light; he had not been met by dead loved ones; and there had been no unearthly
paradise to which he was admitted, full of flowers and beautiful colors. Something altogether different
had happened out there. He had been intercepted as it were, appealed to, made to realize that he must
perform a very difficult task, that much depended upon it.

Paradise. The only paradise he had ever known was in the city where he’d grown up, the warm sweet
place he’d left when he was seventeen, that old great square of some twenty-five-odd city blocks known
in New Orleans as the Garden District.

Yes, back there, where it all started. New Orleans which he hadn’t seen since the summer of his
seventeenth year. And the funny thing was, that when he considered his life, as drowning men are
supposed to do, he thought first and foremost of that long-ago night when, at age six, he had discovered
classical music on his grandmother’s back porch, listening in the fragrant dusk to an old tube radio. Four
o’clocks glowing in the dark. Cicadas grinding in the trees. His grandfather was smoking a cigar on the
step, and then that music came into his life, that heavenly music.

Why had he loved that music so much when nobody around him did? Different from the start, that’s
what he’d been. And his mother’s breeding could not account for it. To her all music was noise, she said.



Yet he had loved that music so much that he stood here conducting it with a stick, making great sweeping
gestures in the dark, humming.

It was in the Irish Channel that they lived, hard-working people, the Currys, and his father was the third
generation to inhabit the small double cottage in the long waterfront neighborhood where so many of the
Irish had settled. From the great potato famine Michael’s ancestors had fled, packed into the emptied
cotton ships on their way back from Liverpool to the American South for the more lucrative cargo.

Into the ’wet grave’ they’d been dumped, these hungry immigrants, some of them dressed in rags,
begging for work, and dying by the hundreds from yellow fever, consumption and cholera. The survivors
had dug the city’s mosquito-infested canals. They had stoked the boilers of the big steamboats. They had
loaded cotton onto ships and worked on the railroads. They had become policemen and firemen.

These were tough people, people from whom Michael had inherited his powerful build, his
determination. The love of working with his hands had come from them and finally prevailed in spite of
years of education.

He’d grown up hearing tales of those early days, of how the Irish workingmen themselves had built the
great parish church of St Alphonsus, dragging the stones from the river, laying the mortar, collecting for
the beautiful statues that came from Europe. ‘We had to outdo the Germans, you see, you know they were
building St Mary’s right across the street. Nothing on earth was going to make us go to Mass with each
other.” And that’s why there were two magnificent parish churches instead of one, with Masses being said
by the very same staff of priests every morning.

Michael’s grandfather had worked as a policeman on the wharves, where his father had once loaded
cotton bales. He took Michael to see the banana boats come in and the thousands of bananas disappearing
into the warehouse on the conveyor belts, warning him about the big black snakes that could hide in the
banana stalks right until they hung them up in the markets.

Michael’s father was a fire fighter until his death one afternoon in a fire on Tchoupitoulas Street when
Michael was seventeen. That had been the turning point of Michael’s life, for by that time his
grandparents were gone, and his mother had taken him back with her to the place of her birth, San
Francisco.

There was never the slightest doubt in his mind that California had been good to him. The twentieth
century had been good to him. He was the first of that old clan ever to earn a college degree, ever to live
in the world of books or paintings or fine houses.

But even if his dad had never died, Michael’s life would not have been a fireman’s life. There were
things stirring in him that had not ever stirred at all, it seemed, in his forebears.

It wasn’t just the music that summer night. It was the way he loved books from the time he learned to
read, how he gobbled up Dickens when he was nine years old, and treasured ever after the novel Great
Expectations.

Years later in San Francisco he had given his beloved construction company that name: Great
Expectations.

He used to fall into Great Expectations or David Copperfield in the school library where other boys
threw spitballs and punched him on the arm and threatened to beat him up if he didn’t stop acting
‘simple,’ the Irish Channel word for someone who did not have the good sense to be hard, and brutal, and
disdaining of all things that defy immediate definition.

But nobody ever beat up Michael. He had enough healthy meanness from his father to punish anyone
who even tried. Even as a child he was husky and uncommonly strong, a human being for whom physical
action, even of a violent sort, was fairly natural. He liked to fight too. And the kids learned to leave him
alone, and also he learned to hide his secret soul enough that they forgave him the few slips and generally
liked him.

And the walks, what about those long walks that nobody else his age ever took? Even his girlfriends
later on never understood. Rita Mae Dwyer laughed at him. Marie Louise said he was nuts. “What do you
mean, just walk?’ But from the earliest years, he liked to walk, to slip across Magazine Street, the great
dividing line between the narrow sunbaked streets where he’d been born and the grand quiet streets of the
Garden District.

In the Garden District were the oldest uptown mansions of the city, slumbering behind their massive
oaks and broad gardens. There he strolled in silence over the brick sidewalks, hands shoved in his
pockets, sometimes whistling, thinking that someday he would have a great house here. He would have a
house with white columns on the front and flagstone walks. He would have a grand piano, such as those
he glimpsed through long floor-length windows. He would have lace curtains and chandeliers. And he



would read Dickens all day long in some cool library where the books went to the ceiling and the blood-
red azaleas drowsed beyond the porch railings.

He felt like Dickens’s hero, the young Pip, glimpsing what he knew he must possess and being so very
far from ever having it.

But in this love of walking he was not entirely alone, for his mother had loved to take long walks, too,
and perhaps it was one of the few very significant gifts she had given him.

Houses she had understood and loved, just as he always would. And when he was very small, she had
brought him to this quiet sanctuary of old homes, pointing out to him her favorite spots, and the great
smooth lawns often half concealed by the camellia shrubs. She had taught him to listen to the cry of the
birds in the oaks, to the music of hidden fountains.

There was one dark house she dearly loved which he would never forget, a long grim town house affair
with a great bougainvillea vine spilling over its side porches. And often when they passed, Michael saw a
curious and solitary man standing alone among the highly unkempt shrubs, far to the back of the
neglected garden. He seemed lost in the tumbling, tangled green, this man, blending with the shadowy
foliage so completely that another passerby might not have noticed him.

In fact, Michael and his mother had played a little game in those early years about the man. She would
always say that she couldn’t see him. ‘But he’s there, Mom,” Michael would reply, and she would say,
‘All right, Michael, tell me what he looks like.’

‘Well, he has brown hair and brown eyes, and he’s very dressed up, as if he’s going to a party. But he’s
watching us, Mom, and I don’t think we should stand here and stare at him.’

‘Michael, there is no man,’ his mother would say.

‘Mom, you’re teasing me.’

But there had been one occasion on which she had seen that man, for certain, and she hadn’t liked him.
It wasn’t at the house. It wasn’t in that ruined garden.

It was at Christmastime when Michael was still very small, and the great crib had just been set up at the
side altar of St Alphonsus Church, with the Baby Jesus in the manger. Michael and his mother had gone
up to kneel at the altar rail. How beautiful the life-sized statues of Mary and Joseph; and the Baby Jesus
himself, smiling, with his chubby little arms extended. Everywhere it seemed there had been bright lights
and the sweet, softening flicker of candles. The church was full of the sound of shuffling feet, of hushed
whispers.

Perhaps this had been the first Christmas that Michael could remember. Whatever the case, the man had
been there, over in the shadows of the sanctuary, quietly looking on, and when he had seen Michael, he
had given him that little smile he always did. His hands were clasped. He wore a suit. His face looked
very calm. Altogether he looked the same as he did in the garden on First Street.

‘Look, there he is, Mom,” Michael said at once. ‘That man, the one from the garden.’

Michael’s mother had only glanced at the man and then fearfully away. She’d whispered in Michael’s
ear, ‘Well, don’t stare at him.’

As they left the church, she’d turned to look back once.

‘That’s the man in the garden, Mom,” Michael said.

‘Whatever are you talking about?’ she’d asked. ‘What garden?’

The next time they’d walked down First Street again, he had seen the man, and he had tried to tell her.
But again, she played the game. She had teased him, saying there was no man.

They had laughed. It was all right. It didn’t seem to mean much at the time, though he never forgot it.

Much more significant that Michael and his mother were fast friends, that they always had so much fun
together.

In later years, Michael’s mother gave him another gift, the movies she took him to see downtown at the
Civic Theater. They would take the streetcar on Saturdays to the matinees. Sissy stuff, Mike, his father
would say. Nobody was dragging him into those crazy shows.

Michael knew better than to answer, and as time passed he found a way to smile and shrug it off so that
his father left him alone, and left his mother alone too, which meant even more to him. And besides,
nothing was going to take away those special Saturday afternoons. Because the foreign movies were like
portals into another world, and they filled Michael with unspeakable anguish and happiness.

He never forgot Rebecca and The Red Shoes and The Tales of Hoffmann and a film from Italy of the
opera Aida. And then there was the wonderful story of the pianist called A Song to Remember. He loved
Caesar and Cleopatra with Claude Rains and Vivien Leigh. And The Late George Apley with Ronald
Colman, who had the most beautiful voice Michael ever heard in a man.



It was frustrating that he sometimes couldn’t understand these films, that sometimes he couldn’t even
follow them. The subtitles invariably went by too fast for him to read; and in the British films, the actors
spoke too fast for him to understand their crisp accents.

Sometimes his mother explained things on the way home. They rode the streetcar past their stop and all
the way uptown to Carrolton Avenue. It was a good place for them to be alone. And there were the
palatial houses of that street to see, the later, often gaudier houses built after the Civil War, not as
beautiful as the older Garden District homes, but nevertheless sumptuous to behold and endlessly
interesting.

Ah, the quiet pain of those leisurely rides, of wanting so much and understanding so little He caught the
crepe myrtle blossoms now and then with his fingers through the open streetcar window. He dreamed of
being Maxim de Winter. He wanted to know the names of the classical pieces he heard on the radio and
loved, to be able to understand and recall the unintelligible foreign words spoken by the announcers.

And strangely enough, in the old horror films at the dirty Happy Hour Theater on Magazine Street —
his own neighborhood — he often glimpsed the same elegant world and people. There were the same
paneled libraries, arched fireplaces, and men in smoking jackets, and graceful soft-spoken females -right
along with Frankenstein’s monster or Dracula’s daughter. Dr Van Helsing was a most elegant guy, and
there was the very Claude Rains who had played Caesar at the downtown theater now cackling madly as
The Invisible Man.

Try as he might not to do it, Michael came to loathe the Irish Channel. He loved his folks. And he liked
his friends well enough. But he hated the double houses, twenty to a block, with tiny front yards and low
picket fences, the corner bar with the jukebox playing in the back room and the screen door always
slamming, and the fat women in their flowered dresses, smacking their children with belts or naked hands
on the street.

He loathed the crowds that shopped on Magazine Street in the late Saturday afternoon. It seemed to him
the children always had dirty faces and dirty clothes. The salesgirls behind the counter at the dime store
were rude. The pavement stank of rotting beer. There was a stench to the old railroad flats above the
shops where some of his friends, the most unfortunate, lived. The stench was in the old shoe shops and
radio repair shops. It was even in the Happy Hour Theater. The stench of Magazine Street. Carpet on the
stairs in these old buildings looked and felt like bandages. A layer of dirt overlaid all. His mother would
not go to Magazine Street even for a spool of thread. She walked through the Garden District and caught
the St Charles car on the Avenue and went down to Canal Street.

Michael was ashamed of this hate. He was ashamed as Pip had been ashamed of such a hate of his own
in Great Expectations. But the more he learned and the more he saw, the more the disdain grew in him.

And it was the people, always the people, who put him off the most. He was ashamed of the harsh
accent that marked you as being from the Irish Channel, an accent, they said, which sounded like
Brooklyn or Boston or anyplace where the Irish and the Germans settled. ‘We know you’re from
Redemptorist School,” the uptown kids would say. ‘We can tell by the way you talk.” They meant it
contemptuously.

Michael even disliked the nuns, the crude, deep-voiced sisters who smacked the boys whenever they
felt like it, who shook them and humiliated them at whim.

In fact, he hated them in particular for something they had done when he was six years old. One little
boy, a ‘troublemaker,” was dragged out of the boys’ first-grade classroom and taken over to the first-
grade teacher in the girls’ school. Only later did the class find out that there the boy had been made to
stand in the trash basket, crying and red-faced, in front of all the little girls. Over and over the nuns had
shoved at him and pushed at him, saying ‘Get in that trash can; get in it!” The girls had watched and told
the boys about it afterwards.

This chilled Michael. He felt a sullen wordless terror that such a thing could happen to him. Because he
knew he would never let it happen. He would fight and then his father would whip him, a violence that
had always been threatened but never carried out beyond a couple of licks with a strap. In fact, all the
violence that he had always sensed simmering around him - in his father, his grandfather, all the men he
knew -might rise, like chaos, and drag him down into it. How many times had he seen the kids around
him whipped? How many times had he heard his father’s cold, ironic jokes about the whippings his own
father had given him? Michael feared it with a horrid, paralyzing speechless fear. He feared the vicious
catastrophic intimacy of being hit, being beaten.

So in spite of his general physical restlessness and his stubbornness, he became an angel in school long
before he realized that he needed to learn in order to fulfill his dreams. He was the quiet boy, the boy who



always did his homework. Fear of ignorance, fear of violence, fear of humiliation drove him as surely as
his later ambitions.

But why hadn’t these elements driven anyone else around him? He never knew, but there was no doubt
in retrospect that he was from the start a highly adaptable person. That was the key. He learned from what
he saw, and changed accordingly.

Neither of his parents had that flexibility. His mother was patient, yes, and kept in check the disgust she
felt for the habits of those around her. But she had no dreams, no great plans, no true creative force to her.
She never changed. She never did much of anything.

As for Michael’s father, he was a brash and lovable man, a brave fire fighter who won many
decorations. He died trying to save lives. That was his nature. But it was his nature, too, to shrink from
what he didn’t know or understand. A deep vanity made him feel ‘small’ before those with real education.

‘Do your lessons,” he’d say, because that was what he was supposed to say. He never dreamed that
Michael was drawing all he could from the parish school, that in the overcrowded classrooms, with the
tired, over-worked nuns, Michael was actually acquiring a fine education.

For no matter how abysmal the conditions, the nuns taught the children how to read and write very well.
Even if they had to hit them to do it. They gave the children a beautiful handwriting. They taught them
how to spell. They taught them their arithmetic tables, and they even taught Latin and history and some
literature. They kept order among the toughs. And though Michael never stopped hating them, though he
would hate them for years after, he had to admit that now and then they did speak in their own varying
simple ways about spiritual things, about living a life that mattered.

When Michael was eleven, three things happened which had a rather dramatic effect upon him. The first
was a visit from his Aunt Vivian from San Francisco, and the second was an accidental discovery at the
public library.

The visit of Aunt Vivian was brief. His mother’s sister came to town on a train. They met her at Union
Station. She stayed at the Pontchartrain Hotel on St Charles, and the evening after her arrival she invited
Michael and his mother and father to join her for dinner at the Caribbean Room. This was the fancy
dining room in the Pontchartrain Hotel. Michael’s father said no. He wasn’t going into a place like that.
Besides, his suit was at the cleaners.

Michael went, the little man, all dressed up, walking through the Garden District with his mother.

The Caribbean Room quite astonished him. It was a near silent, eerie world of candlelight, white
tablecloths, and waiters who looked like ghosts, or better yet, they looked like the vampires in the horror
movies, with their black jackets and stiff white shirts.

But the true revelation was that Michael’s mother and her sister were entirely at home in this place,
laughing softly as they talked, asking the waiter this and that about the turtle soup, the sherry, the white
wine they’d have with dinner.

This gave Michael an enhanced respect for his mother. She wasn’t a lady who just put on airs. She
really was used to that life. And he understood now why she sometimes cried and said she’d like to go
home to San Francisco.

After her sister left, she was sick for days. She lay in bed, refusing everything but wine, which she
called her medicine. Michael sat by her, reading to her now and then, getting scared when she didn’t
speak for an hour. She got well. She got up, and then life went on.

But Michael often thought of that dinner, of the easy and natural way the two ladies had been together.
Often he walked by the Pontchartrain Hotel. He looked with quiet envy at the well-dressed people who
stood outside, under the awning, waiting for their taxis or limousines. Was he just greedy to want to live
in their world? Wasn’t all that beauty spiritual? He puzzled over so many things. He was bursting with
desires to learn, to understand, to possess. Yet he wound up next door in Smith’s Drugstore reading the
horror comics.

Then came the accidental discovery at the public library. Michael had only recently learned about the
library itself, and the accidental discovery came in stages.

Michael was in the children’s reading room, roaming about, looking for something easy and fun to read
when he suddenly saw, open for display on top of a bookcase, a new stiff-backed book on the game of
chess - a book that told one how to play it.

Now, chess had always struck Michael as highly romantic. But how he knew of it he couldn’t have told
anyone. He’d never seen a chess set in real life. He checked out the book, took it home, and began to read
it. His father saw it and laughed. He knew how to play chess, played it all the time, he said, at the
firehouse. You couldn’t learn it from a book. That was stupid.



Michael said that he could learn it from the book, he was learning it.

‘OK, you learn it,” his father said, and I’ll play it with you.’

This was a great thing. Another person who knew chess. Maybe they would even buy a chessboard.
Michael finished the book in less than a week. He knew chess. For an hour he answered every question
his father put to him.

‘Well, I don’t believe this,” his father said. ‘But you know how to play chess. All you need is a chess
set.” Michael’s father went downtown. When he returned home, he had a chess set that surpassed all
Michael’s visions. It was made up not of symbols — a horse’s head, a castle, a bishop’s cap — but of
fully delineated figures. The knight sat upon his horse with its front feet raised; the bishop held his hands
in prayer. The queen had long hair beneath her crown. The rook was a castle riding upon the back of an
elephant.

Of course it was made of plastic, this thing. It had come from D.H. Holmes department store. But it was
so much finer than anything pictured in the book on chess that Michael was overcome by the sight of it.
Never mind that his father called the knight ’'my horse man.” They were playing chess. And thereafter
they played often.

But the great accidental discovery was not that Michael’s father knew how to play chess, or that he had
the kindness in him to buy such a beautiful set. That was all very well and good. And of course playing
chess drew father and son together. But the great accidental discovery was that Michael could absorb
something more than stories from books... and they could lead him to something other than painful
dreaming and wanting.

He had learned something from a book which others believed must be learned from doing or practice.

He became more courageous in the library after that. He talked to the librarians at the desk. He learned
about the ‘subjects catalog.” And haphazardly and obsessively, he began to research a whole spectrum of
subjects.

The first was cars. He found lots of books in the library on cars. He learned all about an engine from the
books, and all about the makes of cars, and quietly dazzled his father and his grandfather with this
knowledge.

Then he looked up fire fighters and fires in the catalog. He read up on the history of the companies that
developed in the big cities. He read about the fire engines and ladder trucks and how they were made, and
all about great fires in history, such as the Chicago fire, and the Triangle Factory fire, and once again he
was able to discuss all this with his father and grandfather.

Michael was thrilled. He felt now that he had great power. And he proceeded to his secret agenda, not
confiding this to anyone. Music was his first secret subject.

He chose the most babyfied books at first — this subject was hard - and then he moved on to the
illustrated histories for young adults which told him all about the boy genius Mozart, and poor deaf
Beethoven, and crazy Paganini who had supposedly sold his soul to the devil. He learned the definitions
of symphony and concerto and sonata. He learned about the musical staff, quarter notes, half notes, major
and minor key. He learned the names of all the symphonic instruments.

Then Michael went on to houses. And in no time, he came to understand the Greek Revival style and
the Italianate style and the late Victorian style, and what distinguished these various types of buildings.
He learned to identify Corinthian columns and Doric columns, to pick out side hall houses and raised
cottages. With his new knowledge, he roamed the Garden District, his love for the things he saw deeply
and quietly intensified.

Ah, he had hit the jackpot with all this. There was no reason to live in confusion anymore. He could
‘read up’ on anything. On Saturday afternoons, he went through dozens of books on art, architecture,
Greek mythology, science. He even read books on modern painting, and opera and ballet, which made
him ashamed and afraid that his father might sneak up behind him and make fun of him.

The third thing that happened that year was a concert at the Municipal Auditorium. Michael’s father,
like many firemen, took extra jobs in his time off; and that year he was working the concession stand at
the auditorium, selling bottled soda, and Michael went with him one night to help out. It was a school
night and he shouldn’t have gone at all, but he wanted to go. He wanted to see the Municipal Auditorium
and what went on there, so his mother said OK.

During the first half of the program, before the intermission during which Michael would have to help
his father, and after which they would pack up and go home, Michael went inside and up to the very top
of the auditorium where the seats were empty, and he sat there waiting to see what the concert would be
like. It reminded him of the students in The Red Shoes, actually, the students in the balcony, waiting up



there with such expectation. And sure enough the place began to fill with beautifully dressed people —
the uptowners of New Orleans — and the orchestra gathered to tune up in the pit. Even the strange thin
man from First Street was there. Michael caught a glimpse of him far below, his face turned upward, as
though he could actually see Michael all the way in the top row.

What followed swept Michael away. Isaac Stern, the great violinist, played that night, and it was the
Beethoven Concerto for Violin and Orchestra, one of the most violently beautiful and simply eloquent
pieces of music Michael had ever heard. Never once did it leave him in confusion. Never once did it leave
him out.

Long after the concert was over, he was able to whistle the principal melody, and to remember as he did
so the great sweet sensuous sound of the full orchestra and the thin heartbreaking notes that came from
Isaac Stern’s violin.

But Michael’s life was poisoned by the longing created in him by this experience. In fact, he suffered,
in the days that followed, possibly the worst dissatisfaction with his world that he had ever experienced.
But he did not let anyone know this. He kept it sealed inside of him, just as he kept secret his knowledge
of the subjects he studied at the library. He feared the snobbishness growing in himself, the loathing he
knew that he could feel for those he loved if he let such a feeling have life.

And Michael couldn’t bear not to love his family. He couldn’t bear to be ashamed of them. He couldn’t
bear the pettiness and the ingratitude of such a thing.

He could hate the people down the block. That was fine. But he had to love, and be loyal to, and be in
harmony with, those under his own roof.

Reasonably, naturally, he was devoted to his hard-working grandmother who always had cabbage and
ham boiling on the stove when he came in. She spent her life it seemed either cooking or ironing or
hanging out clothes on backyard lines from a wicker basket.

And he loved his grandfather, a little man with tiny black eyes who was always on the front steps
waiting for Michael after school. He had wonderful stories to tell of the old days and Michael never tired
of them.

And then there was his father, the fire fighter, the hero. How could Michael not appreciate such a man?
Often Michael went over to the firchouse on Washington Avenue to see him. He sat around, just one of
the guys, dying to go out with them when an alarm came in, but always forbidden to do it. He loved to see
the truck tearing out, to hear the sirens and the bells. Never mind that he lived in dread that he might
someday have to be a fireman. A fireman and nothing else. Living in a double shotgun cottage.

How his mother managed to love these people was another story, and one Michael could not entirely
understand. He tried day in and day out to mitigate her quiet unhappiness. He was her closest and only
friend. But nothing could save his mother, and he knew it. She was a lost soul down there in the Irish
Channel, a woman speaking better and dressing better than those around her, begging to go back to work
as a sales clerk in a department store, and always being told no; a woman who lived for her paperback
novels late at night -books by John Dickson Carr and Daphne du Maurier and Frances Parkinson Keyes
— sitting on the living room couch, dressed only in a slip on account of the heat, when everyone else was
asleep, drinking wine slowly and carefully from a bottle wrapped in brown paper.

‘Miss San Francisco’ Michael’s father called her. ‘My mother does everything for you, you know that?’
he’d say to her. He stared at her with utter contempt on the very few occasions when she drank too much
wine and her voice became slurry. But he never moved to stop her. After all, she rarely got that bad. It
was just the idea - a woman sitting there drinking like a man, from a bottle all evening long. Michael
knew that was what his father thought, no one had to tell him.

And maybe Michael’s father was afraid she’d leave if he tried to boss her or control her. He was proud
of her prettiness, her slender body, and even the nice way that she talked. He even got the wine for her
now and then, bottles of port and sherry which he himself detested. ‘Sticky sweet stuff for women,” he
said to Michael. But it was also the stuff that winos drank and Michael knew it.

Did his mother hate his father? Michael never really knew for sure. At some point in his childhood, he
came to know that his mother was some eight years older than his father. But the difference was not
apparent, and his father was a good-looking man and his mother seemed to think so. She was kind to her
husband most of the time, but then she was kind to everyone. Yet nothing in the world was going to make
her get pregnant again, she often said, and there were quarrels, awful muffled quarrels behind the only
closed door in the little shotgun flat, the door to the back bedroom.

There was a story about his mother and father, but Michael never knew if it was true. His aunt told him
the story after his mother’s death. It was that his parents had fallen in love in San Francisco, near the end



of the war, while his father was in the navy, and that his father had looked very handsome in his uniform
and had the charm in those days to really get the girls.

‘He looked like you, Mike,” his aunt said years later. ‘Black hair and blue eyes and those big arms, just
like you. And you remember your father’s voice, it was a beautiful voice, kind of deep and smooth. Even
with that Irish Channel accent.’

And so Michael’s mother had ’fallen hard’ for him, and then when he went overseas again he had
written Michael’s mother lovely poetic letters, wooing her and breaking her heart. But the letters had not
been written by Michael’s father. They had been written by his best friend in the service, an educated man
on the same ship, who had laid on the metaphors and the quotes from books. And Michael’s mother never
guessed.

Michael’s mother had actually fallen in love with those letters. And when she’d found herself pregnant
with Michael, she went south trusting in those letters, and was received at once by the common good-
hearted family who prepared for the wedding in St Alphonsus Church immediately and had it all done
right as soon as Michael’s father could get leave.

What a shock it must have been to her, the little tree-less street, the tiny house with each room opening
onto the other, and the mother-in-law who waited hand and foot on the men and never took a chair herself
during supper.

Michael’s aunt said that Michael’s father had one time confessed the story of the letters to his mother
when Michael was still a baby, and that Michael’s mother had gone wild and tried to kill him and she had
burned all the letters in the backyard. But then she’d quieted down and tried to make a go of it. Here she
was with a little child. She was past thirty. Her mother and father were dead; she had only her sister and
brother out in San Francisco, and she had no choice but to stay with the father of her child, and besides
the Currys were not bad people.

Her mother-in-law in particular she had loved for taking her in when she was pregnant. And that part -
about the love between the two women - Michael knew had been true, because Michael’s mother took
care of the old woman during her final illness.

Both his grandparents died the year Michael started high school, his grandmother in the spring and his
grandfather two months after. And though many aunts and uncles had died over the years, these were the
first funerals that Michael ever attended, and they were to be engraved forever in his memory.

They were absolutely dazzling affairs with all the accoutrements of refinement which Michael loved. In
fact, it troubled him deeply that the furnishings of Lonigan and Sons, the funeral parlor, and the
limousines with their gray velvet upholstery and even the flowers and the finely dressed pall bearers
seemed connected to the atmosphere of the elegant movies Michael so valued. Here were soft-spoken
men and women, fine carpets and carved furniture, rich colors and textures, and the perfume of lilies and
roses, and people tempering their natural meanness and crude ways.

It was as if when you died you went into the world of Rebecca or The Red Shoes or A Song to
Remember. You had beautiful things for a final day or two before they put you in the ground.

It was a connection that intrigued him for hours. When he saw The Bride of Frankenstein for a second
time at the Happy Hour on Magazine Street, he watched only the great houses in the picture, and he
listened to the music of the voices and studied the clothes more than anything else. He wished he could
talk about all this to somebody, but when he tried to tell his girlfriend, Marie Louise, she didn’t know
what he was talking about. She thought it was dumb to go to the library. She wouldn’t go to foreign
movies.

He saw that same look in her eyes that he had seen so often in his father’s eyes. It wasn’t fear of the
unknown thing. It was disgust. And he didn’t want to be disgusting.

Besides, he was in high school now. Everything was changing. Sometimes he was really afraid that
maybe now was the time that his dreams were supposed to die and the real world was supposed to get
him. Seems other people felt that way. Marie Louise’s father, sitting on his front steps, looked at him
coldly one night and demanded: ‘What makes you think you’re going to college? Your daddy got the
money for Loyola?’ He spat on the pavement, looked Michael up and down. There it was again, the
disgust.

Michael had shrugged. There was no state school in those days in New Orleans. ‘Maybe I’ll go to LSU
at Baton Rouge,’ he said. ‘Maybe I’ll get a scholarship.’

‘Bull Durham!’ the guy muttered under his breath. “Why don’t you think about being half as good a
fireman as your father?’

And maybe they were all in the right, and it was time to think of other things. Michael had grown to



almost six feet, a prodigious height for an Irish Channel kid, and a record for his branch of the Curry
family. His father bought an old Packard and taught him how to drive in a week’s time, and then he got a
part-time job delivering for a florist on St Charles Avenue.

But it was not until his sophomore year that his old ideas began to give way, that he himself began to
forget his ambitions. He went out for football, made first string, and suddenly he was out there on the
field in the stadium at City Park and the kids were screaming. ‘Brought down by Michael Curry,’ they
said over the loudspeakers. Marie Louise told him in a swooning voice on the phone that as far as she was
concerned he had taken over her will, that with him she would do ’anything.’

And these were good days for Redemptorist School, the school which had always been the poorest
white school in the city of New Orleans. A new principal had come, and she climbed on a bench in the
school yard and shouted through a microphone to inflame the kids before the games! She sent huge
crowds to City Park to cheer. Soon she had scores of students out collecting quarters to build a gym, and
the team was working small miracles. It was winning game after game, by sheer force of will it seemed,
just scoring those yards even when the opposition was playing better football.

Michael still hit the books, but the games were the real focus of his emotional life that year. Football
was perfect for his aggression, his strength, even his frustration. He was one of the stars at school. He
could feel the girls looking at him when he walked up the aisle at eight o’clock Mass every morning.

And then the dream came true. Redemptorist won the City Championship. The underdogs had done it,
the kids from the other side of Magazine, the kids who spoke that funny way so that everyone knew they
were from the Irish Channel.

Even the Times-Picayune was full of ecstatic praise. And the gymnasium drive was in high gear, and
Marie Louise and Michael went ’all the way’ and then suffered agonies waiting to find out if Marie
Louise was pregnant.

Michael might have lost it all then. He wanted nothing more than to score touchdowns, be with Marie
Louise, and make money so he could take her out in the Packard. On Mardi Gras day, he and Marie
Louise dressed as pirates, went down to the French Quarter, drank beer, snuggled and necked on a bench
in Jackson Square. As summer came on, she talked more and more about getting married.

Michael didn’t know what to do. He felt he belonged with Marie Louise, yet he could not talk to her.
She hated the movies he took her to see — Lust for Life, or Marty, or On the Waterfront. And when he
talked about college, she told him he was dreaming.

Then came the winter of Michael’s senior year. It was bitter cold, and New Orleans experienced its first
snowfall in a century. When the schools let out early, Michael went walking alone through the Garden
District, its streets beautifully blanketed in white, watching the soft soundless snow descend all around
him. He did not want to share this moment with Marie Louise. He shared it instead with the houses and
the trees he loved, marveling at the spectacle of the snow-trimmed porches and cast-iron railings.

Kids played in the streets; cars drove slowly on the ice, skidding dangerously at the corners. For hours
the lovely carpet of snow stayed on the ground; then Michael finally went home, his hands so cold he
could scarcely turn the key in the lock. He found his mother crying.

His dad had been killed in a warehouse fire at three that afternoon; he’d been trying to save another fire
fighter.

It was over for Michael and his mother in the Irish Channel. By late May, the house on Annunciation
Street was sold. And one hour after Michael received his high school diploma before the altar of St
Alphonsus Church, he and his mother were on a Greyhound bus, headed for California.

Now Michael would get to have ’nice things’ and go to college and mix with people who spoke good
English. All this turned out to be true.

His Aunt Vivian lived in a pretty apartment on Golden Gate Park, full of dark furniture and real oil
paintings. They stayed with her until they could get their own place a few blocks away. And Michael at
once applied to the state college for the freshman year, his father’s insurance money taking care of
everything.

Michael loved San Francisco. It was always cold, true, and miserably windy and barren. Nevertheless
he loved the somber colors of the city, which struck him as quite particular, ochers and olive greens and
dark Roman reds and deep grays. The great ornate Victorian houses reminded him of those beautiful New
Orleans mansions.

Taking summer courses at the downtown extension of the state college, to make up for the math and
science which he lacked, he had no time to miss home, to think of Marie Louise, or of girls at all. When
he wasn’t studying, he was busy trying to figure things out - how San Francisco worked, what made it so



different from New Orleans.

It seemed the great underclass to which he had belonged in New Orleans did not exist in this city, where
even policemen and fire fighters spoke well and dressed well and owned expensive houses. It was
impossible to tell from what part of town a person came. The pavements themselves were amazingly
clean, and an air of restraint seemed to affect the smallest exchanges between people.

When he went to Golden Gate Park, Michael marveled at the nature of the crowds, that they seemed to
add to the beauty of the dark green landscape, rather than to be invading it. They rode their glamorous
foreign bicycles on the paths, picnicked in small groups on the velvet grass, or sat before the band shell
listening to the Sunday concert. The museums of the city were a revelation, too, full of real Old Masters,
and they were crowded with average people on Sundays, people with children, who seemed to take all
this quite for granted.

Michael stole weekend hours from his studies so that he could roam the De Young, and gaze in awe at
the great El Greco painting of Saint Francis of Assisi, with its haunted expression and gaunt gray cheeks.

‘Is this all of America?’” Michael asked. It was as if he’d come from another country into the world he
had only glimpsed in motion pictures or television. Not the foreign films of the great houses and the
smoking jackets, of course, but the later American films, and television shows, in which everything was
neat and civilized.

And here Michael’s mother was happy, really happy as he had never seen her, putting money in the
bank from her job at I. Magnin where she sold cosmetics as she had years ago, and visiting with her sister
on weekends and sometimes her older brother, ‘Uncle Michael,” a genteel drunk who sold ’fine china’ at
Gumps on Post Street.

One weekend night they went to an old-fashioned theater on Geary Street to see a live stage production
of My Fair Lady. Michael loved that. After that they went often to ’little theaters’ to see remarkable plays
- Albert Camus’s Caligula and Maxim Gorky’s The Lower Depths and a peculiar mishmash of soliloquies
based on the work of James Joyce called Ulysses in Nighttown.

Michael was entranced with all this. Uncle Michael promised him that when the opera season came he
would take him to see La Boheme. Michael was speechless with gratitude.

It was as if his childhood in New Orleans had never really happened.

He loved the downtown of San Francisco, with its noisy cable cars and overflowing streets, the big
dime store on Powell and Market, where he could stand reading at the paperback rack, unnoticed, for
hours.

He loved the flower stands which sold bouquets of red roses for almost nothing, and the fancy stores on
Union Square. He loved the little foreign movie theaters, of which there were at least a dozen, where he
and his mother went to see Never on Sunday with Melina Mercouri and La Dolce Vita made by Fellini,
absolutely the most wonderful film Michael had ever seen. There were also comedies with Alec
Guinness, and dark murky philosophical films from Sweden by Ingmar Bergman, and lots of other
wonderful films from Japan and from Spain and from France. Many people in San Francisco went to see
such movies. There was nothing secret about them at all.

He loved having coffee with other summer students in the big garishly lighted Foster’s Restaurant on
Sutler Street, talking for the first time in his life with Orientals and Jews from New York, and educated
colored people who spoke perfect English, and older men and women who were stealing time from
families and jobs to go back to school just for the sheer joy of it.

It was during this period that Michael came to comprehend the little mystery of his mother’s family. By
bits and pieces he put it together that they had once been very rich, these people. And it was Michael’s
mother’s paternal grandmother who had squandered the entire fortune. Nothing was left from her but one
carved chair and three heavily framed landscape paintings. Yet she was spoken of as something beyond
wonderful, a goddess one would think, who had traveled the whole world, and ate caviar, and managed to
put her son through Harvard before going completely bankrupt.

As for the son - Michael’s mother’s father - he had drunk himself to death after the loss of his wife, a
"beautiful’ Irish-American girl, from the Mission District of San Francisco. Nobody wanted to talk about
‘Mother’ and it soon came clear that ‘Mother’ had committed suicide. ‘Father,” who drank unceasingly
until he had a fatal stroke, left his three children a small annuity. Michael’s mother and her sister Vivian
finished their education at the Convent of the Sacred Heart, and went into genteel occupations. Uncle
Michael was ‘the spitting image of dad,’ they said with a sigh, when he had fallen asleep from his cognac
on the sofa.

Uncle Michael was the only salesman that Michael ever knew who could sell people things while he



himself was sitting down. He would come back to Gumps, drunk from lunch, and sit there, flushed and
exhausted and merely point to the beautiful china, explaining everything from his chair, while the young
customers, couples soon to be married, made up their minds. People seemed to find him charming. He did
know all about fine china, and he was a terribly nice guy.

This gradual education regarding his mother’s family illuminated much for Michael. As time went on
he came to see that his mother’s values were essentially those of the very rich though she herself did not
know it. She went to see foreign films because they were fun, not for cultural enhancement. And she
wanted Michael to go to college because that’s where he *ought® to be. It was perfectly natural to her to
shop at Young Man’s Fancy and buy him the crew-neck sweaters and button-down shirts that made him
look like a prep-school boy. But of middle-class drive or ambition she and her sister and her brother really
knew nothing. Her work appealed to her because I. Magnin was the finest store in town, and she met nice
people there. In her leisure hours, she drank her ever increasing amounts of wine, read her novels, visited
with friends, and was a happy, satisfied person.

It was the wine that killed her eventually. For as the years passed she became a ladylike drunk, sipping
all evening long from a crystal glass behind closed doors, and invariably passing out before bedtime.
Finally one night, late, she struck her head in a bathroom fall, put a towel to the wound and went back to
sleep, never realizing that she was slowly bleeding to death. She was cold when Michael finally broke
down the door. That was in the house on Liberty Street which Michael had bought and restored for his
family, though Uncle Michael was gone by then, too, of drink also, though in his case they had called it a
stroke.

But in spite of her own lassitude and final indifference to the world at large, Michael’s mother was
always proud of Michael’s ambition. She understood his drive because she understood him, and he was
the one thing that had given her own life true meaning.

And Michael’s ambition was a raging flame when he finally entered San Francisco State College in the
fall as a matriculating freshman.

Here, on an enormous college campus amid full-time students from all walks of life, Michael felt
inconspicuous and powerful and ready to start his true education. It was like those old days in the library.
Only now he got credit for what he read. He got credit for wanting to understand all the mysteries of life
which had so provoked him in years past when he’d hidden his curiosity from those who might ridicule
him.

He could not believe his luck. Going from class to class, deliciously anonymous among the great
proletarian student body with their backpacks and their brogans, Michael listened, rapt, to the lectures of
his professors and the stunningly clever questions asked by the students around him. Peppering his
schedules with electives in art, music, current events, comparative literature, and even drama, he
gradually acquired a true old-fashioned liberal arts education.

He majored in history finally because he did well in that subject and could write the papers and pass the
tests, and because he knew that his latest ambition - to be an architect -was quite beyond him. He could
not master the math, no matter how he tried. And in spite of all his efforts, he could not make the grades
that would admit him to a School of Architecture for four years of postgraduate study. Also he loved
history because it was a social science in which people tried to stand back from the world and figure out
how it worked. And this is what Michael had been doing ever since he was a kid in the Irish Channel.

Synthesis, theory, overview — this was utterly natural to him. And because he had come from such an
alien and otherworldly place, because he was so astonished by the modern world of California, the
perspective of the historian was a comfort to him. He liked above all to read well-written books about
cities and centuries - books, that is, which tried to describe places or eras in terms of their origins, their
sociological and technological advances, their class struggle, their art and literature.

Michael was more than content. As the insurance money ran out, he went to work part-time with a
carpenter who specialized in restoring the beautiful old Victorians of San Francisco. He began to study
books on houses again, as he had in the old days.

By the time he received his bachelor’s degree, his old friends from New Orleans would not have known
him. He had still the football player’s build, the massive shoulders and the heavy chest, and the carpentry
kept him in fine form. And his black curly hair, his large blue eyes, and the light freckles on his cheeks
remained his distinctive features. But he wore dark-rimmed glasses now to read, and his common dress
was a cable-knit sweater and Donegal tweed jacket with patches on the elbows. He even smoked a pipe,
which he carried always in his right coat pocket.

He was at age twenty-one equally at home hammering away on a wood-frame house or typing rapidly



with two fingers a term paper on ‘The Witchcraft Persecutions in Germany in the 1600s.’

Two months after he started his graduate work in history, he began to study, right along with his college
work, for the state contractor’s examination. He was working as a painter then, and learning also the
plastering trade and how to lay ceramic tile - anything in the building trades for which anyone would hire
him.

He went on with school because a deep insecurity would not allow him to do otherwise, but he knew by
this time that no amount of academic pleasure could ever satisfy his need to work with his hands, to get
out in the air, to climb ladders, swing a hammer, and feel at the end of the day that great sublime physical
exhaustion. Nothing could ever take the place of his beautiful houses.

He loved to see the results of his work — roofs mended, staircases restored, floors brought back from
hopeless grime to a high luster. He loved to strip and lacquer the finely crafted old newel posts,
balustrades, and door frames. And always the learner, he studied under every craftsman with whom he
worked. He quizzed the architects when he could; he made copies of blueprints for further examination.
He pored over books, magazines, and catalogs devoted to restoration and Victoriana.

It seemed to him sometimes that he loved houses more than he loved human beings; he loved them the
way that seamen love ships; and he would walk alone after work through the rooms to which he’d given
new life, lovingly touching the windowsills, the brass knobs, the silk smooth plaster. He could hear a
great house speaking to him.

He finished the master’s in history within two years, just as the campuses of America were erupting
with student protests against the American war in Vietnam and the use of psychedelic drugs became a fad
among the young who were pouring into San Francisco’s Haight Ashbury. But well before that he had
passed the contractor’s examination and formed his own company.

The world of the flower children, of political revolution and personal transformation through drugs, was
something he never fully understood, and something which never really touched him. He danced at the
Avalon Ballroom to the music of the Rolling Stones; he smoked grass; he burned incense now and then;
he played the records of Bismilla Kahn and Ravi Shankar. He even went with a young girlfriend to the
great ‘Be In’ in Golden Gate Park where Timothy Leary told his acolytes to ‘tune in, turn on, and drop
out.” But all this was only mildly fascinating to him.

The historian in him could not succumb to the shallow, often silly revolutionary rhetoric he heard all
around; he could only laugh quietly at the dining table Marxism of his friends who seemed to know
nothing personally of the working man. And he watched in horror when those he loved destroyed their
peace of mind utterly, if not their very brains, with powerful hallucinogens.

But he learned from all this; he learned as he sought to understand. And the great psychedelic love of
color and pattern, of Eastern music and design had its inevitable influence on his esthetics. Years later, he
would maintain that the great sixties revolution in consciousness had benefited every person in the nation
— that the renovation of old houses, the creation of gorgeous public buildings with flower-filled plazas
and parks, the erection even of the modern shopping malls with marble floors, fountains, and flower beds
- all this directly stemmed from those crucial years when the hippies of the Haight Ashbury had hung
ferns in the windows of their flats and draped their junk furniture with brilliantly colored Indian
bedspreads, when the girls had fixed the proverbial flowers in their free-flowing tresses, and the men had
discarded their drab clothes for shirts of bright colors and had let their hair grow full and long.

There was never any doubt in his mind that this period of turmoil and mass drug taking and wild music
had borne directly on his career. All over the nation young couples turned their backs on the square little
houses of the modern suburbs and, with a new love of texture and detail and varied forms, turned their
attention to the gracious old homes of the inner city. San Francisco had such houses beyond count.

Michael had perpetually a waiting list of eager customers. Great Expectations could renovate, restore,
build from scratch. Soon he had projects going all over town. He loved nothing better than to walk into a
broken down, moldy Victorian on Divisadero Street and say, ‘Yeah, I can give you a palazzo here in six
months.” His work won awards. He became famous for the beautiful and detailed drawings he could
make. He undertook some projects without architectural guidance at all. All his dreams were coming true.

He was thirty-two when he acquired a vintage town house on Liberty Street, restored it inside and out,
providing apartments for his mother and his aunt, and there he lived on the top floor, with a view of the
downtown lights, in exactly the style he’d always wanted. The books, the lace curtains, the piano, the fine
antiques — he possessed all these things. He built a great hillside deck where he could sit and drink up
the fickle northern California sun. The eternal fog of the ocean-front frequently burned off before it
reached the hills of his district. And so he had captured - it seemed - not only the luxury and refinement



he’d glimpsed those many years ago in the South, but a little of the warmth and sunshine he so fondly
remembered.

By the age of thirty-five he was a self-made man and an educated one. He had netted and socked away
his first million in a portfolio of municipal bonds. He loved San Francisco because he felt that it had
given him everything he ever wanted.

Though Michael had invented himself as many a person has done in California, creating a style
perfectly in tune with the style of so many other self-invented people, he was always partly that tough kid
from the Irish Channel who had grown up using a piece of bread to push his peas onto his fork.

He never entirely erased his harsh accent, and sometimes when he was dealing with workmen on the
job, he would slip back into it entirely. He never lost some of his crude habits or ideas either, and he
understood that about himself.

His way of dealing with all this was perfect for California. He simply let it show. After all, it was only
part of him. He thought nothing of saying ‘Where’s the meat and potatoes?” when he walked into some
fancy nouvelle cuisine restaurant (he did actually like meat and potatoes a lot and ate them whenever it
was possible, to the exclusion of other things), or of letting his Camel cigarette hang on his lip when he
talked, just the way his father had always done.

And he got along with his liberal friends principally because he did not bother to argue with them, and
while they were shouting at each other over pitchers of beer about foreign countries where they had never
been and would never go, he was drawing pictures of houses on napkins.

When he did share his ideas, it was in a highly abstract way, from a remove, for he felt like an outsider
in California really, an outsider in the American twentieth century. And he wasn’t the least bit surprised
that nobody paid much attention to him.

But whatever the politics involved, he always connected most truly with those who were passionate as
he was — craftsmen, artists, musicians, people who went about in the grip of obsession. And an amazing
number of his friends and lovers were Russian-American Jews. They really seemed to understand his
overall desire to live a meaningful life, to intervene in the world - even if in a very small way - with his
visions. He had dreams of building his own great houses; of transforming whole city blocks, of
developing whole enclaves of cafes, bookstores, bed-and-breakfast inns within old San Francisco
neighborhoods.

Now and then, especially after his mother died, he’d think about the past in New Orleans, which seemed
ever more otherworldly and fantastical. People in California thought they were free, but how conformist
they were, he reasoned. Why, everybody coming from Kansas and Detroit and New York just reached for
the same liberal ideas, the same styles of thinking, dressing, feeling. In fact, sometimes the conformity
was downright laughable. Friends really said things like ‘Isn’t that the one we’re boycotting this week?’
and ‘Aren’t we supposed to be against that?’

Back home, he had left a city of bigots perhaps, but it was also a city of characters. He could hear the
old Irish Channel storytellers in his head, his grandfather telling about how he’d snuck into the Germans’
church once when he was a boy just to hear what German Latin sounded like. And how in the days of
Grandma Gelfand Curry - the one German ancestor in the entire tribe - they’d baptized the babies in St
Mary’s to make her happy and then snuck them over to St Alphonsus to be baptized again and right and
proper in the Irish church, the same priest presiding patiently at both ceremonies.

What characters his uncles had been, those old men who died one by one as he was growing up. He
could still hear the talking about swimming the Mississippi back and forth (which nobody did in
Michael’s day) and diving off the warehouses when they were drunk, of tying big paddles to the pedals of
their bikes to try to make them work in the water.

Everything had been a tale, it seemed. Talk could fill the summer night of Cousin Jamie Joe Curry in
Algiers who became such a religious fanatic they had to chain him to a post all day long, and of Uncle
Timothy who went nuts from the Linotype ink so that he stuffed all the cracks around the doors and
windows with newspapers and spent his time cutting out thousands and thousands of paper dolls.

And what about beautiful Aunt Lelia, who had loved the Italian boy when she was young and never
knew till she was old and dried up that her brothers had beaten him up one night and driven him out of the
Irish Channel. No dagos for them. All her long life mourning for that boy. She had turned the supper table
over in a rage when they told her.

Even some of the nuns had had fabulous stories to tell - old ones like Sister Bridget Marie who had
substituted for two weeks when Michael was in the eighth grade, a really sweet little sister who still had



an Irish brogue. She didn’t teach them a thing. She just told them tales about the Irish Ghost of Petticoat
Loose, and witches - witches, can you believe it! - in the Garden District.

And some of the best talk in those times had been merely talk of life itself - of how it was to bottle your
own beer, to live with only two oil lamps in a house, and how they’d had to fill the portable bathtub on
Friday night so everybody could take a bath before the living room fireplace. Just life. Laundry boiling
over a wood fire in the backyard, water from cisterns covered with green moss. Mosquito netting tucked
in tight before you went to sleep. Things now probably utterly forgotten.

It would come back to him in the oddest flashes. He’d remember the smell of the linen napkins when
his grandmother ironed them before putting them in the deep drawers of the walnut sideboard. He’d
remember the taste of crab gumbo with crackers and beer; the scary sound of the drums at the Mardi Gras
parades. He’d see the ice man rushing up the back steps, the giant block of ice on his padded shoulder.
And over and over those marvelous voices, which had seemed so coarse then, but seemed now to be
possessed of a rich vocabulary, a flair for the dramatic phrase, a sheer love of language.

Tales of great fires, and the famous streetcar labor riots, and the cotton loaders who had screwed the
bales into the holds of the ships with giant iron screws, singing as they worked, in the days before the
cotton compressors.

It seemed a great world in retrospect. Everything was so antiseptic in California sometimes. Same
clothes, same cars, same causes. Maybe Michael didn’t really belong here. Maybe he never would. Yet
surely he didn’t belong back there. Why, he hadn’t seen the place in all these years...

He wished he’d paid more attention to those guys in those days. He’d been too afraid. He wished he
could talk to his dad now, sit with him and all those other crazy firemen outside the firechouse on
Washington Avenue.

Had the oak trees really been that big? Had they really arched completely over the street so that you
gazed down a tunnel of green all the way to the river?

He’d remember the color of twilight as he walked home late after football practice, along Annunciation
Street. How beautiful the orange and pink lantana pushing through the little iron fences. Ah, was there a
sky so purely incandescent as that sky, changing from pink to violet and then finally to gold over the tops
of the shotgun cottages. There could not have been such an unearthly place.

And the Garden District, ah, the Garden District. His memories of it were so ethereal as to be suspect.

Sometimes he dreamed of it - a warm glowing paradise where he found himself walking among
splendid palaces, surrounded by ever-blooming flowers, and shimmering green leaves. Then he’d wake
and think, Yes, I was back there, walking down First Street. I was home. But it couldn’t really be like
that, not really, and he’d want to see it all again.

Particular houses would come back to him - the great rambling house on Coliseum and Third, painted
pure white even to its cast-iron railings. And the double-galleried side hall houses he had always loved
the most, with their four front columns up and down, their long flanks, and high twin chimneys.

He’d remember even people whom he had often glimpsed on his regular walks, old men in seersucker
suits and straw hats, ladies with canes, black nurses in crisp blue cotton uniforms pushing white babies in
carriages. And that man, the strange, immaculately dressed man whom he so often saw on First Street in
that deep overgrown garden.

He wanted to go back to check memory against reality. He wanted to see the little house on
Annunciation Street where he had grown up. He wanted to see St Alphonsus where he’d been an altar boy
when he was ten. And St Mary’s across the street with its Gothic arches and wooden saints, where he had
also served Mass. Were the murals on the ceiling of St Alphonsus really so lovely?

Sometimes as he drifted off to sleep, he would imagine himself in that church again on Christmas Eve
when it had been packed for Midnight Mass. Candles blazed on the altars. He would hear the euphoric
hymn ‘Adeste Fideles.” Christmas Eve, with the rain gusting in the doors, and at home after, the little tree
glowing in the corner and the gas heater blazing on the grate. How beautiful those tiny blue flames had
been. How beautiful that little tree, with its lights which meant the Light of the World, and its ornaments
which meant the gifts of the Wise Men, and its green-smelling branches which meant the promise of the
summer to come even in the depth of the winter’s cold.

There came to him a memory of a Midnight Mass procession in which the little girls of the first grade
had been dressed as angels as they came through the sanctuary and down the main aisle of the church. He
could smell the Christmas greens, mingling with the sweetness of the flowers and the burning wax. The
little girls had been singing of the Christ Child. He had seen Rita Mae Dwyer and Marie Louise Guidry
and his cousin, Patricia Anne Becker, and all the other pesty little girls he knew, but how beautiful they



had looked in their little white gowns with stiff cloth wings. Not just little monsters anymore but real
angels. That was the magic of Christmas. And when he got home after, all his presents were under the
lighted tree.

Processions. There were so many. But the ones to the Virgin Mary he never really loved. She was too
confused in his mind with the mean nuns who hurt the boys so much, and he could not feel a great
devotion to her, which had saddened him until he was old enough not to care.

But Christmas he never forgot. It was the one remnant of his religion which never left him, for he
sensed behind it a great, shimmering history that went back and back through the millennia to dark forests
where fires blazed and pagans danced. He loved to remember the crib with the smiling infant, and the
solemn moment at midnight when Christ was born into the world again.

In fact, ever after in California, Christmas Eve was the one day Michael held sacred. He always
celebrated it as others celebrated New Year’s — for it was for him the symbol of a new beginning: of
time redeeming you and all your failings so that you might start again. Even when he was alone he sat up
with his glass of wine until midnight, the light of the little tree the only illumination in his room. And that
last Christmas, there had been snow - of all things, snow - snow falling softly and soundlessly in the wind
at the very moment perhaps when his father had gone through the burning warehouse roof on
Tchoupitoulas Street.

Somehow or other, Michael never did go home.

He just never got around to it. He was always struggling to complete a job already over deadline. And
what little vacation time he had he spent in Europe, or in New York roaming the great monuments and
museums. His various lovers wanted it that way over the years. Who wanted to see Mardi Gras in New
Orleans when they could go to Rio? Why go to the South of the United States when they could go to the
South of France?

But often Michael reflected that he had acquired everything he had ever longed for on those old Garden
District walks, and he ought to go back there to take stock, to see whether or not he was deceiving
himself. Were there not moments when he felt empty? When he felt as if he were waiting for something,
something of extreme importance, and he did not know what that was?

The one thing he had not found was a great and enduring love, but he knew this would come in time,
and maybe then he would take his bride with him to visit his home, and he wouldn’t be alone as he
walked the cemetery paths or the old sidewalks. Who knows? Maybe he could even stay for a while,
wandering the old streets.

Michael did have several affairs over the years, and at least two of these were like marriages. Both
women were Jewish, of Russian descent, passionate, spiritual, brilliant and independent. And Michael
was always painfully proud of these polished and clever ladies. These affairs were born in talk as much as
in sensuality. Talk the night long after making love, talk over pizza and beer, talk as the sun came up,
that’s what Michael had always done with his lovers.

He learned much from these relationships. His egoless openness was highly seductive to these women,
and he soaked up whatever they had to teach, rather effortlessly. They loved traveling with him to New
York or the Riviera or Greece and seeing his charming enthusiasm and deep feeling for what he beheld.
They shared their favorite music with him, their favorite painters, their favorite foods, their ideas about
furniture, clothes. Elizabeth instructed him in how to buy a proper Brooks Brothers suit and Paul Stewart
shirts. Judith took him to Bullock and Jones for his first Burberry and to fancy salons for proper haircuts,
and taught him how to order European wines and how to cook pasta and why baroque music was just as
good as the classical music he loved.

He laughed at all this, but he learned it. Both women teased him about his freckles and his heavyweight
build, and the way his hair hung in his big blue eyes, and how visiting parents loved him, and about his
bad little boy charm, and how splendid he looked in black tie. Elizabeth called him her ‘tough guy with
the heart of gold,” and Judith nicknamed him Sluggo. He took them to Golden Glove boxing matches and
basketball games and to good bars for drinking beer, and taught them how to appreciate soccer and rugby
games in Golden Gate Park on Sundays if they didn’t already know it, and even how to street-fight if they
wanted to learn. But that was more of a joke than anything serious. He also took them to the opera and to
the symphony, which he attended with religious fervor. And they introduced him to Dave Brubeck, Miles
Davis, Bill Evans, and the Kronos Quartet.

Michael’s receptiveness, and his passion, tended to seduce everybody.

But his meanness charmed his girlfriends too, almost always. He could when angry, or even slightly
threatened, revert to the grim-faced Irish Channel kid in a moment, and when he did this, he did it with



great conviction and confidence and a certain unconscious sexuality. Women were impressed by his
mechanical skills as well, his talent with the hammer and nails, and by his fearlessness.

Fear of humiliation, yes, that he secretly understood, and there were a few irrational childhood fears
which still haunted him. But fear of anything real? As an adult, he did not know the meaning of it. When
there was a cry in the night, Michael was the first one down the steps to investigate.

This was not so common among highly educated men. Neither was Michael’s characteristically direct
and lusting and enthusiastic approach to physical sex. He liked it plain and simple, or fancier if that’s
what they wanted; and he liked it in the morning when he first woke up as well as at night. This stole
hearts for him.

The first breakup - with Elizabeth - was Michael’s fault, he felt, because he was just too young and had
not remained faithful. Elizabeth got fed up with his other ’adventures,’ though he swore they ‘didn’t mean
a thing,” and finally packed her bags and left him. He was heartbroken and contrite. He followed her to
New York, but it was no good. He came back home to his empty flat and got drunk off and on for six
months of mourning. He could not believe it when Elizabeth married a professor at Harvard, and he was
jubilant when a year later she got divorced.

He flew to New York to console her, they had a fight in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, and he cried
for hours on the flight back. In fact, he looked so sad that the stewardess took him home with her when
they landed and took care of him for three whole days.

By the time Elizabeth came the next summer, Judith had already come into Michael’s life.

Judith and Michael lived together for almost seven years and no one ever thought they would break up.
Then Judith accidentally conceived a child by Michael and, against his wishes, decided not to give birth
to it.

It was the worst disappointment Michael had ever experienced, and it destroyed all love between the
couple.

Michael didn’t contest Judith’s right to abort the child. He could not imagine a world in which women
did not have such a right. And the historian in him knew that laws against abortion had never been
enforceable, because no relationship existed quite like the relationship between a mother and her unborn
child.

No, he never quarreled with her right, and would in fact have defended it. But he had never foreseen
that a woman living with him in luxury and security, a woman whom he would marry in an instant if she
permitted it, would want to abort their child.

Michael begged her not to do it. It was theirs, was it not, and its father wanted it desperately and could
not bear the thought that it would miss its chance at life. It didn’t have to grow up with them if Judith
didn’t want it. Michael would arrange everything for its care elsewhere. He had plenty of money. He
would visit the child on his own so that Judith never had to know. He had visions of governesses, fine
schools, all the things he’d never had. But more significant, it was a living thing, this unborn baby, and it
had his blood in its little veins and he couldn’t see any good reason for it to die.

These remarks were horrifying to Judith. They cut her to the quick. She did not want to be a mother at
this time; she didn’t feel that she could do it. She was almost finished with her Ph.D. at U.C. Berkeley,
but she had her dissertation still to write. And her body was not something to be used merely to deliver a
child to another person. The great shock of giving birth to that child, of giving it up, was more than she
could possibly bear. She would live with that guilt forever. That Michael did not understand her point of
view was exquisitely painful to her. She had always counted upon her right to abort an unwanted child. It
was her safety net, so to speak. Now her freedom, her dignity, and her sanity were threatened.

Some day they would have a child, she said, when the time was right for both of them, for parenthood
was a matter of choice, and no child should be brought into the world who was not loved and wanted by
both parents.

None of this made sense to Michael. Death was better than abandonment? How could Judith feel guilt
for giving it away, and no guilt at all for merely destroying it? Yes, both parents should want a child. But
why should one parent have the right to say that it couldn’t come into the world? They weren’t poor, they
weren’t diseased; this wasn’t a child of rape. Why, they were practically married and could certainly get
married if Judith wanted! They had so much to give this baby. Even if it lived with others, think what
they could do for it. Why the hell did the little thing have to perish, and stop saying it wasn’t a person, it
was on track to be a person, or Judith wouldn’t want to be killing it. Was a newborn baby any more a
person, for the love of God?

And so they went back and forth, their arguments sharpening, becoming ever more complex, vacillating



between the personal and the philosophical with no hope of resolution.

Finally Michael made his last ditch stand. If Judith would only give birth to the child, he would take it
away with him. Judith would never see either of them again. And he would do whatever Judith wanted in
return. He would give her whatever he had that she might value. He cried as he pleaded with her.

Judith was crushed. Michael had chosen this child over her. He was trying to buy her body, her
suffering, the thing growing inside her. She couldn’t bear to be in the same house with him. She cursed
him for the things he’d said. She cursed his background, his ignorance, and above all his stunning un-
kindness to her. Did he think it was easy what she meant to do? But every instinct in her told her she must
terminate this brutal physical process, she must extinguish this bit of life which was never meant, and
which clung to her now, growing against her will, destroying Michael’s love for her and their life
together.

Michael couldn’t look at her. If she wanted to go, she should go. He wanted her to go. He didn’t want to
know the exact day or hour that their child would be destroyed.

A dread came over him. Everything around him was gray. Nothing tasted good or looked good. It was
as if a metallic gloom had gripped his world, and all colors and sensations had paled in it. He knew Judith
was in pain, but he couldn’t help her. In fact, he couldn’t stop himself from hating her.

He thought about those nuns at school, smacking the boys with the flat of their hands; he remembered
thoughtless power, petty brutality. Of course that had nothing to do with this, he told himself. Judith
cared; Judith was a good person. She was doing what she thought she had to do. But Michael felt as
helpless now as he’d felt back then, when the nuns patrolled the halls, monsters in their black veils, their
mannish shoes thudding on the polished wood.

Judith moved out while Michael was at work. The bill for the abortion - Boston hospital and doctor -
came a week later. Michael sent his check to the appropriate address. He never saw Judith again.

And after that, for a long time Michael was a loner. Erotic contact had never been something he enjoyed
with strangers. But now he had a fear of it, and chose his partners only very occasionally and with great
discretion. He was careful to an extreme degree. He wanted no other lost children.

Also, he found himself unable to forget the dead baby, or the dead fetus more properly speaking. It
wasn’t that he meant to brood on this child - he had nicknamed it Little Chris, but nobody needed to know
this - it was that he began to see images of fetuses in the movies he went to see, in the ads for movies
which he saw in the papers.

As always movies loomed large in Michael’s life. As always they were a major, ongoing part of his
education. He fell into a trance in a darkened theater. He felt some visceral connection between what was
happening on the screen and his own dreams and subconscious, and with his ongoing efforts to figure out
the world in which he lived.

And now he saw this curious thing which no one else around him mentioned: did not the cinematic
monsters of this time bear a remarkable resemblance to the children being aborted every day in the
nation’s clinics?

Take Ridley Scott’s Alien for instance, where the little monster is born right out of the chest of a man, a
squealing fetus who then retains its curious shape, even as it grows large, gorging itself upon human
victims.

And what about Eraserhead, where the ghastly fetal offspring born to the doomed couple cries
continuously.

Why, at one point it seemed to him there were too many horror films with fetuses in them to make a
count. There was The Kindred and Ghoulies and Leviathan and those writhing clones being born like
fetuses out of the pods in Invasion of the Body Snatchers. He could hardly bear to watch that scene when
he saw it again at the Castro. He got up and walked out of the theater.

God only knew how many more fetus horror movies there were. Take the remake of The Fly. Didn’t the
hero wind up looking like a fetus? And what about Fly I, with its images of birth and rebirth? The never-
ending theme, he figured. And then came Pumpkinhead, where the great vengeful Appalachian demon
grows out of a fetal corpse right before your eyes, and keeps its overblown fetal head throughout its
hideous rampages.

What must this mean, Michael tried to figure out. Not that we suffer guilt for what we do, for we
believe it is morally right to control the birth of our young, but that we have uneasy dreams of all those
little beings washed, unborn, into eternity? Or was it mere fear of the beings themselves who want to
claim us - eternally free adolescents - and make us parents. Fetuses from Hell! He laughed bitterly at the
whole idea in spite of himself.



Look at John Carpenter’s The Thing, with its screaming fetal heads! And what about the old classic
Rosemary’s Baby, for God’s sake, and that silly movie It’s Alive, about the monster baby who murdered
the milk man when it got hungry. The image was inescapable. Babies — fetuses. He saw it everywhere he
turned.

He pondered it just as he used to ponder the magnificent houses and elegant persons in old black-and-
white horror films of his youth.

No use trying to talk about all this with his friends. They had believed Judith was in the right; and they
would never understand the distinctions he was trying to make. Horror movies are our troubled dreams,
he thought. And we are obsessed now with birth, and birth gone wrong, and birth turned against us. And
back to the Happy Hour Theater he went in his memory. He was watching The Bride of Frankenstein
again. So science had scared them back then, and even further back when Mary Shelley had written down
her inspiring visions.

Oh, well, he couldn’t figure out these things. He wasn’t really a historian or social scientist. Maybe he
wasn’t clever enough. He was a contractor by trade. Best to stick to refinishing oak floors and stripping
brass faucets.

And besides, he didn’t hate women. He didn’t. He didn’t fear them either. Women were just people, and
sometimes they were better people than men, gentler, kinder. He liked their company better than the
company of men most of the time. And it had never surprised him that, except for this one issue, they
usually understood what he had to say more sympathetically than men did.

When Elizabeth called, eager to kindle the old flame, he was happy, very happy, to get on a plane for
New York. Their weekend was bliss together, except for his elaborate precautions against conception, a
matter which had now become an obsession. They would make it work again, they both knew it. They
were one step from a rare moment of fine excitement. But Elizabeth didn’t want to leave the East Coast,
and Michael could not imagine Great Expectations in Manhattan. They would write to each other, they
would think about it; they would talk long distance. They would wait and see.

As time passed, Michael lost a little faith that he would ever have the love he wanted.

But his was a world in which many adults did not have that love. They had friends, freedom, style,
riches, career, but not that love, and this was the condition of modern life and so it was for him, too. And
he grew to take this for granted.

He had plenty of comrades on the job, old college buddies, no shortage of female companionship when
he wanted it. And as he reached his forty-eighth birthday, he figured there was still time for everything.
He felt and looked young, as did the other people his age around him. Why, he still had those damned
freckles. And women still gave him the eye, that was certain. In fact, he found it easier to attract them
now than when he had been an overeager young man.

Who could say? Maybe his little casual affair with Therese, the young woman he’d recently met at the
Symphony, would start to mean something. She was too young, he knew that, he was angry with himself
on that score, but then she could call and say: ‘Michael, I expected to hear from you by this time! You're
really manipulating me!” Whatever that meant. And off they would go to supper and her place after that.

But was it only a deep love that he missed? Was there something else? One morning, he woke up and
realized in a flash that the summer he had been waiting for all these years was never going to come. And
the miserable damp of the place had worked itself into the marrow of his bones. There would never be
warm nights full of the smell of jasmine. There would never be warm breezes from the river or the Gulf.
But this he had to accept, he told himself. After all, this was his city now. How could he ever go home?

Yet at times it seemed to him that San Francisco was no longer painted in rich colors of ocher and
Roman red; that it had become a drab sepia, and that the dull glare of the perpetually gray sky had
permanently blunted his spirits.

Even the beautiful houses he restored seemed sometimes no more than stage sets, devoid of real
tradition, fancy traps to capture a past that had never existed, to create a feeling of solidity for people who
lived moment to moment in a fear of death bordering on hysteria.

Oh, but he was a lucky man, and he knew it. And surely there were good times and good things to
come.

So that was Michael’s life, a life that for all practical purposes was now over, because he had drowned
on May 1 and come back, haunted, obsessed, rambling on and on about the living and the dead, unable to
remove the black gloves from his hands, fearful of what he might see — the great inundations of
meaningless images - and picking up strong emotional impressions even from those whom he did not



touch.

A full three and a half months had passed since that awful day. Therese was gone. His friends were
gone. And now he was a prisoner of the house on Liberty Street.

He had changed the number on the phone. He was not answering the mountains of mail he received.
Aunt Viv went out by the back door to obtain those few supplies for the house which could not be
delivered. In a sweet, polite voice she fielded the few calls. ‘No, Michael isn’t here anymore.’

He laughed every time he heard it. Because it was true. The papers said he had ‘disappeared.” That
made him laugh too. About every ten days or so, he called Stacy and Jim, just to say he was alive, then
hung up. He couldn’t blame them if they didn’t care.

Now in the dark, he lay on his bed, watching again on the mute television screen the familiar old images
of Great Expectations. A ghostly Miss Havisham in her tattered wedding garb talked to the young Pip,
played by John Mills, who was just setting off for London.

Why was Michael wasting time? He ought to be setting off for New Orleans. But he was too drunk just
now for that. Too drunk even to call for an airline schedule. Besides, there was the hope that Dr Morris
would call him, Dr Morris, who knew this secret number, Dr Morris to whom Michael had confided his
one and only plan.

‘If I could get in touch with that woman,’ he had told Dr Morris, ‘you know, the skipper who rescued
me. If I could just take off my gloves and hold her hands when I talk to her, well, maybe I could
remember something through her. Do you know what I’m talking about?’

‘You’re drunk, Michael. I can hear it.’

‘Never mind that just now. That’s a given. I’'m drunk and I’'m going to stay drunk, but listen to what I’'m
saying. If I could get on that boat again...’

‘Yes?’

‘Well, if I could get down on the deck of the boat, and touch the boards with my bare hands... you
know, the boards I was lying on...’

‘Michael, that’s insane.’

‘Dr Morris, call her. You can get in touch with her. If you won’t call her, give me her name.’

‘What do you mean, call her and tell her you want to crawl around on the deck of her boat, feeling for
mental vibrations? Michael, she has a right to be protected from something like that; she may not believe
in this psychic power thing.’

‘But you believe in it! You know it works!’

‘I want you to come back to the hospital.’

Michael had hung up in a rage. No more needles, no more tests, thank you. Over and over again Dr
Morris had called back, but the telephone messages were all the same: ‘Michael, come in. We’re worried
about you. We want to see you.’

Then finally, the promise: ‘Michael, if you sober up, I’ll give it a try. I know where the lady can be
found.’

Sober up; he thought about it now as he lay in the dark. He groped for the nearby cold can of beer, then
cracked it open. A beer drunk was the best kind of drunk. And in a way it was being sober because he
hadn’t poured a slug of vodka or Scotch in the can, had he? Now that was really drinking, that main-line
poison, and he ought to know.

Call Dr Morris. Tell him you’re sober, sober as you ever intend to get.

Seems like he’d done that. But maybe he’d dreamed it, maybe he was just drifting off again. Sweet to
lie here, sweet to be so drunk you couldn’t feel the agitation, the urgency, the pain of not remembering...

Aunt Viv said, ‘Eat some supper.’

But he was in New Orleans, walking through those Garden District streets, and it was warm, and oh, the
fragrance of the night jasmine. To think that all these years he had not smelled that sweet, heavy scent,
and had not seen the sky behind the oaks catch fire, so each tiny leaf was suddenly distinct. The
flagstones buckled over the roots of the oaks. The cold wind bit at his naked fingers.

Cold wind. Yes. It was not summer after all, but winter, the sharp, freezing New Orleans winter, and
they were rushing through the dark to see the last parade of Mardi Gras night, the Mystic Krewe of
Comus.

Such a lovely name, he thought as he dreamed, but way back then he had also thought it wondrous. And
far ahead, on St Charles Avenue, he saw the torches of the parade and heard the drums which always
scared him.

‘Hurry, Michael,” his mother said. She almost pulled him off his feet. How dark the street was, how



terrible this cold like the cold of the ocean.

‘But look, Mom.” He pointed through the iron fence. He tugged on her hand. ‘There’s the man in the
garden.’

The old game. She would say there was no man there, and they would laugh about it together. But the
man was there, all right, just as he’d always been - way back at the edge of the great lawn, standing
beneath the bare white limbs of the crepe myrtles. Did he see Michael on that night? Yes, it seemed he
did. Surely they had looked at each other.

‘Michael, we don’t have time for that man.’

‘But Mom, he’s there, he really is..."

The Mystic Krewe of Comus. The brass bands played their dark savage music as they marched by, the
torches blazing. The crowds surged into the street. From atop the quivering papier-mache floats, men in
glittering satin costumes and masks threw glass necklaces, wooden beads. People fought to catch them.
Michael clung to his mother’s skirt, hating the sound of the drums. Trinkets landed in the gutter at his
feet.On the long way home, with Mardi Gras dead and done, and the streets littered with trash, and the air
so cold that their breath made steam, he had seen the man again, standing as he was before, but this time
he had not bothered to say so.

‘Got to go home,’ he whispered now in his sleep. ‘Got to go back there.’

He saw the long iron lace railings of that First Street house, the side porch with its sagging screens. And
the man in the garden. So strange that the man never changed. And that last May, on the very last walk
that Michael had ever taken through those streets, he had nodded to the man, and the man had lifted his
hand and waved.

“Yes, go,” he whispered. But wouldn’t they give him a sign, the others who had come to him when he
was dead? Surely they understood that he couldn’t remember now. They’d help him. The barrier is falling
away between the living and dead. Come through. But the woman with the black hair said, ‘Remember,
you have a choice.’

‘But no, I didn’t change my mind. I just can’t remember.’

He sat up. The room was dark. Woman with the black hair. What was that around her neck? He had to
pack now. Go to the airport. The doorway. The thirteenth one. I understand.

Aunt Viv sat beyond the living room door, in the glow of a single lamp, sewing.

He drank another swallow of the beer. Then he emptied the can slowly.

‘Please help me,” he whispered to no one at all. ‘Please help me.’

He was sleeping again. The wind was blowing. The drums of the Mystic Krewe of Comus filled him
with fear. Was it a warning? Why don’t you jump, said the mean housekeeper to the poor frightened
woman at the window in the movie Rebecca. Had he changed the tape? He could not remember that. But
we are at Manderley now, aren’t we? He could have sworn it was Miss Havisham. And then he heard her
whisper in Estella’s ear, “You can break his heart.” Pip heard it too, but still he fell in love with her.

I’1l fix up this house, he whispered. Let in the light. Estella, we shall be happy forever. This is not the
school yard, not that long hollow hallway that leads to the cafeteria, with Sister Clement coming towards
him. “You get back in that line, boy!” If she slaps me the way she slapped Tony Vedros, I’1l kill her.

Aunt Viv stood beside him in the dark.

‘I’m drunk,’ he said.

She put the cold beer in his hand, what a darling.

‘God, that tastes so good.’

‘There’s someone here to see you.’

‘Who? Is it a woman?’

‘A nice gentleman from England..."

‘No, Aunt Viv-’

‘But he’s not a reporter. At least he says he’s not. He’s a nice gentleman. Mr Lightner is his name. He
says he’s come all the way from London. His plane from New York just landed and he came right to the
front door.” ‘Not now. You have to tell him to go away. Aunt Viv, I have to go back. I have to go to New
Orleans. I have to call Dr Morris. Where is the phone?’ He climbed out of the bed, his head spinning, and
stood still for a moment until the dizziness passed. But it was no good. His limbs were leaden. He sank
back into the bed, back into the dreams. Walking through Miss Havisham’s house. The man in the garden
nodded again. Someone had switched off the television. ‘Sleep now,” Aunt Viv said.

He heard her steps moving away. Was the phone ringing?

‘Someone help me,” he whispered.



CHAPTER THREE

Just go by. Take a little walk across Magazine Street and down First and pass by that grand and
dilapidated old house. See for yourself if the glass is broken out of the front windows. See for yourself if
Deirdre Mayfair is still sitting on that side porch. You don’t have to go up and ask to see Deirdre.

What the hell do you think is going to happen?

Father Mattingly was angry with himself. It was a duty, really, to call on that family before he went
back up north. He had been their parish priest once. He had known them all. And it had been well over a
year since he’d been south, since he’d seen Miss Carl, since the funeral of Miss Nancy.

A few months ago, one of the young priests had written to say that Deirdre Mayfair had been failing
badly. Her arms were drawn up now, close to the chest, with the atrophy that always sets in, in such cases.

And Miss Carl’s checks to the parish were coming in as regular as always - one every month now, it
seemed - made out for a thousand dollars to the Redemptorist Parish, with no strings attached. Over the
years, she had donated a fortune.

Father Mattingly ought to go, really, just to pay his respects and say a personal thank you the way he
used to do years ago.

The priests in the rectory these days didn’t know the May-fairs. They didn’t know the old stories.
They’d never been invited to that house. They had come only in recent years to this sad old parish, with
its dwindling congregation, its beautiful churches locked now on account of vandals, the older buildings
in ruins.

Father Mattingly could remember when the earliest Masses each day were crowded, when there were
weddings and funerals all week long in both St Mary’s and St Alphonsus. He remembered the May
processions and the crowded novenas, Midnight Mass with the church jammed. But the old Irish and
German families were gone now. The high school had been closed years ago. The glass was falling right
out of the windows.

He was glad that his was only a brief visit, for each return was sadder than the one before it. Like a
missionary outpost this was, when you thought about it. He hoped in fact that he would not be coming
south again.

But he could not leave without seeing that family.

Yes, go there. You ought to. You ought to look in on Deirdre Mayfair. Was she not a parishioner after
all?

And there was nothing wrong with wanting to find out if the gossip was true - that they’d tried to put
Deirdre in the sanitarium, and she had gone wild, smashing the glass out of the windows before lapsing
back into her catatonia. On August 13 it was supposed to have happened, only two days ago.

Who knows, maybe Miss Carl would welcome a call.

But these were games Father Mattingly played with his mind. Miss Carl didn’t want him around any
more now than she ever had. It had been years since he was invited in. And Deirdre Mayfair was now and
forever ’a nice bunch of carrots,” as her nurse once put it.

No, he’d be going out of curiosity.

But then how the hell could ’a nice bunch of carrots’ rise up and break out all the glass in two twelve-
foot-high windows? The story didn’t make much sense when you thought about it. And why hadn’t the
men from the sanitarium taken her anyway? Surely they could have put her in a strait-jacket. Isn’t that
what happened at times like that?

Yet Deirdre’s nurse had stopped them at the door, screaming for them to get back, saying that Deirdre
was staying home and she and Miss Carl would take care of it.

Jerry Lonigan, the undertaker, had told Father the whole story. The ambulance driver for the sanitarium
often drove limousines for Lonigan and Sons. Saw it all. Glass crashing out onto the front porch. Sounded
like everything in that big front room was being broken. And Deirdre making a terrible noise, a howling.
Horrible thing to imagine - like seeing someone rise from the dead.

Well, it wasn’t Father Mattingly’s business. Or was it?

Dear God, Miss Carl was in her eighties, never mind that she still went to work every day. And she was
all alone in that house now with Deirdre and the paid help.

The more he thought about it, Father Mattingly knew he should go, even if he did loathe that house, and
loathe Carl and loathe everything he’d ever known of those people. Yes, he should go.

Of course he hadn’t always felt that way. Forty-two years ago, when he’d first come from St Louis to
this riverfront parish, he had thought the Mayfair women genteel, even the buxom and grumbling Nancy,



and surely sweet Miss Belle and pretty Miss Millie. The house had enchanted him with its bronze clocks
and velvet portieres. He had loved the great cloudy mirrors, even, and the portraits of Caribbean ancestors
under dimming glass.

He had loved also the obvious intelligence and purpose of Carlotta Mayfair, who served him cafe au lait
in a garden room where they sat in white wicker chairs at a white wicker table, among potted orchids and
ferns. They had spent more than one pleasant afternoon talking politics, the weather, and the history of
the parish Father Mattingly was trying so hard to understand. Yes, he had liked them.

And he had liked little Deirdre, too, that pretty-faced six-year-old child he had known for so brief a
time, who had come to such a tragic pass only twelve years later. Was it in the textbooks now that electric
shock could wipe clean the entire memory of a grown woman so that she became the silent shell of
herself, staring at the falling rain while a nurse fed her with a silver spoon?

Why had they done it? He had not dared to" ask. But he had been told over and over. To cure her of her
‘delusions,” of screaming in an empty room ‘You did it’ to someone who wasn’t there, someone she
cursed endlessly for the death of the man who had fathered her illegitimate child.

Deirdre. Cry for Deirdre. That Father Mattingly had done, and no one but God would ever know how
much or why, though Father Mattingly himself would never forget it. All his days, he’d remember the
story that a little child had poured out to him in the hot wooden cell of the confessional, a little girl who
was to spend her life rotting away in that vine-shrouded house while the world outside galloped on to its
own damnation.

Just go over there. Make the call. Maybe it is some silent memorial to that little girl. Don’t try to put it
all together. Talk of devils from a small child still echoing in your ears after all this time! Once you 've
seen the man, you 're done for.

Father Mattingly made up his mind. He put on his black coat, adjusted his Roman collar and black shirt
front, and went out of the air-conditioned rectory onto the hot narrow pavement of Constance Street. He
did not look at the weeds eating at the steps of St Alphonsus. He did not look at the graffiti on the old
school walls.

He saw the past if he saw anything as he made his way fast down Josephine Street, and around the
corner. And then within two short blocks he’d entered another world. The glaring sun was gone, and with
it the dust and the din of the traffic.

Shuttered windows, shady porches. The soft hissing sound of lawn sprinklers beyond ornamental
fences. Deep smell of the loam heaped on the roots of carefully tended rose trees.

All right, and what will you say when you get there?

The heat wasn’t really so bad today, given that it was August, yet it was just like the young priest from
Chicago said: “You start out fine, and then your clothes just get heavier and heavier.” He had had to laugh
at that.

What did they think of all that ruin, the young ones? No use telling them how it had once been. Ah, but
the city itself, and this old neighborhood - they were as beautiful as ever.

He walked on until he saw the stained and peeling side of the Mayfair house looming over the treetops,
the high twin chimneys floating against the moving clouds. It seemed the vines were dragging the old
structure right into the ground. Were the iron railings rusted more than when he last saw them? Like a
jungle, the garden.

He slowed his pace. He slowed because he really didn’t want to get there. He didn’t want to see up
close the garden gone to seed, chinaberry and oleander struggling with grass as high as wheat, and the
porches stripped of paint, turning that dull gray that old untended wood turns in the damp climate of
Louisiana.

He didn’t even want to be in this still, deserted neighborhood. Nothing stirred here but the insects, the
birds, the plants themselves slowly swallowing up the light and the blue of the sky. Swamp this must have
been once. A breeding place of evil.

But he was out of hand with these thoughts. What had evil to do with God’s earth, and the things that
grew in it — even the jungle of the Mayfairs’ neglected garden.

Yet he could not help but think of all the stories he had ever heard of the Mayfair women. What was
voodoo if it wasn’t devil worship? And what was the worse sin, murder or suicide? Yes, evil had thrived
here. He heard the child Deirdre whispering in his ear. And he could feel evil as he rested his weight
against the iron fence, as he looked up into the hard crusty black oak branches, fanning out above him.

He mopped his forehead with his handkerchief. Little Deirdre had told him that she saw the devil! He
heard her voice just as clearly now as he had heard it in the confessional decades ago. And he heard her



footsteps, too, as she ran from the church, ran from him, ran from his failure to help her.

But it had started before that. It had started on a dreary slow Friday afternoon when a call came from
Sister Bridget Marie for a priest to please come quick to the school yard. It was Deirdre Mayfair again.

Father Mattingly had never heard of Deirdre Mayfair. Father Mattingly had only just come south from
the seminary in Kirkwood, Missouri.

He found Sister Bridget Marie quickly enough, in an asphalt yard behind the old convent building. How
European it had seemed to him then, quaint and sad with its broken walls, and the gnarled tree with the
wooden benches built in a square around it.

The shade had felt good to him as he approached. Then he saw that the little girls seated along the
bench were crying. Sister Bridget Marie held one pale shivering child by the thin part of her upper arm.
The child was white with fear. Yet very pretty she was, her blue eyes too big for her thin face, her black
hair in long careful corkscrew curls that shivered against her cheeks, her limbs well proportioned yet
delicate.

There were flowers strewn all over the ground — big gladiolus and white lilies and long fronds of green
fern and even big beautifully formed red roses. Florist flowers, surely, yet there were so many...

‘Do you see that, Father?’ Sister Bridget Marie exclaimed. ‘And they have the nerve to tell me it was
her invisible friend, the devil himself, that put those flowers here, brought them right into her arms while
they watched, the little thieves! They stole those flowers from the very altar of St Alphonsus -!”

The little girls began to scream. One of them stamped her feet. A chorus of ‘We did see, we did see!’
broke out with alarming fury. They egged each other on with their choking sobs into a regular chorus.

Sister Bridget Marie shouted for silence. She shook the little girl she had been holding by the arm,
though the child had said nothing. The child’s mouth dropped open in shock, her eyes rolling to Father
Mattingly in a silent entreaty.

‘Now, Sister, please,” Father Mattingly said. He had gently freed the child. She was dazed, utterly
pliant. He wanted to pick her up, wipe her face where the tears had smudged it with dirt. But he didn’t.

‘Her invisible friend,’ the sister said, ‘the one that finds everything that’s lost, Father. The one that puts
the pennies for candy into her pockets! And they all eat it, too, stuffing their mouths with it, stolen
pennies, you can be sure of it.’

The little girls were wailing even louder. And Father Mattingly realized he was stepping all over the
flowers and the silent white-faced child was staring at his shoes, at the white petals crushed beneath them.

‘Let the children go in,” Father Mattingly had said. It was essential to take command. Only then could
he make sense of what Sister Bridget Marie was telling him.

But the story was no less fantastic when he and the sister were alone. The children claimed they saw the
flowers flying through the air. They claimed they saw the flowers land in Deirdre’s arms. They had been
laughing and laughing. Deirdre’s magic friend always made them laugh, they said. Deirdre’s friend could
find your notebook or your pencil if you lost it. You asked Deirdre and he brought it to her. And there it
was. And they even claimed to have seen him themselves — a nice man, a man with dark brown hair and
eyes, and he would stand for one second right next to Deirdre.

‘She’s got to be sent home, Father,” Sister Bridget Marie had said. ‘It happens all the time. I call her
Great-aunt Carl or her Aunt Nancy, and then it stops for a while. Then it starts up again.’

‘But you don’t believe -’

‘Father, I tell you, it’s six of one, half a dozen of another. Either the devil’s in that child, or she’s a devil
of a liar, and makes them believe her wild tales as if she’s got them bewitched. She cannot stay at St
Alphonsus.’

Father Mattingly had taken Deirdre home himself, walking slowly, steadily with her through these same
streets. Not a word was spoken. Miss Carl had been phoned at her downtown office. She and Miss Millie
were waiting on the front steps of the grand house to meet them.

And how lovely it was then, painted a deep violet color with green shutters and the trim all in white and
the porch railings painted a shiny black so you could see the cast-iron roses so clearly. The vines had been
a graceful etching of leaf and color, not the menacing tangle they had since become.

‘Overactive imagination, Father,” Miss Carl said without a trace of concern. ‘Millie, what Deirdre needs
is a warm bath.” And off the child had gone without a word spoken, and Miss Carl had taken Father
Mattingly out for the first time into the glass garden room for cafe au lait at the wicker table. Miss Nancy,
sullen and plain, had set out the cups and silver.

Wedgwood china trimmed in gold. And cloth napkins with the letter M embroidered on them. And what
a quick-witted woman, this Carl. She had looked prim in her tailored silk suit and ruffled white blouse,



her salt and pepper gray hair in a neat twist on the back of her head, her mouth neatly colored with pale
pink lipstick. She put him at ease at once with her knowing smile.

“You might say it’s the curse of our family, Father, this excess of imagination.” She poured the hot milk
and the hot coffee from two small silver pitchers. ‘We dream dreams; we see visions; we should have
been poets or painters it seems. Not lawyers, such as I am.” She had laughed softly, easily. ‘Deirdre will
be just fine, when she learns to tell fantasy from reality.’

Afterwards, she had shown him through the lower rooms. And Miss Millie had joined them. She was
such a feminine thing, Miss Millie, her red hair in old-fashioned finger curls around her face, and jeweled
rings on her fingers. She’d taken him to the window to wave to old Miss Belle, who had been cutting
back the roses with large wooden-handled shears.

Carl explained that Deirdre would be going to the Sacred Heart sisters just as soon as there was a place.
She was so sorry for this silly disturbance at St Alphonsus and of course they’d keep Deirdre home if that
was what Sister Bridget Marie wanted.

Father had started to object, but it was all decided. Simple matter to get Deirdre a governess, someone
who knew children, why not?

They walked along the deep shaded porches.

‘We are an old family, Father,” Carl said, as they went back into the double parlor. ‘We don’t even
know how old. There is no one now who can identify some of the portraits you see around you.” Her
voice was half amused, half weary. ‘We came from the islands, that’s what we know for certain - a
plantation on Saint-Domingue - and before that from some dim European past that is now completely lost.
The house is full of unexplained relics. Sometimes I see it as a great hard snail shell that I must carry on
my back.’

Her hands passed lightly over the grand piano, over the gilded harp. She had little taste for such things,
she said. What an irony that she had become the custodian. Miss Millie had only smiled, nodded.

And now if Father would excuse them, Miss Carl did have to go back downtown. Clients waiting. They
walked out to the gate together.

‘Thank you so much, Father!’

And so it had all been waved away, and the little white-faced girl with the black curls had left St
Alphonsus.

But in the days that followed it had bothered Father Mat-tingly, the question of those flowers.

Impossible to imagine a gang of little girls climbing over the communion rail and robbing the altars of
an enormous and impressive church like St Alphonsus. Even the guttersnipes Father Mattingly had known
as a boy would not have dared such a thing.

What did Sister Bridget Marie really think had happened? Had the children really stolen the flowers?
The small, heavyset round-faced nun studied him a moment before she answered. Then she said no.

‘Father, as God is my witness, they’re a cursed family, the Mayfairs are. And the grandmother of that
very child, Stella she was called, told the very same tales in this very same school yard many a year ago.
It was a frightening power Stella Mayfair had over those around her. There were nuns under this very roof
who were scared to death to cross her, a witch is what they called her then and now.’

‘Oh, come now, Sister,” he had objected immediately. ‘We’re not on the foggy roads of Tipperary,
looking out for the ghost of Petticoat Loose.’

‘Ah, so you’ve heard that one, Father.” She had laughed.

‘From my own Irish mother on the Lower East Side, Sister, a dozen times.’

‘Well, then, Father, let me tell you this much, that Stella Mayfair once took my hand, and held it like
this, she did, and told me secrets of my own that I had never told a living soul this side of the Atlantic. I
swear it, Father. It happened to me.

There was a keepsake I’d lost at home, a chain with a crucifix on it, and I’d cried and cried as a girl
when I’d lost it, and that very same little keepsake Stella Mayfair described to me. "You want it back,
Sister?" she said. And all the time smiling in her sweet way, just like her granddaughter Deirdre can smile
at you now, more innocent than cunning. "I’ll get it for you, Sister," she said. "Through the power of the
devil, you mean, Stella Mayfair," I answered her. "I’ll have none of it." But there was many another
teaching sister at St Alphonsus school that took another tack, and that’s how she kept her power over
those around her, getting her way in one thing and another right up to the day she died.’

‘Superstition, Sister!” he’d said with great authority. ‘What about little Deirdre’s mother? You’re going
to tell me she was a witch too?’

Sister Bridget Marie shook her head. ‘That was Antha, a lost one, shy, sweet, afraid of her own shadow



- not at all like her mother, Stella, until Stella was killed, that is. You should have seen Miss Carlotta’s
face when they buried Stella. And the same expression on her face twelve years after when they buried
Antha. Now, Carl, she was as smart a girl as ever went to Sacred Heart. The backbone of the family she
is. But her mother never cared a fig for her. All Mary Beth Mayfair ever cared about was Stella. And old
Mr Julien, that was Mary Beth’s uncle, he was the same. Stella, Stella, Stella. But Antha, stark raving
mad at the end, they said, and nothing but a girl of twenty when she ran up the stairs in the old house and
jumped from the attic window and dashed her head on the stones below.’

‘So young,” he’d whispered. He remembered the pale, frightened face of Deirdre Mayfair. How old had
she been when the young mother did such a thing?

‘They buried Antha in consecrated ground, God have mercy on her soul. For who’s to judge the state of
mind of such a person? Head split open like a watermelon when she hit the terrace. And baby Deirdre
screaming out her lungs in the cradle. But then even Antha was something to fear.’

Father Mattingly was quietly reeling. It was the kind of talk he’d heard all his life at home, however, the
endless Irish dramatizing of the morbid, the lusty tribute to the tragic. Truth was it wore him out. He
wanted to ask —

But the bell had rung. Children were lining up in proper ranks for the march inside. Sister had to go. Yet
suddenly, she turned back.

‘Let me tell one story about Antha,’ she said, her voice low on account of the hush in the school yard,
’which is the best one that I know. In those days when the sisters sat down to supper at twelve noon, the
children were silent in this yard until the Angelus was said and after that the Grace Before Meals. Nobody
has such respect for anything in this day and age, but that was the custom then. And on one spring day,
during that quiet time, a mean wicked girl name of Jenny Simpson comes up to frighten the poor, shy
little Antha with a body of a dead rat she’d found under the hedge. Antha takes one look at the dead rat
and lets out a chilling scream, Father, such as you never heard! And we come running from the supper
table, as you can imagine, and what do you think we see? That mean wicked Jenny Simpson thrown over
on her back, Father, her face bloody and the rat flying out of her hand over that very fence! And do you
think it was little Antha did such a thing, Father? A mite of a child, as delicate as her daughter Deirdre is
today? Oh, no! ‘Twas the selfsame invisible fiend did it, Father, the devil himself, as brought those
flowers flying through the air to Deirdre in the yard a week ago.’

‘Sister, you think I’'m the new boy on the block’ - Father Mattingly had laughed -’to believe something
like that.’

And she had smiled, it was true, but he knew from past experience that an Irishwoman like that could
smile at what she was saying and believe every word of it at the same time.

The Mayfairs fascinated him, as something complex and elegant can fascinate. The tales of Stella and
Antha were remote enough to be romantic and nothing more.

The following Sunday he called again on the Mayfairs. He was offered coffee once more and pleasant
conversation — it was all so removed from Sister Bridget Marie’s tales. The radio played Rudy Vallee in
the background. Old Miss Belle watered the drowsing potted orchids. The smell of roast chicken came
from the kitchen. An altogether pleasant house.

They even asked him to stay to Sunday dinner — the table was beautifully set with thick linen napkins
in silver rings — but he politely declined. Miss Carl wrote out a check for the parish and put it in his
hand.

As he was leaving he had glimpsed Deirdre in the garden, a white face peering at him from behind a
gnarled old tree. He had waved to her without breaking his stride, yet something bothered him later about
the image of her. Was it her curls all tangled? Or the distracted look in her eyes?

Madness, that’s what Sister Bridget had described to him, and it disturbed him to think it threatened that
wan little girl. There was nothing romantic to Father Mattingly about actual madness. He had long held
the belief that the mad lived in a hell of irrelevance. They missed the point of life around them.

But Miss Carlotta was a sensible, modern woman. The child wasn’t doomed to follow in the footsteps
of a dead mother. She would, on the contrary, have every chance.

A month passed before his view of the Mayfairs changed forever, on the unforgettable Saturday
afternoon that Deirdre Mayfair came to confession in St Alphonsus Church.

It was during the regular hours when all the good Irish and German Catholics could be counted upon to
clear their consciences before Mass and Communion on Sunday.

And so he was seated in the ornate wooden house of the confessional in his narrow chair behind a green
serge curtain, listening in alternation to the penitents who came to kneel in the small cells to the left and



the right of him. These voices and sins he could have heard in Boston or New York City, so similar the
accents, the worries, the ideas.

‘Three Hail Marys,” he would prescribe, or ‘Three Our Fathers’ but seldom more than that to these
laboring men and good housewives who came to confess routine peccadillos.

Then a child’s voice had caught him off guard, coming rapid and crisp through the dark dusty grille —
eloquent of intelligence and precocity. He had not recognized it. After all, Deirdre Mayfair had not
spoken one word before in his presence.

‘Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. My last confession was weeks and weeks ago. Father, help me
please. I cannot fight the devil. I try and I always fail. And I’'m going to go to hell for it.

What was this, more of Sister Bridget Marie’s influence? But before he could speak, the child went on
and he knew that it was Deirdre.

‘I didn’t tell the devil to go away when he brought the flowers. I wanted to and I know that I should
have done it, and Aunt Carl is really, really angry with me. But Father, he only wanted to make us happy.
I swear to you, Father, he’s never mean to me. And he cries if I don’t look at him or listen to him. I didn’t
know he’d bring the flowers from the altar! Sometimes he does very foolish things like that, Father,
things like a little child would do, with even less sense than that. But he doesn’t mean to hurt anyone.’

‘Now, wait a minute, darling, what makes you think the devil himself would trouble a little girl? Don’t
you want to tell me what really happened?’

‘Father, he’s not like the Bible says. I swear it. He’s not ugly. He’s tall and beautiful. Just like a real
man. And he doesn’t tell lies. He does nice things, always. When I’m afraid he comes and sits by me on
the bed and kisses me. He really does. And he frightens away people who try to hurt me!’

‘Then why do you say he’s the devil, child? Wouldn’t it be better to say he’s a made-up friend,
someone to be with so you’ll never be lonely?’

‘No, Father, he’s the devil.” So definite she sounded. ‘He’s not real, and he’s not made up either.” The
little voice had become sad, tired. A little woman in a child’s guise struggling with an immense burden,
almost in despair. ‘I know he’s there when no one else does, and then I look and look and then everyone
can see him!” The voice broke. ‘Father, I try not to look. I say Jesus, Mary, and Joseph and I try not to
look. I know it’s a mortal sin. But he’s so sad and he cries without making a sound and I can hear him.’

‘Now, child, have you talked to your Aunt Carl about this?” His voice was calm, but in fact the child’s
detailed account had begun to alarm him. This was beyond ’excess of imagination’ or any such excess
he’d ever known.

‘Father, she knows all about him. All my aunts do. They call him the man, but Aunt Carl says he’s
really the devil. She’s the one who says it’s a sin, like touching yourself between the legs, like having
dirty thoughts. Like when he kisses me and makes me feel chills and things. She says it’s filth to look at
the man and let him come under the covers. She says he can kill me. My mother saw him too all her life
and that’s why she died and went to heaven to get away from him.’

Father Mattingly was aghast. So you can never shock a priest in the confessional, was that the old
saying?

‘And my mother’s mother saw him too,” the child went on, the voice rushing, straining. ‘And she was
really, really bad, he made her bad, and she died on account of him. But she went to hell probably, instead
of heaven, and I might too.’

‘Now, wait a minute, child. Who told you this!’

‘My Aunt Carl, Father,’ the child insisted. ‘She doesn’t want me to go to hell like Stella. She told me to
pray and drive him away, that I could do it if I only tried, if I said the rosary and didn’t look at him. But
Father, she gets so angry with me for letting him come -> The child stopped. She was crying, though
obviously trying to muffle her cries. ‘And Aunt Millie is so afraid. And Aunt Nancy won’t look at me.
Aunt Nancy says that in our family, once you’ve seen the man, you’re as good as done for.’

Father Mattingly was too shocked to speak. Quickly he cleared his throat. ‘You mean your aunts say
this thing is real-’

‘They’ve always known about him, Father. And anyone can see him when I let him get strong enough.
It’s true, Father. Anyone. But you see, | have to make him come. It’s not a mortal sin for other people to
see him because it’s my fault. My fault. He couldn’t be seen if I didn’t let it happen. And Father, I just, I
just don’t understand how the devil could be so kind to me, and could cry so hard when he’s sad and
wants so badly just to be near me — The voice broke off into low sobs.

‘Don’t cry, Deirdre!” he’d said, firmly. But this was in-conceivable! That sensible, 'modern’ woman in
her tailored suit telling a child this superstition? And what about the others, for the love of God? Why,



they made the likes of Sister Bridget Marie look like Sigmund Freud himself. He tried to see Deirdre
through the dim grille. Was she wiping her eyes with her hands?

The crisp little voice went on suddenly in an anguished rush.

‘Aunt Carl says it’s a mortal sin even to think of him or think of his name. It makes him come
immediately, if you say his name! But Father, he stands right beside me when she’s talking and he says
she’s lying, and Father, I know it’s terrible to say it, but she is lying sometimes. I know it, even when he’s
being quiet. But the worst part is when he comes through and scares her. And she threatens him! She says
if he doesn’t leave me alone she’ll hurt me!” Her voice broke again, the cries barely audible. So small she
seemed, so helpless! ‘But all the time, Father, even when I’m all alone, or even at Mass with everybody
there, I know he’s right beside me. I can feel him. I can hear him crying and it makes me cry, too.’

‘Child, now think carefully before you answer. Did your Aunt Carl actually say she saw this thing?’

‘Oh, yes, Father.” So weary! Didn’t he believe her? That’s what she was begging him to do.

‘I’m trying to understand, darling. I want so to understand, but you must help me. Are you certain that
your Aunt Carl said she saw him with her own eyes?’

‘Father, she saw him when I was a baby and didn’t even know I could make him come. She saw him the
day my mother died. He was rocking my cradle. And when my grand-mother Stella was a little girl, he’d
come behind her to the supper table. Father, I’ll tell you a terrible secret thing. There’s a picture in our
house of my mother, and he’s in the picture, standing beside her. I know about the picture because he got
it and gave it to me, though they had it hidden away. He opened the dresser drawer without even touching
it, and then he put the picture in my hand. He does things like that when he’s really strong, when I’ve
been with him a long time and been thinking about him all day. That’s when everybody knows he’s in the
house, and Aunt Nancy meets Aunt Carl at the door and whispers, "The man is here. I just saw him." And
then Aunt Carl gets so mad. It’s all my fault, Father! And I’m scared I can’t stop him. And they’re all so
upset!’

Her sobs had gotten louder, echoing against the wooden walls of the little cell. Surely they could hear
her outside in the church itself.

And what was he to say to her? His temper was boiling. What craziness went on with these women?
Was there no one with a particle of sense in the whole family who could get a psychiatrist to help this
girl?

‘Darling, listen to me. I want your permission to speak of these things outside the confessional to your
Aunt Carl. Will you give me that permission?’

‘Oh, no Father, please, you mustn’t!’

‘Child, I won’t, not without your permission. But I tell you, I need to speak to your Aunt Carl about
these things. Deirdre, she and I can drive away this thing together.’

‘Father, she’ll never forgive me for telling. Never. It’s a mortal sin to ever tell. Aunt Nancy would never
forgive me. Even Aunt Millie would be angry. Father, you can’t tell her I told you about him!” She was
becoming hysterical.

‘I can wipe that mortal sin away, child,” he’d explained, ‘I can give you absolution. From that moment
on, your soul is as white as snow, Deirdre. Trust in me, Deirdre. Give me permission to talk to her.’

For a tense moment the crying was his only answer. Then, even before he heard her turn the knob of the
little wooden door, he knew he’d lost her. Within seconds, he heard her steps running fast down the aisle
away from him.

He had said the wrong thing, made the wrong judgment! And now there was nothing he could do,
bound as he was by the seal of the confessional. And this secret had come to him from a troubled child
who was not even old enough to commit a mortal sin, or benefit from the sacrament she’d been seeking.

He never forgot that moment, sitting helpless, hearing those steps echoing in the vestibule of the church,
the closeness and the heat of the confessional suffocating him. Dear God, what was he going to do?

But the torture had only begun for Father Mattingly.

For weeks after, he’d been truly obsessed — those women, that house...

But he could not act upon what he had heard any more than he could repeat it. The confessional bound
him to secrecy in deed and word.

He did not dare even question Sister Bridget Marie, though she volunteered enough information when
he happened to see her on the playground. He felt guilty for listening, but he could not bring himself to
move away.

‘Sure, they’ve put Deirdre in the Sacred Heart, they have. But do you think she’ll stay there? They
expelled her mother, Antha, when she was but eight years old. And from the Ursulines too she was



expelled. They found a private school for her finally, one of those crazy places where they let the children
stand on their heads. And what an unhappy thing she was as a young girl, always writing poetry and
stories and talking to herself and asking questions about how her mother had died. And you know it was
murder, don’t you, Father, that Stella Mayfair was shot dead by her brother Lionel? And at a fancy dress
ball in that house, he did it. Caused a regular stampede. Mirrors, clocks, windows, everything broken by
the time the panic was over, and Stella lying dead on the floor.’

Father Manningly only shook his head at the pity of it.

‘No wonder Antha went wild after, and not ten years later took up with a painter, no less, who never
bothered to marry her, leaving her in a four-story walk-up in Greenwich Village in the middle of winter
with no money and little Deirdre to take care of, so that she had to come home in shame. And then to
jump from that attic window, poor thing, but what a hellish life it was with her aunts picking on her and
watching her every move and locking her up at night, and her running down to the French Quarter and
drinking, mind you, at her age, with the poets and the writers and trying to get them to pay attention to her
work. I’ll tell you a strange secret, Father. For months after she died, letters came for her, and manuscripts
of hers came back from the New York people to whom she’d sent them. And what an agony for Miss
Carlotta, the postman bringing her a reminder of such pain and suffering when he rang the bell at the
gate.’

Father Mattingly said his silent prayer for Deirdre. Let the shadow of evil not touch her.

‘There was one of Antha’s stories in a magazine, they told me, published in Paris, they said, but it was
all in English, and that come too to Miss Carlotta and she took one look at it and locked it away. ‘Twas
one of the Mayfair cousins told me that part of it, and how they offered to take the baby off her hands -
little Deirdre - but she said no, she’d keep it, she owed that to Stella, and to Antha, and to her mother, and
to the child itself.’

Father Mattingly stopped in the church on his way back to the rectory. He stood for a long time in the
silent chamber of the sacristy looking through the door at the main altar.

For a sordid history he could forgive the Mayfairs easily enough. They were born ignorant into this
world like the rest of us. But for warping a little girl with lies of the devil who drove a mother to suicide?
But there was nothing, absolutely nothing, Father Mattingly could do but pray for Deirdre as he was
praying now.

Deirdre was expelled from St Margaret’s Private Academy near Christmastime and her aunts packed
her off to a private school up north.

Some time after that he’d heard she was home again, sickly, studying with a governess, and once after
that he did glimpse her at a crowded ten o’clock Mass. She had not come to Communion. But he had seen
her seated in the pew with her aunts.

More and more of the Mayfair story came to him in bits and pieces. Seems everybody in the parish
knew he’d been to that house. Over a kitchen table, Grandma Lucy O‘Hara took his hand. ‘So I hear
Deirdre Mayfair’s been sent away, and you’ve been to that house on her account, is that not so, Father?’
What on earth could he say? And so he listened.

‘Now I know that family. Mary Beth, she was the grande dame, she could tell you all about how it had
been on the old plantation, born there right after the Civil War, didn’t come to New Orleans until the
1880s, though, when her uncle Julien brought her. And such an old southern gentleman he was. I can still
remember Mr Julien riding his horse up St Charles Avenue; he was the handsomest old man I ever saw.
And that was a real grand plantation house at Riverbend, they said, used to be pictures of it in the books
even when it was all falling down. Mr Julien and Miss Mary Beth did everything they could to save it.
But you can’t stop the river when the river has a mind to take a house.

‘Now, she was a real beauty, Mary Beth, dark and wild-looking, not delicate like Stella — or plain like
Miss Carlotta — and they said Antha was a beauty though I never did get to see her, or that poor baby
Deirdre. But Stella was a real true voodoo queen. Yes, I mean Stella, Father. Stella knew the powers, the
potions, the ceremonies. She could read your fortune in the cards. She did it to my grandson, Sean,
frightened him half out of his wits with the things she told him. That was at one of those wild parties up
there on First Street when they were swilling the bootleg liquor and had a dance band right there in the
parlor. That was Stella.

‘She liked my Billy, she did.” Sudden gesture to the faded photograph on the bureau top. The one who
died in the War. I told him, "Billy, you listen to me. Don’t you go near the Mayfair women." She liked all
the handsome young men. That’s how come her brother killed her. On a clear day she could make the sky
above you cloud over. That’s the God’s truth, Father. She used to scare the sisters at St Alphonsus making



storms like that right over the garden. And when she died that night, you should have seen the storm over
that house. Why, they said, every window in the place was broken.

Rain and wind like a hurricane around that place. Stella made the heavens weep for her.’

Speechless, Father Mattingly sat, trying to like the tepid tea full of milk and sugar, but he was
remembering every word.

He didn’t call on the Mayfairs anymore. He didn’t dare. He could not have that child think - if she was
there at all - that he meant to tell what he was bound forever to keep secret. He watched for the women at
Mass. He seldom saw them. But this was a big parish of course. They could have gone to either church, or
to the little chapel for the rich over there in the Garden District.

Miss Carlotta’s checks were coming in, however. That he knew. Father Lafferty, who did the accounts
for the parish, showed him the check near Christmastime - it was for two thousand dollars — quietly
remarking on how Carlotta Mayfair used her money to keep the world around her nice and quiet.

‘They’ve sent the little niece home from the school in Boston, I suppose you heard that.’

Father Mattingly said that he hadn’t. He stood in the door of Father Lafferty’s office, waiting...

‘Well, I thought you got on famous with those ladies,” Father Lafferty said. Father Lafferty was a
plainspoken man, older than his sixty years, not a gossip.

‘Only visited once or twice,” said Father Mattingly.

‘Now they’re saying little Deirdre’s sickly,” Father Lafferty said. He laid the check down on the green
blotter on his desk, looked at it. ‘Can’t go to regular school, has to stay home with a private tutor.’

‘Sad thing.’

‘So it seems. But nobody’s going to question it. Nobody’s going to go over and see if that child’s really
getting a decent education.’

‘They have money enough..."

‘Indeed, enough to keep everything quiet, and they always have. They could get away with murder.’

‘You think so?’

Father Lafferty seemed to be having a little debate with himself. He kept looking at Carlotta Mayfair’s
check.

“You heard about the shooting, I suppose,” he said, 'when Lionel Mayfair shot his sister Stella? Never
spent a day in prison for it. Miss Carlotta fixed all that. So did Mr Cortland, Julien’s son. Between them
those two could have fixed anything. No questions asked here by anyone.’

‘But how on earth did they...’

‘The insane asylum of course, and there Lionel took his own life, though how no one knows since he
was in a strait-jacket.’

‘You don’t mean it.’

Father Lafferty nodded. ‘Of course I do. And again no questions asked. Requiem Mass same as always.
And then little Antha, she came here, Stella’s daughter, you know — crying, screaming, saying it was
Miss Carlotta who made Lionel murder her mother. Told the pastor downstairs in the left parlor. I was
there, Father Morgan was there, so was Father Graham, too. We all heard her.’

Father Mattingly listened in silence.

‘Little Antha said she was afraid to go home. Afraid of Miss Carlotta. She said Miss Carlotta said to
Lionel, "You’re no man if you don’t put a stop to what’s going on," even gave him the thirty-eight-caliber
pistol to shoot Stella. You’d think somebody would have asked a few questions about that, but the pastor
didn’t. Just picked up the phone and called Miss Carlotta. Few minutes later a big black limousine comes
and gets little Antha.’

Father Mattingly stared at the small thin man at the desk. No questions asked by me either.

‘The pastor said later the child was insane, she’d told the children she could hear people talking through
the walls, and she could read their minds. He said she’d calm down, she was just wild over the death of
Stella.’

‘But she got worse after that?’

‘Jumped out of the attic window when she was twenty, that’s what she did. No questions asked. She
wasn’t in her right mind, and besides, she was just a child. Requiem Mass as usual.’

Father Lafferty turned the check over, hit the back of it with the rubber stamp that carried the parish
endorsement.

‘Are you saying, Father, that I should call on the Mayfairs?’ ‘No, Father, I’'m not. I don’t know what
I’m saying if you want the truth. But I wish now that Miss Carlotta had given that child up, gotten her out
of that house. There are too many bad memories under that roof. It’s no place for a child now.’



When Father Mattingly heard that Deirdre Mayfair had been sent off to school again — this time in
Europe — he decided he had to call. It was spring, well over three years since the haunting confession.
He had to make himself go up to that gate, if for no other reason than because he could think of nothing
else.

It came as no surprise that Carlotta invited him into the long double parlor and the coffee things were
brought in on the silver tray, all quite cordial. He loved that big room. He loved the mirrors facing each
other. Miss Millie joined them, then Miss Nancy, though she apologized for her dirty apron, and even old
Miss Belle came down by means of an elevator he had not even known was there, hidden as it was behind
a great twelve-foot-high door that looked like all the others. Old Miss Belle was deaf, he caught on to that
immediately.

Through the veil of small talk, he studied these women, trying to fathom what lay behind their
restrained smiles. Nancy was the drudge, Millie the scatterbrain, old Miss Belle almost senile. And Carl?
Carl was everything they said she was—the clever one, the business lady, the lawyer. They talked of
politics, corruption in the city, of rising prices and changing times. But not on that visit or any other did
she speak the names Antha, Stella, Mary Beth, Lionel. In fact there was no talk anymore of history, and
he could not bring himself to broach the subject, not even to ask a simple question about a single object in
the room.

Leaving the house, he glanced at the flagstone patio overgrown with weeds. Head split open like a
watermelon. Going down the street he looked back at the attic windows. All covered with the vines, they
were now, shutters askew.

That was his last visit, he told himself. Let Father Lafferty take care of it. Let no one take care of it.

But his sense of failure deepened as the years passed.

When she was ten years old Deirdre Mayfair ran away from home and was found two days later
walking along the Bayou St John in the rain, her clothes soaking wet. Then it was another boarding
school somewhere — County Cork, Ireland, and then she was home again. The sisters said she’d had
nightmares, walked in her sleep, said strange things.

Then came word that Deirdre was in California. The May-fairs had cousins out there to look after her.
Maybe the change of climate would do some good.

Father Mattingly knew now that he would never get the sound of that child’s crying out of his head.
Why in God’s name had he not tried another tack with her? He prayed she told some wise teacher or
doctor the things she’d told him, that somebody somewhere would help her as Father Mattingly had failed
to do.

He could never recall hearing when Deirdre came back from California. Only some time in ’56, he
knew she was in boarding school downtown at St Rose de Lima’s. Then came the gossip she’d been
expelled and run away to New York.

Miss Kellerman told Father Lafferty everything on the church steps one afternoon. She’d heard it from
her maid who knew the ’colored girl’ that sometimes helped at the house. Deirdre had found her mother’s
short stories in a trunk in the attic, ’all that nonsense about Greenwich Village.” Deirdre had run off to
find her father, though nobody knew if the man was alive or dead.

It had ended with her commitment to Bellevue, and Miss Carlotta had flown to New York to bring
Deirdre back.

Then one afternoon in the summer of 1959, over a kitchen table, Father Mattingly heard of the
‘scandal.” Deirdre Mayfair was pregnant at eighteen. She had dropped out of classes at a college in Texas.
And the father? One of her own professors, would you believe, and a married man and a Protestant too.
And he was getting a divorce from his wife of ten years to marry Deirdre!

It seemed the whole parish was talking about it. Miss Carlotta had washed her hands of the whole thing,
they said, but Miss Nancy had taken Deirdre to Guy Mayer to buy her a nice pretty dress for the city hall
wedding. Deirdre was a beautiful girl now, beautiful as Antha and Stella had been. Beautiful they said as
Miss Mary Beth.

Father Mattingly remembered only that frightened, white-faced child. Flowers crushed under foot.

The marriage was never to take place.

When Deirdre was in her fifth month, the father was killed on his way to New Orleans. Car crash on the
river road. The tie rod had broken on his old ’52 Ford, the car had gone out of control and hit an oak,
exploding instantly.

Then wandering through the crowds of the church bazaar on a hot July evening, Father Mattingly was to
hear the strangest story of the Mayfairs yet, one that would haunt him in years to come as did the



confession.

Lights were strung across the asphalt yard. Parishioners in shirt sleeves and cotton dresses strolled from
one wooden booth to another, playing the games of chance. Win a chocolate cake on a nickel bet when
the wheel spins. Win a teddy bear. The asphalt was soft in the heat. The beer flowed at the makeshift bar
of boards set upon barrels. And it seemed that everywhere Father Mattingly turned he caught some
whisper of the goings-on at the Mayfair house.

Gray-headed Red Lonigan, the senior member of the undertaker family, was listening to Dave Collins
tell him that they had Deirdre locked up in her room. Father Lafferty sat there staring sullenly over his
beer at Dave. Dave said he’d known the Mayfairs longer than anybody, even longer than Red.

Father Mattingly got a cold bottle of Jax from the bar and took his place on the bench at the end.

Dave Collins was now in his glory with two priests in the audience.

‘I was born in 1901, Father!” he declared, though Father Mattingly did not even look up. ‘Same year as
Stella Mayfair, and I remember when they kicked Stella out of the Ursuline Academy uptown and Miss
Mary Beth sent her to school down here.’

‘Too much gossip about that family,” Red said gloomily.

‘Stella was a voodoo queen, all right,” Dave said. ‘Everybody knew it. But you can forget about the
penny-ante charms and spells. They wasn’t for Stella. Stella-had a purse of gold coins that was never
empty.’

Red laughed sadly under his breath. ‘All she ever had in the end was bad luck.’

‘Well, she crammed in a lot of living before Lionel shot her,” Dave said, narrowing his eyes and leaning
forward on his right arm, his left hand locked to the beer bottle. ‘And no sooner was she dead and gone
than that purse turned up right beside Antha’s bed and no matter where they hid it, it always came back
again.’

‘In a pig’s eye,’ said Red.

‘There was coins from all over the world in that purse -Italian coins and French coins and Spanish
coins.’

‘And how would you know?’ Red asked.

‘Father Lafferty’s seen it, ain’t you, Father? You’ve seen them coins. Miss Mary Beth used to throw
them in the collection basket every Sunday, you know she done it. And you knew what she always said,
"Spend them fast, Father, get them out of your hands before sundown, because they always come back."’

‘What are you talking about!” Red scoffed.

Father Lafferty said nothing. His small black eyes moved from Dave to Red. Then he glanced at Father
Mattingly, who sat opposite him.

‘What do you mean, they came back?’ Father Mattingly asked.

‘Back to her purse is what she meant!” Dave said arching his eyebrows. He took a long pull off his
bottle. Nothing but foam left. ‘She could give them away forever, and they always came back.” He
laughed hoarsely. There was the sound of phlegm in his voice. ‘She said the same thing to my mother
fifty years ago when she paid her for doing the washing, that’s right, the washing - my mother did the
washing in a lot of them big houses, and she was never ashamed of it neither, and Miss Mary Beth always
paid her in them coins.’

‘In a pig’s eye,” Red said.

‘And I'll tell you something else too,” Dave said, leaning forward on his elbow, his eyes narrow as he
peered at Red Lonigan. ‘The house, the jewels, the purse, it’s all connected. Same with the name Mayfair
and the way they always keep it, no matter who they marry. Always Mayfair in the end. And you want to
know the reason? They’re witches, those women! Every one.’

Red shook his head. He pushed his full beer bottle towards Dave and watched as Dave wrapped his
fingers around it.

‘It’s the God’s truth, I’'m telling you. It come down to them through the generations, the power of
witchcraft, and back in them days there was plenty of talk of it. Miss Mary Beth, she was more powerful
than Stella.” He took a big swallow of Red’s beer. ‘And smart enough to keep her mouth shut which
Stella was not.’

‘Then how did you hear about it?’ Red asked.

Dave took out his little white sack of Bull Durham tobacco and pressed it flat between fingers and
thumb.

‘You wouldn’t have a ready-made, would you, Father?’ he asked Father Mattingly.

Red sneered. Father Mattingly gave Dave his pack of Pall Malls.



‘Thank you, Father. And now to your question, Red, which I wasn’t avoiding. I know because my
mother told me the things that Miss Mary Beth told her, back in 1921 when Miss Carlotta had graduated
from Loyola and everybody was singing her praises, such a smart woman, being a lawyer and all that.
"She’s not the chosen one," Miss Mary Beth said to my mother. "It’s Stella. Stella’s got the gift and she’ll
get everything when I die."

"And what’s the gift, Miss Mary Beth?" my mother asked her. "Why, Stella’s seen the man," Miss Mary
Beth said to my mother. "And the one who can see the man when she’s all alone inherits all."’

Father Mattingly felt a chill run down his back. It had now been eleven years since he had heard that
child’s unfinished confession, but he had never forgotten a word of it. They call him the man...

But Father Lafferty was glowering at Dave.

‘Seen the man?’ Father Lafferty asked coldly. ‘Now what in heaven’s name could such gibberish
mean?’

‘Well now, Father, I should think a good Irishman like yourself would know the answer to that one.
Ain’t it a fact that witches call the devil the man? Ain’t it fact they call him that when he comes in the
middle of the night to tempt them to unspeakable evil!” He gave another of his deep cracking unhealthy
laughs, and pulled a filthy snotrag from his pocket to wipe his nose. ‘Witches, and you know it, Father.
That’s what they were and that’s what they are. It’s a legacy of witchcraft. And old Mr Julien Mayfair,
you remember him? I remember him. He knew all about it, that’s what my mother told me. You know it’s
the truth, Father.’

‘It’s a legacy all right,” Father Lafferty said angrily. He rose to his feet. ‘It’s a legacy of ignorance and
jealousy and mental sickness! Ever hear of those things, Dave Collins? Ever heard of hatred between
sisters, and envy, and ruthless ambition!” He turned and walked off through the milling crowd without
waiting for the answer.

Father Mattingly felt stunned by Father Lafferty’s anger. He wished that Father Lafferty had merely
laughed, as Dave Collins was doing.

Dave Collins swallowed the last of Red’s beer. ‘Couldn’t spare two bits, now, could you, Red?’ he
asked, his eyes darting from him to Father Mattingly.

Red sat listless staring at the empty beer bottle. Like a man in a dream he fished a crumpled dollar out
of his pants pocket.

On the edge of sleep that night Father Mattingly remembered the books he’d read in the seminary. The
tall man, the dark man, the comely man, the incubus who comes by night... the giant man who leads the
Sabbat! He remembered dim pictures in a book, finely drawn, gruesome. Witches, he said the word as he
passed into sleep. She says he’s the devil, Father. That it’s a sin even to look at him.

He awoke some time before dawn, hearing Father Lafferty’s angry voice. Envy, mental sickness. Was
that the truth to read between the lines? It seemed a crucial piece had been fitted into the puzzle. He could
almost see the full picture. A house ruled by an iron hand, a house in which beautiful and high-spirited
women had met tragedy. And yet something bothered him still... They all see him, Father. Flowers
scattered under foot, big long white gladiolus and delicate fronds of fern. He saw his shoe crushing them.

Deirdre Mayfair gave up her child. It was born at the new Mercy Hospital on the seventh of November,
and that very same day, she kissed it and placed it in Father Lafferty’s hands and it was he who baptized
it and placed it in the care of the cousins from California who were to adopt it.

But it was Deirdre who laid down the law that the child was to have the name Mayfair. Her daughter
was never to be given any other last name, or Deirdre wouldn’t sign the papers. Her old uncle Cortland
Mayfair had stood behind her on that one, and not even Father Lafferty could make her change her mind.
She demanded to see it in ink on the baptismal certificate. And poor old Cortland Mayfair — a fine
gentleman — was dead by that time, having taken that awful fall down the stairs.

Father Mattingly didn’t remember when he’d first heard the word ’incurable.” She’d gone mad even
before she left the hospital. They said she kept talking out loud to nobody at all, saying, ‘You did it, you
killed him.” The nurses were afraid to go into her room. She wandered into the chapel in her hospital
gown, laughing and talking out loud in the middle of Mass, accusing the empty air of killing her lover,
separating her from her child, leaving her alone among ’enemies.” When the nuns tried to restrain her,
she’d gone wild. The orderlies had come and taken her away as she kicked and screamed.

By the time Father Lafferty died in the spring, they had locked her up far away. Nobody even knew
where. Rita Lonigan asked her father-in-law, Red, because she wanted so badly to write. But Miss Carl
said it would not be good. No letters for Deirdre.



Only prayers for Deirdre. And the years slipped by.

Father Mattingly left the parish. He worked in the foreign missions. He worked in New York. He went
so far away that New Orleans was no longer in his thought, except now and then the sudden remembrance
and shame: Deirdre Mayfair -the one he had not helped, his lost Deirdre.

Then one afternoon in 1976, when Father Mattingly had come down for a brief stay at the old rectory,
he had passed the house and seen a thin, pale young woman sitting in a rocker on the side porch, behind a
veil of rusted screen. She seemed no more than a wraith in a white nightgown, but he’d known at once it
was Deirdre. He’d recognized those black curls hanging around her shoulders. And as he opened the
rusted gate and came up the flagstone walk, he saw that even the expression on the face was the same —
yes, it was Deirdre whom he’d brought home to this house almost thirty years ago.

Expressionless she was, behind the screen, which sagged on its light wooden framing. No answer when
he whispered: ‘Deirdre.’

Around her neck on a chain was an emerald - a beautiful stone, and on her finger a ruby ring. Were
these the jewels he’d heard tell of? How incongruous they looked on this silent woman in her limp white
nightgown. She gave no sign that she either heard or saw him.

His visit with Miss Millie and Miss Nancy had been brief, uncomfortable. Carl was downtown at work,
of course. And yes, that was Deirdre on the side porch and she was home to stay, but there was no need to
whisper.

‘The mind’s gone,” Nancy said with a bitter smile. ‘The electric shock wiped out her memory first.
Then everything. She couldn’t get up to save herself if the place was burning down. Every now and then
she wrings her hands, tries to speak, but she can’t -’

‘Don’t!” Millie had whispered, with a little shake of the head and twist of her mouth as though it wasn’t
in good taste to discuss this. She was old now, Miss Millie, old and beautifully gray, dainty as Miss Belle
had been, Miss Belle who was now long gone. ‘Have some more coffee, Father?’

But it was a pretty woman sitting in the chair on the porch. The shock treatments had not grayed her
hair. And her eyes were still a deep blue, though they were utterly empty. Like a statue in church she was.
Father, help me. The emerald ring caught the light, exploded like a tiny star.

Father Mattingly did not come south very often after that, and in the following years when he rang the
bell, he was not welcome. Miss Nancy’s excuses became more abrupt. Sometimes nobody even
answered. If Carl was there, the visit was rushed, artificial. No more coffee in the garden room, just a few
quick words in that vast dusty parlor. Didn’t they ever turn on the lights anymore? The chandeliers were
filthy.

Of course the women were getting quite old. Millie died in 1979. The funeral had been enormous, with
cousins coming from all over the country.

Then last year Nancy had gone. Father Mattingly had gotten a letter from Red Lonigan. The priest had
been in Baton Rouge at the time and he had driven down just for the funeral.

Miss Carl, in her late eighties, was bone thin, hawk-nosed, with white hair and thick glasses that
magnified her eyes unpleasantly. Her ankles were swollen over the tops of her black string shoes. She had
to sit down on a gravestone during the final words at the cemetery.

The house itself was going down pitifully. Father Mattingly had seen that for himself when he drove
past.

Deirdre too had changed, inevitably. He could see that her fragile hothouse beauty had at last been lost.
And in spite of the nurses who walked her back and forth, she had grown stooped, and her hands bent
down and out at the wrists, like those of an arthritic patient. They said that her head had now fallen
permanently to one side, and her mouth was always open.

It was a sad sight to behold even from a distance. And the jewels only made it more sinister. Diamond
earrings on a senseless invalid. An emerald big as a thumbnail! And Father Mattingly, who believed
above all in the sanctity of human life, thought Deirdre’s death would have been a blessing.

The afternoon following Nancy’s funeral, as he had paid a silent visit to the old place, he had met an
Englishman stopped at the far end of the fence - a very personable man, who introduced himself to the
priest as Aaron Lightner.

‘Do you know anything about that poor woman?’ Lightner had asked quite frankly. ‘For over ten years
I’ve seen her on that porch. You know, I worry about her.’

‘I worry myself,” Father Mattingly had confessed. ‘But they say there’s nothing anyone can do for her.’

‘Such a strange family,’ said the Englishman sympathetically. ‘It’s so very hot. I wonder does she feel
the heat? You’d think they’d fix the overhead fan. Do you see? It seems to be broken.’



Father Mattingly had taken an immediate liking to the Englishman. Such a forceful, yet polite man. And
he was dressed so well in a fine three-piece linen suit. Even carried a walking stick. Made Father
Mattingly think of the gentlemen who used to stroll in the evening on St Charles Avenue. You used to see
them on the front porches, wearing their straw hats, watching the traffic pass. Ah, another era.

Father Mattingly found himself chatting easily with the Englishman in a hushed voice under the low-
hanging oaks, about all the ’known’ things with which the man seemed quite familiar - the shock
treatments, the sanitariums, the baby daughter long ago adopted out in California. But Father Mattingly
would not have dreamed of mentioning old Dave Collins’s gossip of Stella or ‘the man.” To repeat such
nonsense would be flat-out wrong. And besides, it came too near to those painful secrets Deirdre had
confided in him.

He and Lightner had somehow ended up at Commander’s Palace for a late lunch at the Englishman’s
invitation. What a treat for the priest. How long had it been since he dined in a fine New Orleans
restaurant like that with tablecloths and linen napkins. And the Englishman had ordered an excellent
wine.

The man admitted candidly that he was interested in the history of families like the Mayfairs.

“You know they had a plantation in Haiti when it was still called Saint-Domingue. Maye Faire was the
name of the place, I believe. They made a fortune in coffee and sugar in the days before the slave
uprising.’

‘So you know of them that far back,’ said the priest, amazed.

‘Oh, indeed, I do,” said Lightner. ‘It’s in the history books, you see. Powerful woman ran that place,
Marie Claudette Mayfair Landry, following in the footsteps of her mother, Angelique Mayfair. But they
had been there for four generations. It was Charlotte who had come from France in, what was it, the year
1689. Yes, Charlotte. And she gave birth to twins - Peter and Jeanne Louise and they both lived to be
eighty-one.’

‘You don’t say. I’ve never heard tell of them that far back.’

‘I believe it’s a simple matter of record.” The Englishman gave a little shrug. ‘Even the black rebels
didn’t dare torch the plantation. Marie Claudette managed to emigrate with a king’s ransom in
possessions as well as her entire family. Then it was La Victoire at Riverbend below New Orleans. I think
they called it simply Riverbend.’

‘Miss Mary Beth was born there.’

‘Yes! That’s correct. In, let me see, I think it was 1871. It took the river to finally swallow that old
house. Such a beauty it was, with columns all around. There were photographs of it in the very old
guidebooks to Louisiana.’

‘I’d like to see those,’ the priest said.

‘They’d built the house on First Street before the Civil War, you know,” Lightner went on. ‘It was
actually Katherine Mayfair who built it and later her brothers Julien and Remy Mayfair lived there. And
then Mary Beth made it her home. She didn’t like the country, Mary Beth. I believe it was Katherine who
married the Irish architect, the one who died so young of yellow fever. You know, he built the banks
downtown. Yes, the name was Monahan. And after he died, Katherine didn’t want to stay at First Street
anymore because he had built it and she was so sick at heart.’

‘Seems I heard a long time ago that Monahan designed the house,” said the priest. But he really didn’t
want to interrupt. ‘I used to hear about Miss Mary Beth...’

‘Yes, it was Mary Beth Mayfair who married Judge Mclntyre, though he was only a young lawyer then
of course, and their daughter Carlotta Mayfair is the head of the house now, it seems..."

Father Mattingly was enthralled. It wasn’t merely his old and painful curiosity about the Mayfairs, it
was the engaging manner of Lightner himself, and the pleasing sound of his British accent. Just history,
all this, not gossip, quite innocent. It had been a long time since Father Mattingly had spoken to such a
cultivated man. No, this was not gossip when the Englishman told it.

And against his better judgment, the priest found himself telling in a tentative voice the story of the
little girl in the school yard and the mysterious flowers. Now, that was not what he’d heard in the
confessional, he reminded himself. Yet it was frightening that it should spill out this way, after a half-
dozen sips of wine. Father Mattingly was ashamed of himself. Suddenly he couldn’t get the confession
out of his mind. He lost the thread. He was thinking of Dave Collins and all those strange things he’d said
and the way Father Lafferty had gotten so angry that July night at the bazaar, Father Lafferty who’d
presided over the adoption of Deirdre’s baby.

Had Father Lafferty taken action on account of all Dave Collins’s crazy talk? He himself had never



been able to do any-thing.

The Englishman was quite patient with the priest’s silent reverie. In fact, the strangest thing happened.
It seemed to Father Mattingly that the man was listening to his thoughts! But that was quite impossible,
and if a man could overhear the memory of a confession in that way, just what was a priest supposed to
do about it?

How long that afternoon seemed. How pleasant, easeful. Father Mattingly had finally repeated Dave
Collins’s old tales, and he had even talked of the pictures in the books of ‘the dark man’ and of witches
dancing.

And the Englishman had seemed so interested, only moving now and then to pour the wine, or to offer
the priest a cigarette, never interrupting.

‘Now, what do you make of all that,” the priest whispered at last. Had the man said anything back?
“You know, old Dave Collins is dead, but Sister Bridget Marie is going to live forever. She’s nearing a
hundred.’

The Englishman smiled. “You mean the sister in the school yard that long-ago day.’

Father Mattingly was now drunk on the wine he’d had, that was the plain truth of it. And he kept seeing
the yard and the children and the flowers strewn all over the pavement.

‘She’s out at Mercy Hospital now,’ the priest said, ‘I saw her last time I was down. I suppose I'll see her
this time. And what nonsense she talks now that she doesn’t know who she’s talking to. Old Dave Collins
died in a bar on Magazine Street. Fitting place. All his friends chipped in for the biggest funeral.’

The priest had drifted off again, thinking of Deirdre and the confessional. And the Englishman had
touched the back of his hand and whispered: ‘You mustn’t worry about it.’

The priest had been startled. Then he’d almost laughed at the idea that someone could read his mind.
And that’s what Sister Bridget Marie had said about Antha, wasn’t it? That she could hear people talking
through the walls and read their minds? Had he told the Englishman that part?

‘Yes, you did. I want to thank you...’

He and the Englishman had said good-bye at six o’clock outside the gates of the Lafayette Cemetery. It
had been the golden time of evening when the sun is gone and everything gives back the light it has
absorbed all day long. But how forlorn it all was, the old whitewashed walls, and the giant magnolia trees
ripping at the pavement.

“You know, they’re all buried in there, the Mayfairs,” Father Mattingly had said, glancing at the iron
gates. ‘Big above-ground tomb down the centre walk to the right, has a little wrought-iron fence around
it. Miss Carl keeps it in good repair. You can read all those names you just told me.’

The priest would have shown the Englishman himself but it was time to get back to the rectory, time to
go back to Baton Rouge and then up to St Louis.

Lightner gave him an address in London.

‘If you ever hear anything more about that family — anything you feel comfortable passing on — well,
would you contact me?’

Of course Father Mattingly had never done that. He’d misplaced the name and address months ago. But
he remembered that Englishman kindly, though sometimes he wondered who the man really was, and
what he had actually wanted. If all the priests of the world had such a soothing manner as that, what a
splendid thing it would be. It was as if that man understood everything.

As he drew nearer the old corner now, Father Mattingly thought again of what the young priest had
written: that Deirdre Mayfair was shriveling up, that she could hardly walk anymore.

Then how could she have gone wild on August 13th, he’d like to know, for the love of heaven? How
could she have broken the windows out and scared off men from an asylum?

And Jerry Lonigan said his driver saw things thrown out -books, a clock, all manner of things, just
hurling through the air. And the noise she’d made, like an animal howling.

The priest found it hard to believe.

But there it was, the evidence.

As he slowly approached the gate on this warm August afternoon, he saw the white-uniformed window
man on the front porch, atop his wooden ladder. Knife in hand, he applied the putty along the new panes.
And each one of those tall windows had shining new glass, complete with the tiny brand-name stickers.

Yards away, on the south side of the house, behind her veil of rusted copper screen sat Deirdre, hands
twisted out at the wrists, head bent and to the side against the back of the rocker. The emerald pendant on



its chain was a tiny spark of green light for an instant.

Ah, what had it been like for her to break those windows? To feel the strength coursing through her
limbs, to feel herself in possession of such uncommon power? Even to make a sound, why, it must have
been magnificent.

But that was a strange thought for him, wasn’t it? Yet he felt himself swept up in some vague sadness,
some grand melancholy. Ah, Deirdre, poor little Deirdre.

The truth was, he felt sad and bitter as he always did when he saw her. And he knew he would not go up
the flagstone path to the front steps. He would not ring the bell only to be told again that Miss Carl wasn’t
home, or that she could not receive him just now.

This trip had only been Father Mattingly’s personal penance. Over forty years ago, he had done the
wrong thing on a fateful Saturday afternoon, and a girl’s sanity had hung in the balance. And no visit now
would ever make the slightest difference.

He stood at the fence for a long moment, listening to the scrape of the window man’s knife, curiously
clear in the soft tropical quiet around him. He felt the heat penetrate his shoes, his clothes. He let the soft
mellow colors of this moist and shady world work on him.

It was a rare place, this. Better for her surely than some sterile hospital room, or vista of close-cropped
lawn with no more variation than a synthetic carpet. And what made him think that he could have ever
done for her what so many doctors had failed to do? Maybe she had never had a chance. Only God
knows.

Suddenly he glimpsed a visitor behind the rusted screens, sitting beside the poor mad woman. Nice
young man it seemed - tall, dark-haired, well dressed in spite of the wilting temperature. Maybe one of
those cousins from away, from New York City or California.

The young fella must have just come out on the porch from the parlor, because a moment ago he had
not been there.

So solicitous, he seemed. It was positively loving the way he inclined towards Deirdre. Just as if he was
kissing her cheek. Yes, that was what he was doing. Even in the dense shade, the priest could see it, and it
touched him deeply. It made the sadness well in him painfully.

But the window man was finishing now. He was gathering up his ladder. He came down the front steps
and went around the flagstone walk and past the screen porch, using his ladder as he went, to drive back
the banana trees and the swollen oleander.

The priest was finished too. He had done his penance. He could go home now, back to the hot barren
pavements of Constance Street, and the cool confines of the rectory. Slowly he turned and moved towards
the corner.

He glanced back only once. The screen porch was empty now save for Deirdre. But surely that nice
young man would come back out soon. It had gone right to the priest’s heart to see that tender kiss, to
know that someone even now still loved that lost soul that he himself had failed to save so long ago.



CHAPTER FOUR

There was something she had to do tonight, someone she was supposed to call. And it was important,
too. But after fifteen hours on duty - and twelve of them spent in the Operating Room - she could not now
remember.

She wasn’t Rowan Mayfair yet, with all Rowan’s personal griefs and concerns. She was just Dr
Mayfair, empty as a clear pane of glass, sitting here silent in the doctors’ coffee room, hands shoved in
the pockets of her dirty white coat, her feet on the chair opposite, a Parliament cigarette on her lip,
listening to them talk as neurosurgeons always talk, regurgitating in language every exciting moment of
the day.

Soft bursts of laughter, voices overlapping on voices, smell of alcohol, rustle of starched clothes, sweet
aroma of the cigarettes. Never mind the personal disgrace that almost all of them smoked. It was nice to
remain here, comfortable in the glare of the lights on the dirty Formica table, and the dirty linoleum tile,
and the dirty beige walls. Nice to be putting off the thinking time, the time when memory would come
back to fill her up again and render her heavy and opaque.

In truth, it had been a damn near perfect day, which was why her feet hurt so much. She had been
through three emergency surgeries, one following another, from the gunshot wound at six a.m. to the car
crash victim brought in four hours ago. And if every day was like this day, her life was going to be just
fine. It was going to be perfectly wonderful, actually.

She was aware of that just now, in a relaxed sort of way. After ten years of medical school and
internship and residency she was what she had always wanted to be — a doctor, a neurosurgeon, and
most specifically the new board-certified Staff Attending in Neurosurgery in a giant university hospital
where the Neurological Trauma Center could keep her operating on accident victims almost full-time.

She had to admit she was glorying in it, glorying in her first week as something other than an
overworked and critically exhausted chief resident who still had to operate fifty percent of the time under
someone else’s eye.

Even the inevitable talk today had not been so terrible — the endless running diatribe in the Operating
Room, the dictating of the notes after, and finally the lengthy informal coffee room review. She liked
these doctors around her, the shiny-faced interns opposite, Dr Peters and Dr Blake, who had just begun
their rotation and were looking at her as if she were a witch instead of a doctor. And Dr Simmons, the
chief resident, who told her now and then in a heated whisper that she was the finest doctor he’d ever seen
in surgery and that the nurses said the same thing, and Dr Larkin, the beloved chief of neuro-surgery,
known to his proteges as Lark, who had forced her over and over again today to elaborate - ‘Explain,
Rowan, explain in detail. You have to tell these boys what you’re doing. Gentlemen, behold, this is the
only neurosurgeon in western civilization who does not like to talk about her work.’

Understatement. She hated talking. She was innately suspicious of language because she could ’hear’
with remarkable accuracy what lay behind it, and also she just didn’t know how to talk very well.

Now they were talking about Dr Larkin’s virtuoso performance this afternoon with the meningioma,
thank heaven, and she could drift in this delicious exhaustion, savoring the taste of the cigarette, and the
awful coffee, and the lovely glare of the light on the beautifully blank walls.

Trouble was, she’d told herself this morning to remember about this personal thing, this call that had to
be made, this something that really mattered to her. So what did that mean? It would come back as soon
as she stepped out of the building.

And she could do that any time she liked. After all, she was the Attending, and she didn’t have to be
here longer than fifteen hours, and she never had to sleep in the on-call room again, and nobody expected
her to go down to Emergency just to see what was going on, though left to her own devices, perhaps, that
is what she would have liked to do.

Two years ago, less than that perhaps, she would have been long gone by this time, headed over the
Golden Gate at the speed limit, eager to be Rowan Mayfair again, in the wheel-house of the Sweet
Christine singlehanding her out of Richardson Bay and into the open sea. Only when she had set the
autopilot for a great circular course, well out of the way of the channels, would the exhaustion have
conquered her. She would have gone down below deck into the cabin where the wood shone as brilliantly
as the polished brass, and falling into the double bunk, she would have lost herself in a thin sleep through
which all the little sounds of the boat penetrated sweetly.

But that was before the process of working miracles on the operating table had become positively
addictive. Research had still now and then beckoned. And Ellie and Graham, her adoptive parents, were



still living, and the glass-walled house on the Tiburon shore was not a mausoleum filled with dead
people’s books, dead people’s clothes.

She had to walk through that mausoleum to get to the Sweet Christine. She had to see the inevitable
mail which still came for Ellie and Graham. And maybe even hear a phone machine message or two from
an out-of-town friend who didn’t know that Ellie had died of cancer last year, and that Graham had died
of ’a stroke,’ to put it simply, two months before Ellie’s death. She watered the ferns still in memory of
Ellie, who had played music for them. She drove Graham’s Jaguar sedan because to sell it would be a
nuisance. She had never cleaned out his desk.

Stroke. A dark ugly feeling passed over her. Think not of Graham dying on the kitchen floor but of the
day’s victories. You saved three lives during the past fifteen hours, when other doctors might have let
them die. To other lives in other hands you gave your skillful assistance. And now, safe in the womb of
the Intensive Care Unit, three of those patients are sleeping, and they have eyes that can see, and mouths
that can shape words, and when you hold their hands, they grip as you tell them to grip.

Yes, she couldn’t have asked for more. Would that she could always leave the tissue transplants and the
tumors to others. She thrived on crisis. She needed it. She’d go home in a little while only because it was
healthy to do so, healthy to rest her eyes and her feet and her brain, of course, and to be some place
besides here for the weekend; to be on the Sweet Christine, at sea.

For now, rest in this great ship called the hospital, for that is exactly what it felt like — a submarine,
traveling without sound through time. The lights never went out. The temperature never varied. The
engines never shut down. And we, the crew, are bonded together, in spite of anger, or resentment, or
competition. We are bonded and there is a form of love whether we acknowledge it or not.

‘You’re looking for a miracle!” the supervisor in Emergency had said to her at six this evening,
contemptuously, glaze-eyed with exhaustion. ‘Wheel this woman over against the wall, and save your
juices for somebody you can do something for!’

‘I want nothing but miracles,” Rowan had answered. ‘We’re going to get the glass and dirt out of her
brain, and then we’ll take it from there.’

No way to tell him that when she had placed her hands on the woman’s shoulders, she had ’listened’
with her diagnostic sense to a thousand little signals; and they had told her, infallibly, that the woman
could live. She knew what she’d see when the bone fragments had been carefully lifted out of the fracture
and frozen for later replacement, when the torn dura mater had been further slit and the bruised tissue
beneath it magnified by the powerful surgical scope. Plenty of living brain, unharmed, functioning, once
she’d sucked the blood away from it, and cauterized the tiny ruptured vessels so that the bleeding would
stop.

It was the same infallible sense she’d had that day out on the ocean when she’d hoisted the drowned
man, Michael Curry, onto the deck with the winch, and touched his cold gray flesh. Yes, there is life in
there. Bring him back.

The drowned man. Michael Curry. That was it, of course, that was what she had made a note to
remember. Call Curry’s doctor. Curry’s doctor had left a message for her both at the hospital and on her
machine at home.

It had been over three months since that bitter cold evening in May, with the fog blanketing the distant
city so that not a single light was visible, and the drowned man on the deck of the Sweet Christine had
looked as dead as any corpse she’d ever seen.

She stubbed out the cigarette. ‘Good night, Doctors,” she said rising. ‘Monday, eight o’clock,’ she said
to the interns. ‘No, don’t stand up.’

Dr Larkin caught her sleeve between two fingers. When she tried to pull loose, he held tight.

‘Don’t take that boat out alone, Rowan.’

‘Come on, Chief.” She tried to free herself. Didn’t work. ‘I’ve been taking that boat out alone since |
was sixteen.’

‘Bad news, Rowan, bad news,’ he said. ‘Suppose you hit your head out there, fall overboard.’

She gave a soft polite laugh, though she was in fact irritated by this talk, and then she was out the door,
heading past the elevators — too slow — and towards the concrete stairs.

Maybe she could take one last look at the three patients in Intensive Care before she made her exit; and
suddenly the thought of leaving at all oppressed her. The thought of not coming back until Monday was
even worse.

Shoving her hands in her pockets, she hurried up the two flights of stairs to the fourth floor.

The gleaming upper corridors were so quiet, so removed from the mayhem inevitably going on in



Emergency. A lone woman slept on the couch in the darkly carpeted waiting room. The old nurse at the
ward station only waved as Rowan passed by. There had been times in her harried intern days when, on
call, she had strolled these corridors in the middle of the night rather than try to sleep. Back and forth
she’d walked, covering the length of one floor after another, in the belly of the giant submarine, lulled by
the faint whisper of countless machines.

Too bad the chief knew about the Sweet Christine, she thought now, too bad that desperate and
frightened, she’d brought him home with her the afternoon of her adoptive mother’s funeral, and taken
him out to sit on the deck, drinking wine beneath a blue Tiburon sky. Too bad that in those hollow and
metallic moments, she had confessed to Lark that she didn’t want to be in the house anymore, that she
lived on the boat, and sometimes lived for it, taking it out alone after every shift, no matter how long
she’d been on, no matter how tired she was.

Telling people - did it ever make things better? Lark had piled cliche upon cliche as he tried to comfort
her. And from then on everybody at the hospital knew about the Sweet Christine. And she wasn’t just
Rowan the silent one, but Rowan the adopted one, the one whose family had died out in less than half a
year, who went to sea in the big boat all alone. She had also become Rowan who would not accept Lark’s
invitations to dinner, when any other single female doctor on the staff might have done so in an instant.

If only they knew the rest of it, she thought, how very mysterious she really was, even unto herself. And
what would they have said about the men she liked, the stalwart officers of the law, and the heroes of the
fire brigade hook and ladder trucks whom she hunted in noisy wholesome neighborhood bars, picking her
partners as much for their roughened hands and their roughened voices as for their heavy chests and
powerful arms. Yes, what about that, what about all those couplings in the lower cabin of the Sweet
Christine with the police-issue .38 revolver in its black leather holster slung over the hook on the wall.

And the conversations after - no, call them monologues -in which these men with the desperate need so
similar to that of the neurosurgeon’s relived their moments of danger and achievement, of moxie and
dexterity. Scent of courage on their pressed uniform shirts. Sing a song of life and death.

Why that kind of man? Graham had once demanded. ‘You look for them to be dumb, uneducated, thick-
necked? What if one of them puts his meaty fist into your face?’

‘But that’s just it,” she’d said coldly, not even bothering to look at him. ‘They don’t do that. They save
lives, and that’s why I like them. I like heroes.’

‘That sounds like a fool of a fourteen-year-old girl talking,” Graham had replied acidly.

‘You’ve got it wrong,” Rowan had answered. ‘When I was fourteen I thought lawyers like you were the
heroes.’

Bitter flash of his eyes as he’d turned away from her. Bitter flash of Graham now, over a year after
Graham’s death. Taste of Graham, smell of Graham, Graham in her bed finally, because Graham would
have left before Elite’s death if she hadn’t done it.

‘Don’t tell me you haven’t always wanted it,” he’d said to her in the deep feather mattress in the bunk of
the Sweet Christine. ‘Damn your fire fighters; damn your cops.’

Stop arguing with him. Stop thinking about him. Ellie never knew you went to bed with him, or why
you thought you had to. So much that Ellie never knew. And you are not in Ellie’s house. You’re not even
on the boat Graham gave you. You’re still safe here in the antiseptic quiet of your world, and Graham is
dead and buried in the little graveyard in northern California. And never mind how he died, because
nobody knows the story on that, either. Don’t let him be there in spirit, as they say, when you put the key
into the ignition of his car, which you ought to have sold long ago, or when you walk into the damp chilly
rooms of his house.

Yet she still talked to him, still carried on the endless case for the defense. His death had prevented
forever any real resolution. And so a ghost of him had been created by her hatred and her rage. It was
fading, yet it still stalked her, even here in the safe hallways of her own domain.

I’ll take the other ones any day, she had wanted to say to him, I’ll take them with their ego and their
rambunctiousness, and their ignorance and their rollicking sense of humor; I’ll take their roughness, their
heated and simple love of women and fear of women, I’ll even take their talk, yes, their endless talk, and
thank God that, unlike the neurosurgeons, they don’t want me to say anything back to them, they don’t
even want to know who I am or what I am, might as well say rocket scientist, master spy, magician, as
say neurosurgeon. ‘You don’t mean you operate on people’s brains!’

What did it matter, all this?

The fact is, Rowan understood ‘the man question’ a little better now than in those days when Graham
argued with her. She understood the connection between herself and her uniformed heroes - that going



into the Operating Room, and slipping on those sterile gloves, and lifting the microcoagulator and the
microscalpel, was like going into a burning building, was like going into a family fight with a gun to save
the wife and the child.

How many times had she heard neurosurgeons compared to fire fighters? And then the slick criticism,
but it’s different because your life is not at stake. The hell it isn’t. Because if you failed in there, if you
failed horribly enough and often enough, you’d be destroyed as surely as if the burning roof had come
down on you. You survived by being brilliant and courageous and perfect, because there was simply no
other way to survive, and every moment in the Operating Room was a mortal test.

Yes, the same courage, the same love of stress and love of danger for a good reason that she saw in the
crude men she loved to kiss and stroke and suckle; the men she liked to have on top of her; the men who
didn’t need for her to talk.

But what was the use of understanding, when it had been months — almost half a year — since she’d
invited anyone into her bed. What did the Sweet Christine think about it? she sometimes wondered. Was
it whispering to her in the dark: ‘Rowan, where are our men?’

Chase, the yellow-haired olive-skinned palomino cop from Marin, still left messages for her on the
answering machine. But she had no time to call him. And he was such a sweet guy, and he did read
books, too, and they had talked once, a real conversation, in fact, when she’d made some offthand remark
about the Emergency Room, and the woman who’d been shot by her husband. He’d latched onto that at
once with his string of shootings and stabbings and pretty soon they were going at them all from two
sides. Maybe that was why she hadn’t called him back? A possibility.

But on the face of it, the neurosurgeon had for the moment subsumed the woman quite completely, so
much so that she wasn’t sure why she was even thinking about those men tonight. Unless it was because
she wasn’t all that tired, or because the last beautiful male she’d lusted after had been Michael Curry, the
gorgeous drowned man, gorgeous even when he lay there, wet and pale, black hair plastered to his head,
on the deck of her boat.

Yes. He was, in the old school-girl parlance, to die for, a hunk — just an out-and-out adorable guy and
her kind of adorable guy completely. His had not been one of those California gymnasium bodies with
overdeveloped muscles and phony tans, topped off with dyed hair, but a powerful proletarian specimen,
rendered all the more irresistible by the blue eyes and the freckles across his cheeks which made her, in
retrospect, want to kiss them.

What an irony to fish from the sea, in a state of tragic helplessness, such a perfect example of the only
kind of man she had ever desired.

She stopped. She had reached the doors of the Intensive Care Unit. Entering quietly, she stood still for a
moment, surveying this strange, icy-still world of fish tank rooms with emaciated sleepers on display
beneath oxygen tent plastic, their fragile limbs and torsos hooked to beeping monitors, amid endless
cables and dials.

A switch was suddenly thrown in Rowan’s head. Nothing existed outside this ward any more than
anything existed outside of an Operating Room.

She approached the desk, her hand out to very lightly touch the shoulder of the nurse who sat hunched
over a mass of papers beneath the low fluorescent light.

‘Good evening, Laurel,” Rowan whispered.

The woman was startled. Then recognizing Rowan, she brightened. ‘Dr Mayfair, you’re still here.’

‘Just another look around.’

Rowan’s manner with nurses was far gentler than ever it was with doctors. She had from the very
beginning of her internship courted nurses, going out of her way to alleviate their proverbial resentment
of women doctors, and to elicit from them as much enthusiasm as she could. It was a science with her,
calculated and refined to the point of ruthlessness, yet as profoundly sincere as any incision made into the
tissues of a patient’s brain.

As she entered the first room now, pausing beside the high gleaming metal bed — a monstrous rack on
wheels, it seemed -she heard the nurse coming behind her, waiting on her, so to speak. The nurse moved
to lift the chart from its place at the foot of the bed. Rowan shook her head, no.

Blanched, seemingly lifeless, lay the day’s last car crash victim, head enormous in a turban of white
bandages, a thin colorless tube running into her nose. The machines evinced the only vitality with their
tiny monotonous beeps and jagged neon lines. The glucose flowed through the tiny needle fixed into the
pinioned wrist.

Like a corpse coming back to life on an embalming table, the woman beneath the layers of bleached bed



linen slowly opened her eyes. ‘Dr Mayfair,” she whispered.

A lovely ripple of relief passed through Rowan. Again she and the nurse exchanged glances. Rowan
smiled. ‘I’m here, Mrs Trent,” she said softly. ‘You’re doing well.” Gently, she folded her fingers around
the woman’s right hand. Yes, very well.

The woman’s eyes closed so slowly they were like flowers closing. No change in the faint song of the
machines that surrounded them. Rowan retreated as soundlessly as she had come.

Through the windows of the second room, she gazed at another seemingly unconscious figure, that of
an olive-skinned boy, a weed of a kid, actually, who had gone blind suddenly, staggering off the platform
into the path of a commuter train.

For four hours she had worked on this one, suturing with the tiny needle the hemorrhaging vessel that
had caused his blindness, then repairing the damaged skull. In Recovery he had joked with the circle of
doctors around him.

Now, her eyes narrow, her body still, Rowan studied his subtle movements in sleep, the way that his
right knee shifted under the covers, the way his hand curled, palm up, as he moved his head to the side.
His tongue darted over his dry lips, and he whispered to himself like a man talking to someone in his
dreams.

‘Doing just fine, Doctor,” the nurse whispered beside her.

Rowan nodded. But she knew that within weeks, he would suffer seizures. They would use Dilantin to
control it, but he would be an epileptic for the rest of his life. Better than death and blindness surely. She
would wait and watch before predicting or explaining. After all, there was always the chance she was
wrong.

‘And Mrs Kelly?’ she asked. She turned to look into the nurse’s eyes, forcing herself to see the woman
clearly and completely. This was an efficient and compassionate nurse, a woman she rather liked.

‘Mrs Kelly thinks it’s funny that she still has two bullets in her head. "I feel like a loaded gun," she told
me. She won’t let her daughter leave. She wants to know what happened to that "street punk" that shot
her. She wants another pillow. She wants a television and a phone.’

Rowan gave the obligatory soft appreciative laugh. Barely a sound in the humming silence. ‘Well,
tomorrow, perhaps,’ she said.

From where she stood, she could see the spirited Mrs Kelly through the last pair of windows at the end
of the ward.

Unable to lift her head from the pillow, Mrs Kelly gestured easily with her right hand as she talked to
her grown daughter, a thin and obviously exhausted woman with drooping eyelids who nevertheless
nodded repeatedly as she hung upon her mother’s every word.

‘She’s good for her mother,” Rowan whispered. ‘Let her stay as long as she likes.’

The nurse nodded.

‘I’m off till Monday, Laurel,” said Rowan. ‘I don’t know if I like this new schedule.’

The nurse gave a soft laugh. ‘You deserve the rest, Dr May-fair.’

‘Do 1?7’ Rowan murmured. ‘Dr Simmons will call me if there’s a problem. You can always ask him to
call me, Laurel. You understand?’

Rowan went out the double doors, letting them swish shut softly behind her. Yes, a good day it had
been.

And there really was no excuse for staying here any longer, except to make a few notes in the private
diary she kept in her office and to check her personal machine for calls. Maybe she would rest for a while
on the leather couch. It was so much more luxurious, the office of the official Attending, than the
cramped and shabby on-call rooms in which she’d dozed for years.

But she ought to go home, she knew it. Ought to let the shades of Graham and Ellie come and go as
they pleased.

And what about Michael Curry? Why, she had forgotten again about Michael Curry, and now it was
almost ten o’clock. She had to call Dr Motris as soon as she could.

Now don’t let your heart skip beats over Curry, she thought, as she took her time padding softly down
the linoleumed hallway, choosing the cement stairway again rather than the elevator, and plotting a
jagged route through the giant slumbering hospital that would take her only eventually to her office door.

But she was eager to hear what Morris had to say, eager for news of the only man in her life at this
moment, a man she didn’t know and had not seen since that violent interlude of desperate effort and
crazed, accidental accomplishment on the turbulent sea almost four months before...



She’d been in a near daze that night from exhaustion. A routine shift during the last month of her
residency had yielded thirty-six hours of duty on call, during which she’d slept perhaps an hour. But that
was fine until she’d spotted a drowned man in the water.

The Sweet Christine had been crawling through the rough ocean under the heavy, leaden sky, the wind
roaring against the windows of the wheelhouse. No small-craft warnings mattered to this forty-foot twin-
engined Dutch-built steel cruiser, her heavy full-displacement hull moving smoothly though slowly
without the slightest rise through the choppy waves. She was, strictly speaking, too much for a single-
hander. But Rowan had been operating her alone since she was sixteen.

Getting such a boat in and out of the dock is really the tricky part, where another crew member is
required. And Rowan had her own channel, dug deep and wide, beside her home in Tiburon, and her own
pier and her own slow and methodic system. Once the Sweet Christine had been backed out and turned
towards San Francisco, one woman on the bridge who knew and understood all the boat’s complex
electronic whistles and bells was really quite enough.

The Sweet Christine was built not for speed but for endurance. She was equipped that day as she always
was, for a voyage around the world.

The overcast sky had been killing the daylight that May afternoon even when Rowan passed under the
Golden Gate. By the time she was out of sight of it, the long twilight had faded completely.

Darkness was falling with a pure metallic monotony to it; the ocean was merging with the sky. And so
cold it was that Rowan wore her woolen gloves and watch cap even in the wheelhouse, drinking cup after
cup of steaming coffee, which never fazed her immense exhaustion. Her eyes were focused as always on
the shifting sea.

Then came Michael Curry, that speck out there — could that possibly be a man?

On his face in the waves, his arms out loosely, hands floating near his head, and the black hair a mass
against the shining gray water, the rest just clothes ballooning ever so slightly over the limp and shapeless
form. A belted raincoat, brown heels. Dead looking.

All that she could tell in those first few moments was that this was no decomposed corpse. Pale as the
hands were, they were not waterlogged. He could have fallen overboard from some large vessel only
moments before, or hours. The crucial thing was to signal ‘Pan Pan’ immediately and to give her
coordinates, and then to try and get him aboard.

As luck would have it the Coast Guard boats were miles from her location; the helicopter rescue teams
were completely engaged. There were virtually no small craft in the area on account of the warnings. And
the fog was rolling in. Assistance would come as soon as possible and no one could say when that was.

‘I’'m going to try to get him up out of the water,” she said. ‘I’m alone out here. Just get here as fast as
you can.’

There was no need to tell them she was a doctor, or to remind them of what they already knew — in
these cold waters, drowning victims could survive for incredibly long periods, because the drop in
temperature slows the metabolism; the brain slumbers, demanding only a fraction of the usual oxygen and
blood. The important thing was to bring him in and start resuscitation.

And that was the tough part because she had never done such a thing alone. She had the equipment for
it, however, the harnesses connected to powerful nylon line running through the gasoline-driven winch on
the top of the wheelhouse — in other words, sufficient means to get him on board if she could get to him,
and that was where she might fail.

At once, she pulled on her rubber gloves and her life jacket, then fastened her own harness, and
gathered up the second one for him. She checked the rigging, including the line connected to the dinghy,
and found it secure; then she dropped the dinghy over the side of the Sweet Christine and headed down
the swim ladder towards it, ignoring the tossing sea and the swaying of the ladder and the spray of the
cold water in her face.

He was floating towards her as she paddled towards him; but the water was almost swamping the
dinghy. For one second, she thought clearly: this is impossible. But she refused to give up. At last, nearly
falling out of the small craft, she reached for his hand and caught it, and brought his body head first
towards her. Now, how to get the damned harness properly around his chest.

Again the water nearly swamped the dinghy; she nearly flipped it herself. Then a wave lifted her and
carried her over the man’s body. She lost his hand. She lost him. But he came bobbing up like a cork. She
caught his left arm this time and forced the harness over his head and left shoulder, bringing the left arm
through it. But it was crucial to get the right arm through as well. The harness had to be well on him if she
was to pull him up, heavy as he was, with wet clothing.



And all the while, the diagnostic sense was working as she kept her eyes on the half-submerged face, as
she felt the cold flesh of his outstretched hand. Yes, he’s in there, he can come back. Get him on deck.

One violent wave after another prevented her from doing anything, except holding onto him. Then
finally she was able to grasp the right sleeve and tug the arm forward and through the harness, and at once
she pulled the harness tight.

The dinghy capsized, pitching her into the sea with him. She swallowed water, then shot to the surface,
the breath gone out of her as the freezing cold penetrated her clothes. How many minutes did she have at
this temperature before she lost consciousness? But she had him harnessed to the boat now as surely as
she was harnessed. If she could make it back to the swim ladder without passing out, she could reel him
in. Letting his line go, she pulled herself in hand over hand, refusing to believe she could fail, the broad
starboard side of the Sweet Christine a white blur disappearing and reappearing as the waves washed over
her.

At last she slammed against the side of the boat. The shock jolted her into full alertness. Her gloved
fingers refused to flex as she reached for the bottom rung of the swim ladder. But she gave them the
order, Close, damn you, close on the rope, and she watched what she could no longer feel as her right
hand obeyed. Her left hand went out for the side of the ladder; again she was giving her numbed body
orders, and half disbelieving, she found herself climbing up, rung by rung.

For one moment, lying on the deck, she couldn’t move. The warm air from the open door of the
wheelhouse was steaming like hot breath. Then she began to massage her fingers until feeling returned to
them. But there was no time to get warm; no time to do anything but climb to her feet and get to the
winch.

Her hands were hurting now. But they were doing what she wanted automatically as she started the
motor. The winch groaned and sang as it reeled in the nylon line. Suddenly, she saw the man’s body
rising above the rail of the deck, the head bowed, the arms spread wide and falling limp over the nylon
loop of the harness, water streaming from the heavy colorless clothes. The man fell forward, head first
onto the deck.

The winch screamed as it dragged him closer to the wheel-house, and then jerked him upright again,
three feet from the door. She killed the motor. He dropped down, sodden, lifeless, too far from the warm
air to do him good.

And she knew she couldn’t drag him inside, and there was no time to fool any more with the lines or the
winch.

With a great heave, she rolled him over and pumped a good quart of seawater out of his lungs. Then she
lifted him, pushing herself under him and flopping him again on his back. She pulled off her gloves
because they were hampering her. And then she slid her left hand under his neck, clamped her right
fingers on his nose, and breathed into his mouth. Her mind worked with him, envisioning the warm air
pumped into him. But it seemed forever that she breathed, and nothing was changing in the inert mass
beneath her.

She switched to his chest, pressing down as hard as she could on the breastbone, then releasing the
pressure, over and over for fifteen beats. ‘Come on, breathe!” she said, as if it were a curse. ‘Damn it,
breathe!” Then she went back to mouth-to-mouth.

Impossible to know how much time had passed; she was as oblivious to time as she ever was in the
Operating Room. She simply went on, alternating between the chest massage and the lung inflation,
stopping only now and then to feel the lifeless carotid artery, and to realize that the diagnostic message
was the same — Alive — before she continued.

His body tossed on the deck under her efforts, the skin gleaming and waxen in its wetness, the heels of
his brown leather shoes rolling on the boards.

Once again she tried to drag him into the wheelhouse, but it was useless. And dimly aware that no lights
were shining through the fog and no helicopter was roaring overhead, she went on, only pausing suddenly
to slap his face and call to him, to tell him that she knew he was in there and she expected him to come
back.

‘You know you can hear me!” she shouted as she pressed down again on the breastbone. She pictured
the heart and the lungs in all their glorious anatomical detail. Then as she made to lift his neck again, his
eyes snapped open, and his face suddenly fired with life. His chest gave a heave against her; she felt the
breath pour out of him, hot against her face.

‘That’s it, breathe!” she’d shouted over the wind. And why was she so amazed that he was alive, that he
was staring at her, when she had not thought of giving up?



His right hand shot up and took hold of hers. And he said something to her, something murmured,
incoherent, something that sounded nevertheless like a proper name.

Again, she slapped his cheek, but only gently. And his breaths came ragged yet rapid, his face knotted
with pain. How blue his eyes were, how clearly and certainly alive. It was as if she’d never seen eyes
before in a human being, never seen these fierce, brilliant gelatinous orbs staring up at her from a human
face.

‘Keep it up, breathe, you hear me, I’'m going for blankets below deck.’

He grabbed her hand again; he began to shiver violently. And as she tried to free herself, she saw him
look past her and straight upwards. He lifted his left hand. He was pointing. A light was finally sweeping
the deck. And God, the fog was rolling over them, thick as smoke. The helicopter had come just in time;
the wind stung her eyes. She could barely see the blades turning up there.

She slumped back, nearly losing consciousness herself, aware of his hand gripping hers. He was trying
to speak to her. She patted his hand, and she said, ‘It’s OK, it’s fine now, they’ll take you in.’

Then she was barking orders at the Coast Guard men as they came down the ladder; don’t warm him up
fast, and for God’s sake, don’t give him anything hot to drink. This is severe hypothermia. Radio for an
ambulance at the dock.

She feared for him as they took him up. But in truth she knew what the doctors would say: no
neurological deficit.

By midnight, she had given up on sleep. But she was warm and comfortable again. The Sweet Christine
rocked like a great cradle on the dark sea, her lights sweeping the fog, her radar on, her autopilot keeping
the same broad circular course. Snug in the corner of the wheelhouse bunk, dressed in fresh clothes,
Rowan drank her steaming coffee.

She wondered about him, about the look in his eyes. Michael Curry was his name, or so the Coast
Guard had told her when she called in. He’d been in the water for at least an hour before she’d spotted
him. But it had turned out just as she’d thought. ‘No neurological problems at all.” The press was calling
it a miracle.

Unfortunately, he’d gotten disoriented and violent in the ambulance — maybe it was all those reporters
at the dock — and they had sedated him (stupid!) and that had fuzzed things a bit for a while (of course!)
but he was ’just fine’ now.

‘Don’t release my name to anyone,” she’d said. ‘I want my privacy protected.’

Understood. The reporters were being a real pain. And to tell the truth, well, her call for help had come
at the worst of times, it wasn’t properly logged. They didn’t have her name or the name of her boat.
Would she please give them that info now if she —

‘Over and out, and thank you,’ she said as she cut them off.

The Sweet Christine drifted. She pictured Michael Curry lying on the deck, the way his forehead
creased when he woke up, the way his eyes had caught the light from the wheelhouse. What was that
word he’d said, a name it sounded like. But she couldn’t remember, if she had ever distinctly heard it at
all.

It seemed almost certain that he would have died if she hadn’t spotted him. It didn’t comfort her to think
of it, of his floating out there in the dark and the fog, of life leaking moment by moment out of his body.
Too close.

And such a beauty he was. Even drowned, he’d been something to behold. Mysterious always, the mix
of features that renders a man beautiful. His was an Irish face undoubtedly -square, with a short and rather
rounded nose, and that can make for a plain individual in many circumstances. But no one would have
found him plain. Not with those eyes and that mouth. Not a chance.

But it was not appropriate to think of him in those terms, was it? She wasn’t the doctor when she went
hunting; she was Rowan wanting the anonymous partner and then sleep afterwards when the door had
shut. It was the doctor, Rowan, who worried about him.

And who knew better than she did all the things that might have gone wrong in the chemistry of the
brain during that crucial hour?

She called San Francisco General early the next morning when she brought the boat in. Dr Morris, the
chief resident there, was still on duty. ‘You have my complete sympathy,” she’d said, briefly explaining
her own position at University. She described the resuscitation, the instructions she’d given the
paramedics about the hypothermia. Curry hadn’t said anything, just mumbled something, she hadn’t
caught any distinct syllables. But she’d felt strongly that he was going to be all right.



‘He is, he’s fine, he’s damned lucky,” Dr Morris told her. And yes, this call was doctor to doctor,
completely confidential. All those jackals in the hall needed was to know that a lone female brain surgeon
had reeled him in. Of course he was a bit out of it psychologically, talking on and on about visions he had
out there, and there’s something else happening with his hands, kind of extraordinary—

‘His hands?’

‘No paralysis or anything like that. Look, my beeper is going off.’

‘I can hear it. Listen, I’'m in my last thirty days at University. Call me if you need me. I’ll come.’

She hung up. What the hell did he mean about hands? She remembered Michael Curry’s grip, the way
he had hung on, not wanting to let her go, his eyes fixed on hers. ‘I didn’t screw up,” she whispered.
‘There’s nothing wrong with that guy’s hands.’

She understood about the hands the following afternoon when she opened the Examiner.

He had had a "mystical experience,” he explained. From some place high above he’d seen his own body
down there floating in the Pacific. A lot more had happened to him, but he couldn’t recall it now and it
was driving him out of his mind, this failure to remember.

As for the rumors flying around about his hands, well, yes, that was true, he was wearing black gloves
now all the time because he saw images every time he touched things. He couldn’t lift a spoon or touch a
bar of soap, but that he didn’t see some image connected to the last human being who’d handled it.

For the reporter he had touched the crucifix of her rosary, and told her it had been bought at Lourdes in
1939 and passed on to her by her mother.

This was absolutely accurate, the newspaper claimed, but there were now countless people on the staff
of San Francisco General who could attest to Curry’s new power.

He’d like to get out of the hospital, he really would. And he’d like this thing with his hands to go away,
for his memory to come back of what had happened to him out there.

She studied the picture — a large clear black-and-white shot of him sitting up in bed. The proletarian
charm was unmistakable. And his smile was simply wonderful. He even wore a little gold chain and cross
around his neck, the kind that emphasized the muscularity of his shoulders. Lots of cops and fire fighters
wore those kinds of chains. She adored them. Even when the little gold cross or medal, or whatever the
hell it was, hung down in her face in bed, brushing her like a kiss on the eyelids.

But the black-gloved hands looked sinister in the picture, resting as they did on the white cover. Was it
possible, what the article said? She did not for a moment doubt it. She had seen things stranger than that,
oh, yes, much stranger.

Don’t go see this guy. He doesn’t need you, and you don’t need to ask about the hands.

She tore out the story, folded it, and shoved it in her pocket. It was still there the following morning
when she staggered into the coffee room after a full night of the Neurological Trauma Center and opened
the Chronicle.

Curry was on page three, a good head shot, looking a little grimmer than before, perhaps a little less
trusting. Dozens of people had now witnessed his strange psychometric power. He wished that people
would understand it was nothing but a ’parlor trick.” He couldn’t help them.

All that concerned him now was the forgotten adventure, that is, the realms he’d visited when he was
dead. ‘There was a reason I came back,” he said, ‘I know there was. I had a choice, and I made the
decision to return. There was something very important that I had to do. I knew this, I knew the purpose.
And it had something to do with a doorway, and a number. But I can’t remember the number or what the
number meant. Truth is, I can’t recall any of it. It’s as if the most important experience of my entire life
has been wiped out. And I don’t know any way to recover it.’

They’re making him sound crazy, she thought. And it was probably a routine 'near death’ experience.
We know now that people have these all the time. "What’s wrong with the people around him?

As for his hands, she was a little too fascinated by that part, wasn’t she? She perused the various
witness accounts. She wished she had five minutes to look at the tests they’d run on him.

She thought again of him lying on the deck, of the firmness of his grip, of the expression on his face.

Had he felt something at that moment through his hand? And what would he feel now, were she to go
there, tell him what she remembered about the accident, sit on the bed beside him, and ask him to do his
parlor trick — in other words, barter her meager information for what everybody else wanted from him?
No.

Repellent that she should make such a demand. Repellent that she, a doctor, should think not of what he
might need, but of what she wanted. It was worse than wondering what it would be like to take him to



bed, to drink coffee with him at the table in the little cabin at three in the morning.

She’d call Dr Morris when she had time. See how he was, though when that would be, she couldn’t say.
She was the walking dead herself right now from lack of sleep, and she was needed right now in
Recovery. Maybe she ought to leave Curry entirely alone. Maybe that was the best thing she could do for
both of them.

At the end of the week the San Francisco Chronicle ran a long feature story on the front page.

WHAT HAPPENED TO MICHAEL CURRY?

He was forty-eight, a contractor by profession, a specialist in renovating old Victorian houses, owner of
a company called Great Expectations. Seems he was a legend in San Francisco for turning ruins into
mansions, a stickler for authenticity right down to the wooden pegs and square nails. He owned a little
shop in the Castro full of claw-foot tubs and pedestal lavatories. His detailed drawings for restorations
were famous. In fact, a book of them had been published called Grand Victorian Inside and Out. He’d
done the award-winning Barbary Coast Bed and Breakfast on Clay Street, and the Jack London Hotel on
Buena Vista West.

But he wasn’t doing anything now. Great Expectations was temporarily closed. Its owner was too busy
trying to remember what had been revealed to him during that crucial hour when he’d been ‘dead in the
water.’

‘It was no dream,’ he said. ‘I know that I talked to people. They explained what they meant for me to
do, and I accepted, I asked to come back.’

As for the new psychic ability, that had nothing to do with it, he maintained. It seemed to be no more
than some accidental side effect. ‘Look, all I get is a flash — a face, a name. It’s totally unreliable.’

That night in the hospital coffee room, she caught him on the TV news - the vivid three-dimensional
man. There were those unforgettable blue eyes again, and the wholesome smile. Something innocent
about him, actually, his simple straightforward gestures indicative of one who has long ago given up on
dishonesty, or of trying to fox the complications of the world in any way.

‘I’ve got to go home,’ he said. Was it a New York accent? ‘Not home here, I mean, but home where I
was born, back in the New Orleans.” (Ah, so that was the accent!) ‘I could swear it’s got something to do
with what happened. I keep getting these flashes of home.” Again, he gave a little shrug. He seemed like a
damned nice guy.

But nothing had come back to him as yet about the near death visions. The hospital hadn’t wanted to
release him, but they had to admit that he was physically fit.

‘Tell us about the power, Michael.’

‘I don’t want to talk about it.” Shrug. He looked at his black-gloved hands. ‘I want to talk to the people
who rescued me - the Coast Guard who brought me, that skipper who picked me up at sea. I wish those
people would get in touch. You know that’s why I’m doing this interview.’

The camera cut away to a pair of studio reporters. Banter about ‘the power.” Both had seen it for
themselves.

For a moment Rowan did not move or even think. New Orleans... and he was asking for her to contact
him. New Orleans... "Well, that settled it. Rowan had an obligation. She had heard his plea from his own
lips. And this question of New Orleans, she had to clarify it. She had to talk to him... or write.

As soon as she reached home that night, she went to Graham’s old desk, pulled out some stationery, and
wrote Curry a letter.

She told him in detail all that she had observed regarding the accident from the moment she spotted him
at sea until they took him up on the stretcher. Then, after a moment’s hesitation, she added her home
phone and address and a little postscript.

‘Mr Curry, I too am from New Orleans, though I never lived there. I was adopted the day I was born,
and immediately taken away. It is probably no more than a coincidence that you are a southerner, too, but
I thought you should know this. On the boat, you held my hand quite tightly and for some time. I would
not want your situation confused by some vague telepathic message you received in that instant,
something which may not be relevant at all.

‘If you need to talk to me,” she finished, ’call me at University Hospital or at my home phone.’

This was mild enough, neutral enough surely. She had only indicated that she believed in his power, and
that she was there if he needed her. No more than that, no demand. And she would see to it that she
remained responsible, no matter what transpired.



Yet she couldn’t get it out of her head - the idea of being able to place her hand in his, of just asking:
‘I’'m going to think about something, something specific that happened once, no, three times in my life;
and all I want is that you tell me what you see. Would you do that? I cannot say you owe me this for
saving your life..."

That’s right, you can’t. So don’t do it!

She sent the letter directly to Dr Morris, via Federal Express.

Dr Morris called her the next day. Curry had walked out of the hospital the preceding afternoon, right
after a television press conference.

‘He’s crazy as a loon, Dr Mayfair, but we had no legal grounds to hold him. I told him what you told
me, by the way, that he hadn’t said anything. But he’s too obsessed to give up on this whole thing. He’s
determined he’s going to remember what he saw out there, you know, the big reason for it all, the secret
of the universe, the purpose, the doorway, the number, the jewel. You never heard such stuff. I’'ll send the
letter on to his house, but chances are, it won’t get through. The mail’s coming in by the sackful.’

“This thing with the hands, is it real?’

Silence. ‘You want to know the truth? It’s one hundred percent accurate, as far as I ever saw. If you
ever see it for yourself, it will scare the hell out of you.’

The story made the supermarket tabloids the following week. Two weeks later variations of it appeared
in People and Time. Rowan clipped the stories and the pictures. Photographers were obviously following
Curry wherever he went. They caught him outside his business on Castro Street. They caught him on the
steps of his house.

A fierce protective feeling for him was growing in Rowan. They really ought to leave this man alone.

And you have to leave him alone, too, Rowan.

He himself wasn’t granting any interviews anymore, that became clear by the first week in June. The
tabloids fed off exclusives from the witnesses to his power - ‘He touched the purse and he told me all
about my sister, what she’d said when she gave the purse to me. I was tingling all over, and then he said,
"Your sister is dead."’

Finally the local CBS channel said Curry was holed up in his house on Liberty Street, incommunicado.
Friends were concerned. ‘He’s disillusioned, angry,” said one of his old buddies from college. ‘I think
he’s just retired from the world.’

Great Expectations was closed indefinitely. Doctors at San Francisco General had not seen their patient.
They were worried as well.

Then in July, the Examiner declared that Curry was *missing.” He had ‘disappeared.’

A reporter from television ‘News at Eleven’ stood on the steps of a huge Victorian house pointing to a
pile of unopened mail flowing from the garbage can by the side gate.

‘Is Curry holed up inside the grand Victorian on Liberty Street which he restored himself so lovingly
many years ago? Is there a man sitting or lying alone upstairs in the lighted attic room?’

In disgust Rowan snapped off the program. It had made her feel like a voyeur. Simply awful to drag that
camera crew to the man’s very door.

But what stayed in her mind was that garbage can full of unopened letters. Had her communication
gone, inevitably, into that pile? The thought of him locked in that house, afraid of the world, in need of
counsel was a little more than she could handle.

Surgeons are men and women of action — people who believe they can do something. That’s why they
have the moxie to cut into people’s bodies. She wanted to do something - go there, pound on the door.
But how many other people had done that?

No, he didn’t need another visitor, especially not one with a secret agenda of her own.

In the evenings, when she came home from the hospital and took her boat out alone, she invariably
thought of him. It was almost warm in the sheltered waters off Tiburon. She took her time before she
moved into the colder winds of San Francisco Bay. Then she hit the violent current of the ocean. It was
erotic, that great shift, as she pointed the boat westward, throwing back her head to gaze up as she always
did at the soaring pylons of the Golden Gate Bridge. The great heavy cruiser moved slowly but steadily
forward, pushing back the indistinct horizon.

So indifferent the great dull rolling Pacific. Impossible to believe in anything but oneself when you
looked at the endlessly tessellated surface, heaving and shifting under a colorless sunset where sea met
sky in a dazzling haze.



And he believed that he had been sent back for a purpose, did he, this man who restored beautiful
dwellings, who drew pictures that were published in books, a man who ought to be too sophisticated to
believe in something like that.

But then he had really died, had he not? He had had that experience of which so many had written, of
rising upwards, weightless, and gazing down with a sublime detachment at the world below.

No such thing had ever happened to her. But there were other things, things just as strange. And while
the whole world knew about Curry’s adventure, no one knew the strange secret things that Rowan knew.

But to think there was meaning, a scheme to things, well, that was quite beyond her philosophical reach.
She feared as she always had, that all that was ever meant was loneliness, hard work, striving to make a
difference when no difference could possibly be made. It was like dipping a stick into the ocean and
trying to write something - all the little people of the world spinning out little patterns that lasted no more
than a few years, and meant nothing at all. Surgery had seduced her because she got them up and back on
their feet and they were alive and they said ‘Thank you!” and you had served life and driven back death,
and that was the only incontrovertible value to which she could give her all. Doctor, we never thought
she’d walk again.

But a great purpose for living, for being reborn? What could such a thing possibly be? What was the
purpose for the woman who died of a stroke on the delivery table while her newborn cried in the doctor’s
arms? What was the purpose for the man struck by the drunk driver on his way home from church?

There had been a purpose all right for the fetus she had once seen, a living breathing thing, its eyes still
scaled shut, its little mouth like that of a fish, wires running in all directions from its horrid oversized
head and tiny arms, as it slumbered in the special incubator, waiting for its tissue to be harvested -while it
continued to live and breathe, of course - for the transplant recipient who waited two floors upstairs.

But if that was purpose, the discovery that you could, in spite of all laws to the contrary, keep those
little aborted things alive in a secret laboratory in the middle of a giant private hospital, slicing them up at
will, for the benefit of a Parkinson’s disease patient who had already clocked in sixty good years before
he started to die of the illness which the fetal tissue transplant could cure, well, she’d take the knife to the
gunshot wound fresh up from Emergency any day.

Never would she forget that cold, dark Christmas Eve and Dr Lemle leading her up through the deserted
floors of the Keplinger Institute. “We need you here, Rowan. I could finesse your leaving University. |
know what to say to Larkin. I want you here. And now I'm going to show you something you’ll
appreciate which Larkin would never appreciate, something you will never see at University, something
that you will understand.’

Ah, but she didn’t. Or rather she understood too perfectly the horror of it.

‘It isn’t viable in the strict sense of the word,” he’d explained, this doctor, Karl Lemle, whose brilliance
had so enticed her, brilliance and ambition, and vision, yes, that too. ‘And technically of course it is not
even alive. It’s dead, quite dead, because its mother aborted it, you see, in the clinic downstairs, and so
technically it is a nonperson, a non-human being. So who is to say, Rowan, that we have to shove it in a
plastic trash bag when we know that through keeping this tiny body alive, and keeping others like it alive
- these little gold mines of unique tissue, so flexible, adaptable, so unlike any other human tissue,
swarming with countless tiny extraneous cells which would eventually have been discarded in the normal
fetal process — we can make discoveries in the field of neurological transplants that make Shelley’s
Frankenstein read like a bedtime story.’

Yes, right on that score, exactly. And there was little doubt that he spoke the truth when he predicted a
future of entire brain transplants, when the organ of thought would be lifted safely and completely out of
one worn-out body into a young and fresh one, a world in which altogether new brains might be created
as tissue was added here and there to supplement nature’s work.

‘You see, the important thing about fetal tissue is, the recipient doesn’t reject it. Now you know that,
but have you thought about it, what it really means? One tiny implant of fetal cells into the eye of an adult
human, and the eye accepts those cells; the cells continue to develop, adapting themselves to the new
tissue. My God, don’t you realize this allows us to participate in the evolutionary process? Why, we are
only on the verge...’

‘Not us, Karl. You.’

‘Rowan, you are the most brilliant surgeon I have ever worked with. If you..."

‘I will not do this! I will not kill.” And if I don’t get out of here, I'll start screaming. I have to. Because I
have killed.

Yes, that was purpose all right, purpose taken, as they say, to the max.



She had not blown the whistle on Lemle, of course. Doctors don’t do things like that to other doctors,
especially not when they are residents and their enemies are powerful and famous researchers. She had
simply backed off.

‘And besides,” he had said over coffee later before the fire in Tiburon, the Christmas lights reflected in
the glass walls around them, ‘this is going on everywhere, this research with live fetuses. There wouldn’t
be a law against it if it were not.’

No surprise actually. It was too tempting. In fact the strength of the temptation was exactly equal to the
strength of her revulsion. What scientist — and a neurologist was most definitely a scientist — had not
dreamed such dreams?

Watching Frankenstein on the late show she had longed to be the mad scientist. How she would have
loved her own mountain laboratory, and yes, she wanted to see what would happen if you only had the
nerve to take the living human brain as a laboratory specimen, divorced of all moral - but no, she would
not.

What a horrid Christmas present that revelation, and yet her dedication to trauma surgery had
redoubled. Seeing that tiny monster gasping for breath in the artificial light, she’d been reborn herself, her
life narrowing and gaining inestimable power as she became the miracle worker of University, the one
they called when the brains were oozing out on the stretcher, or when the patient blundered in off the
street with an ax still lodged in his head.

Maybe the wounded brain was to her the microcosm for all tragedy: life mutilated continuously and
haphazardly by life. When Rowan had killed - and killed she had - the act had been just as traumatic: the
brain assaulted, its tissue mangled, the way she so often found it now in victims of whom she knew
nothing. There had been nothing anyone could do for those she killed.

But it wasn’t to argue about purpose that she wanted to see Michael Curry. And it wasn’t to drag him
into her bed. She wanted the same thing from him everybody else wanted, and that was why she hadn’t
gone to San Francisco General to see him, to check on his recovery on her own.

She wanted to know about those killings, and not what the autopsies could tell her. She wanted to know
what he saw and he felt — if and when she held his hand — while she thought about those deaths. He’d
sensed something the first time he touched her. But maybe that too had been stricken from his memory,
along with the things he saw when he was dead.

She understood all this. She had understood, at least in the back of her mind, all along. And it wasn’t
any less repellent to her as the months passed, that she wanted to use Michael Curry for her own ends.

Curry was inside that house on Liberty Street. She knew it. He needed help.

But what would it matter to Curry if she said, I’'m a doctor, and I believe in your visions, as well as the
power in your hands, because I know myself that there are things such as that, psychic things which no
one can explain. I myself have just such an illicit and confusing and sometimes utterly uncontrollable
power - the power to kill at will.

Why should he care? He was surrounded by people who believed in what he could do, wasn’t he? But
that wasn’t helping him. He’d died and come back, and he was going crazy. But still, if she told him her
story... and the idea was now most definitely a full-blown obsession, he might be the one person in the
entire world who would believe what she said.

Perhaps it was madness to dream of telling the whole story to anybody. And there were times she tried
to convince herself that she was wrong. Sooner or later she was going to talk to someone, she knew it.
Sooner or later the silence of her thirty years would be shattered, if she didn’t start talking, by a never-
ending cry that would blot out all words.

After all, no matter how many heads she patched up she could not forget those three murders. Graham’s
face as the life bled out of him; the little girl convulsing on the tarmac; the man pitching forward over the
wheel of his Jeep.

As soon as she had started her internship, she had managed through official channels to obtain those
three autopsy reports. Cerebrovascular accident, subarachnoid hemorrhage, congenital aneurysm. She had
read over all the details.

And what it spelled out in the layman’s language was a secret weakness in the wall of an artery, which
for no discernible reason finally ruptured, causing totally unforeseen and sudden death. No way to
predict, in other words, that a six-year-old child would suddenly go into seizures on the playground, a six-
year-old who’d be healthy enough to be kicking six-year-old Rowan and pulling her hair only moments
before. Nothing anybody could do for the child either, as the blood poured out of her nose and her ears,
and her eyes rolled up into her head. On the contrary, they’d protected the other children, shielding their



eyes from the spectacle as they took them into the schoolroom.

‘Poor Rowan,’ said the teacher, later. ‘Darling, I want you to understand it was something in her head
that killed her. It was medical. It had nothing to do with the fight.’

And that’s when Rowan had known, absolutely, what the teacher would never know. She did it. She
caused that kid to die.

Now, that you could dismiss easily enough — a child’s natural guilt for an accident she didn’t
understand. But Rowan had felt something when it happened. She had felt something inside herself — a
great pervasive sensation which was not unlike sex when she thought about it; it had washed through her
and seemingly out of her at the moment the child fell over backwards. And then there had been the
diagnostic sense, operative even then, which had told her that the child would die.

Nevertheless, she forgot the incident. Graham and Ellie, in the manner of good California parents, took
her to a psychiatrist. She played with his little girl dolls. She said what he wanted her to say. And people
died of’strokes’ all the time.

Eight years passed before the man got out of his Jeep on that lonely road in the hills of Tiburon and
clapped his hand over her mouth and said in that awful intimate and insolent voice: ‘Now, don’t you
scream.’

Her adoptive parents never made a connection between the little girl and the rapist who had died as
Rowan struggled, as the same blazing anger galvanized her, passing into that exquisite sensation which
rendered her body suddenly rigid as the man let go of her and fell forward over the wheel.

But she had made the connection. Quietly and certainly she’d made it. Not then, when she had forced
open the door of the Jeep and run down the road screaming. No, she had not even known she was safe.
But later, as she lay alone in the dark after the Highway Patrol and the homicide detectives had left them,
she knew.

Almost a decade and a half had elapsed before it happened with Graham. And Ellie was too sick with
cancer by then to think of much of anything. And surely Rowan wasn’t going to pull up a chair to her
bedside and say, ‘Mama, I think I killed him. He was cheating on you constantly. He was trying to
divorce you. He couldn’t wait the bloody goddamned two months it’s going to take for you to die.’

It was all a pattern, as surely as a spiderweb is a pattern, but a pattern does not imply a purpose. Patterns
exist everywhere, and purpose is at its safest when it is spontaneous and shortlived.

You will not do this. You will not take life. It was remembering heresy to remember slapping that little
girl, even fighting the man in the Jeep. And it was too perfectly awful to remember the argument with
Graham.

‘What do you mean you’re having her served with the papers! She’s dying! You’re going to stick it out
with me.’

He’d grabbed her by the arms, tried to kiss her. ‘Rowan, I love you, but she isn’t the woman I
married..."

‘No? Not the woman you’ve cheated on for thirty years?’

‘She’s just a thing in there, I want to remember her the way she used to be..."

‘You talk that crap to me!’

That had been the instant that his eyes fixed and the expression washed out of his face. People always
die with such peaceful countenances. On the brink of rape, the man in the Jeep had just gone blank.

Before the ambulance had come, she had knelt beside Graham, put her stethoscope to his head. There
was that sound, so faint that some doctors could not hear it. But she heard it — the sound of a great deal
of blood rushing to one spot.

No one ever accused her of anything. How could they? Why, she was a doctor, and she’d been with him
when the *awful thing’ happened, and God knows, she did everything she could.

Of course everybody knew Graham was a thoroughly second-rate human being — his law partners, his
secretaries, even his last mistress, that stupid little Karen Garfield person who had come over wanting
some keepsake, everybody knew. Except, that is, Graham’s wife. But there wasn’t the slightest suspicion.
How could there be? It was just death by natural causes when he was about to make away with the
fortune made through his wife’s inheritance and a twenty-eight-year-old idiot who had already sold her
furniture and bought their airline tickets for St Croix.

But it wasn’t death by natural causes.

By this time she knew and understood the diagnostic sense; she’d practiced it and strengthened it. And
when she had laid her hand on his shoulder, the diagnostic sense had said: no natural death.

That in itself ought to have been enough. Yet maybe she was mistaken. Maybe it was the great



deceptiveness of pattern which we call coincidence. And nothing more than that.

But suppose she met with Michael Curry. Suppose he held her hand as she closed her eyes and thought
about those deaths? Would he see only what she had seen, or would some objective truth be known to
him? You killed them. It was worth a try.

What she realized tonight, as she wandered slowly and almost aimlessly through the hospital, as she
took detours through vast carpeted waiting rooms and down long wards where she was not known, and
would never be known, was that she had felt an overwhelming desire just to talk to Michael Curry for a
long time. She felt connected to Michael Curry. As much by the accident at sea as by these psychic
secrets. She wanted, perhaps for reasons she didn’t fully understand, to tell him and him alone what she’d
done.

It wasn’t easy for her to face this weakness. Absolution for murder came only when she operated. She
was at the altar of God when the nurses held out the sterile gown for her, when they held up the sterile
gloves.

And all her life she’d been a solitary person, a good listener, but invariably colder than those around
her. That special sense, the one that aided her so as a physician, had always made her too keenly aware of
what others truly felt.

She’d been ten or twelve years old before she realized other people didn’t have it, sometimes not even a
particle of it. That her beloved Ellie, for instance, didn’t have the slightest idea that Graham did not love
her so much as he needed her, and needed to denigrate her and lie to her and to depend on her always
being there, and being inferior to him.

Rowan had sometimes wished for that kind of ignorance not to know when people envied you, or
disliked you. Not to know that many people lied all the time. She liked the cops and the fire fighters
because they were to some extent perfectly predictable. Or maybe it was simply that their particular brand
of dishonesty didn’t bother her so much; it seemed harmless compared to the complex, insidious, and
endlessly malicious insecurity of more educated men.

Of course diagnostic usefulness had redeemed this special psyche sense completely.

But what could ever redeem the ability to kill at will? To atone was another matter. To what proper use
could a telekinetic ability like that ever be put?

And such a power was not beyond scientific possibility, that was the truly terrifying part. Like the
psychometric power of Michael Curry, such things might have to do with measurable energy, complex
physical talents which might someday be as definable as electricity or microwaves, or high-frequency
sounds. Curry was capturing an impression from the objects he handled, and that impression was very
likely the product of energy. Very likely every object in existence — every surface, every definable bit of
matter - contained such stored ’impressions.” They existed in a measurable field.

But parapsychology wasn’t Rowan’s love. She was mesmerized by what could be seen in test tubes,
slides, and graphs. She didn’t care to test or analyze her own killing power. She wanted only to believe
that she had never used it, that maybe there was some other explanation for what had happened, that
maybe somehow she was innocent.

And the tragic thing was, maybe nobody could ever tell her what had really occurred with Graham, and
the man in the Jeep and the kid on the playground. And all she could hope for was to tell someone, to
unburden and exorcise, as everybody else did, through talk.

Talk, talk, talk.

That’s exactly what Rowan wanted. She knew.

Only once before had this desire to confide nearly overcome her. And that had been quite an unusual
event. In fact, she had almost told a perfect stranger the entire story, and there were times since when she
wished that she had done just that.

It was late last year, a full six months after Ellie’s death. Rowan was feeling the keenest loneliness
she’d ever known. It seemed to her the great pattern called *our family’ had been washed away overnight.
Their life had been so good before Ellie’s illness. Even Graham’s affairs couldn’t spoil it, because Ellie
pretended the affairs weren’t happening. And though Graham was not a man whom any human being
would have called a good person, he possessed a relentless and infectious personal energy that maintained
the family life in high gear.

And how Rowan had depended upon them both.

Her dedication to medicine had pretty much taken her away from her old college cronies. None of them
had gone into the sciences. But the family was all that the three of them ever needed. From the time of



Rowan’s earliest memories, they were an unshakable trio, whether cruising the Caribbean, or skiing in
Aspen, or eating a midnight Christmas dinner on a room service table in a suite in the Plaza in New York.

Now the dream house on the Tiburon shore stood empty as a beached shell.

And Rowan had the odd feeling that the Sweet Christine did not belong so much to her and her various
well-chosen love partners, but rather to the family who had left the more dominant impression over a
decade of happy years.

One night after Ellie’s death, Rowan had stood alone in the wide living room beneath the high-beamed
ceiling, talking aloud to herself, laughing even, thinking there is no one, no one to know, no one to hear.
The glass walls were dark and indistinct with reflected carpet, furniture. She couldn’t see the tide that
lapped ceaselessly at the pilings. The fire was dying out. The eternal chill of the coastal night was moving
slowly through the rooms. She had learnt a painful lesson, she thought — that as they die, the ones we
love, we lose our witnesses, our watchers, those who know and understand the tiny little meaningless
patterns, those words drawn in water with a stick. And there is nothing left but the endless flow.

It was shortly after that that the bizarre moment had come, when she had almost taken hold of this
stranger and poured out her tale.

He was an elderly gentleman, white-haired — British, quite obviously from the first words he spoke.
And they had met, in of all places, the cemetery where her adoptive parents had been laid to rest.

It was a quaint old graveyard, sprinkled with weathered monuments on the edge of the small northern
California town where Graham’s family had once lived. These people, not related to her by blood, had
been completely unknown to her. She’d gone back several times after Ellie’s funeral, though why she
wasn’t quite sure. On that particular day her reason was simple: the gravestone had finally been
completed and she wanted to see that the names and dates were correct.

It had occurred to her several times on the drive north that this new gravestone would stand as long as
she was living, and after that, it would tumble and crack and lie there in the weeds. The relatives of
Graham Franklin had not even been notified about his funeral. Ellie’s people - far away in the dim South -
had not been notified of her death. Even in ten years, no one would know or care then about Graham and
Ellie Mayfair Franklin. And by the end of Rowan’s life, everyone who had ever known them or even
heard of them would be dead.

Spiderwebs broken and torn in a wind that is indifferent to their beauty. Why bother with this at all? But
Ellie had wanted her to bother. Ellie had wanted a headstone, flowers. That was the way they did it in
New Orleans when Ellie was a little girl. Only on her deathbed had she spoken of her home finally, and to
say the strangest things — that they had laid out Stella in the parlor, that people had come to see Stella
and kiss her even though her brother had shot her, that Lonigan and Sons had closed up the wound in
Stella’s head.

‘And Stella’s face was so beautiful in the coffin. She had such beautiful black hair, all in little waves,
you know, and she was as pretty as her picture on the living room wall. I loved Stella! Stella let me hold
the necklace. I sat on a chair by the coffin. I was kicking my feet and my Aunt Carlotta said to stop.’

Every word of that strange diatribe was engraved on Rowan’s memory. Stella, her brother, Aunt
Carlotta. Even the name Lonigan. Because for a precious few seconds there had been a flash of color in
the abyss.

These people were related to Rowan. Rowan was in fact Ellie’s third cousin. And of these people
Rowan knew nothing, and must continue to know nothing, were her promises to Ellie to be kept.

Ellie had remembered herself, even in those painful hours. ‘Don’t you ever go back there, Rowan.
Rowan, remember what you’ve promised. I burned all the pictures, the letters. Don’t go back there,
Rowan, this is your home.’

‘I know, Ellie. I’ll remember.’

And there was no more talk of Stella. Of her brother. Of Aunt Carlotta. Of the picture on the living
room wall. Only the shock of the document presented to Rowan after Ellie’s death by her executor — a
carefully worded pledge, with absolutely no legal validity whatever, that Rowan would never return to the
city of New Orleans, never seek to know who her people were.

Yet in those last days, Ellie had spoken of them. Of Stella on the wall.

And because Ellie had talked too of headstones and flowers, of being remembered by her adopted
daughter, Rowan had gone north that afternoon to keep that promise, and in the little hillside graveyard,
she had met the Englishman with the white hair.

He’d been down on one knee before Ellie’s grave as if genuflecting, copying the very names which had
only just been cut into the stone.



He seemed a little flustered when she interrupted him, though she had not spoken a word. In fact, for
one second he looked at her as if she were a ghost. It had almost made her laugh. After all she was a
slightly built woman, in spite of her height, wearing her usual boat clothes — a navy blue peacoat and
jeans. And he himself seemed such an anachronism in his elegant three-piece suit of gray tweed.

But that special sense of hers told her he was a man of only good intentions, and when he explained that
he had known Ellie’s people in New Orleans, she believed him. She felt a great confusion, however.
Because she wanted to know these people too.

After all, there was no one left in the world for her but those people! And what an ungrateful and
disloyal thought that was.

She said nothing to him as he chatted on in a lovely lyrical British fashion about the heat of the sun and
the beauty of this little cemetery. Silence was her inveterate response to things, even when it confused
others and made them uncomfortable. And so, out of habit, she gave back nothing, no matter what her
inner thoughts. Knew my people? People of my blood?

‘My name is Aaron Lightner,” the man said as he placed a small white card in her hand. ‘If ever you
want to know about the Mayfair family in New Orleans, then by all means, please do give me a call. You
can reach me in London, if you like. Please do reverse the charges. I’ll be happy to tell you what I know
about the Mayfair family. Quite a history, you see.’

Numbing these words, so unintentionally hurtful in her loneliness, so unexpected on this strange
deserted little hill. Had she looked helpless, standing there, unable to answer, unable to give the smallest
nod in response? She hoped so. She didn’t want to think that she seemed cold or rude.

But it was quite out of the question to explain to him that she’d been adopted, taken away from New
Orleans the day she was born. Impossible to explain she’d made a promise never to return there, never to
seek the slightest knowledge about the woman who’d given her up. Why, she did not even know her
mother’s first name. And she’d found herself wondering suddenly, did ie know it? Know perhaps the
identity of the Mayfair who had been pregnant out of wedlock and given away her child?

Best, certainly, not to say anything, lest he carry back with him some gossip. After all, perhaps her real
mother had gone on to marry and have seven children. And talk now could only do the woman harm.
Over the miles and the years, Rowan felt no malice for this faceless, nameless creature, only a dreary
hopeless longing. No, she had not said a word.

He had studied her for a long moment, quite unruffled by her impassive face, her inevitable quiet. When
she gave him back the card, he took it graciously, but he held it out tentatively as if he hoped she would
take it again.

‘I should so like to talk to you,” he continued. ‘I should like to discover how life has been for the
transplanted one, so very far from the home soil.” He had hesitated, then: ‘I knew your mother years ago ’

He stopped, as if he sensed the effect of his words. Maybe their sheer impropriety disturbed him.
Rowan didn’t know. The moment could not have been more excruciating if he had struck her. Yet she
hadn’t turned away. She had merely remained there motionless, hands shoved in her coat pockets. Knew
my mother?

How ghastly it had been. And this man with cheerful blue eyes regarding her so patiently, and the
silence as it always was, a shroud binding her in. For the truth was, she could not make herself speak.

‘I do wish you’d join me for a lunch, or only for a drink if there isn’t time for that. ’'m really not a
dreadful person, you see. There is a long history..."

And the special sense told her he was telling the truth!

She had almost accepted his invitation — to everything, to talk about herself, and to ask him all about
them. After all, she had not sought him out. He had come to her with his offer of information. And then,
at that moment, had come the compulsion to reveal all, even the story of her strange power, as if he were
inviting her to do it silently, exerting some force upon her mind so that she would open its innermost
chambers. For he really did want to know about her! And that interest, so keenly personal, from one
devoid of the slightest malicious taint, had warmed her as surely as a winter fire.

Patterns, witnesses, all her far-flung thoughts of these things flashed suddenly to the fore.

I have killed three people in my life. I can kill with anger. I know that 1 can. That is what has happened
with the transplanted one as you called me. Is there any place in the family history for such a thing?

Had he flinched slightly as he looked at her? Or was it merely the slanting sun in his eyes?

But this could not happen. They were standing over the grave of the woman to whom she’d made the
promise. ‘No, I will never go back to New Orleans. I will never try to find out.” The woman who had
cared for her and loved her, and given her more perhaps than her real mother ever could. The mood of the



sickroom had come back, the sound of soft, near inhuman cries of pain. ‘Promise me, Rowan, even if they
write to you. Never... never..."

“You are my mother, Ellie, my only mother. How could 1 ask for more?’

In those last agonizing weeks, she had feared her awful destructive power most keenly, for what if in
her rage and grief she turned it on Ellie’s weakened body, and thereby ended this stupid, useless suffering
once and for all? I could kill you, Ellie, I could deliver you. I know I could. I can feel it inside me, just
waiting to be put to that test.

What am I? A witch, for the love of God! I am a healer, not a destroyer. I have a choice as all human
beings have a choice!

And there the Englishman had stood, studying her as if fascinated, as if she had been speaking when she
hadn’t been at all. It was almost as if he said I understand. But of course that was only an illusion. He had
said nothing.

Tormented, confused, she’d turned on her heel and left him there. He must have thought her hostile, or
mad even. But what did it matter? Aaron Lightner. She’d never even glanced at the card before she’d
given it back to him. She did not know why she remembered the name, except that she remembered him
and the strange things he’d said.

Months had passed since that awful day when she had driven home, opened the wall safe, and taken out
the paper which Ellie’s executor had had her sign.

‘I, Rowan Mayfair, do solemnly swear before God, and in the presence of the undersigned witness, that
I shall never return to the city of New Orleans where I was born, that I shall never seek to know the
identity of my biological parents, and that I shall eschew all contact with the family called Mayfair should
any member approach me for any reason whatsoever, or on any pretext..."

On and on it went in that near hysterical language, attempting to cover every foreseeable contingency,
so many words to have so little meaning. No wonder Rowan distrusted language. It was Ellie’s wish that
carried all the weight.

But Rowan had signed it. The lawyer, Milton Kramer, had witnessed it. Into his files the executed copy
had gone.

Had Michael Curry’s life passed before his eyes like this, Rowan sometimes wondered, the way that my
life is passing before my eyes now? Often she had stared at his smiling face, torn from a magazine and
pasted to her mirror.

And she knew that if she saw him this dam might surely break. She dreamed of it, talking to Michael
Curry, as if it might happen, as if she might bring him home with her to the house in Tiburon, as if they
might drink coffee together, as if she might touch his gloved hand.

Ah, such a romantic notion. A tough guy who loved beautiful houses, drew beautiful pictures. Maybe he
listened to Vivaldi, this tough guy, maybe he really read Dickens. And what would it be like to have such
a man in her bed, naked except for his soft black leather gloves?

Ah, fantasy. Rather like imagining that the fire fighters she brought home would turn out to be poets,
that the policemen she had seduced would reveal themselves to be great novelists, that the forest ranger
she’d met in the bar in Bolinas was truly a great painter, and that the husky Viet Nam veteran who’d
taken her to his cabin in the woods was a great motion picture director hiding from a demanding and
worshipful world.

She did imagine those things, and they were entirely possible, of course. But it was the body that
commanded preeminence - the bulge in the jeans had to be big enough, the neck powerful, the voice deep,
and the coarsely shaven chin rough enough to cut her.

But what if?

But what if Curry had gone on to the South where he came from. That was probably exactly what had
happened. New Orleans, the one place in all the world that Rowan Mayfair couldn’t go.

The phone was ringing when she unlocked her office door.

‘Dr Mayfair?’

‘Dr Morris?’

“Yes, I’ve been trying to reach you. It’s about Michael Curry.’
‘Yes, I know, Doctor. I got your message. I was just about to call.’
‘He wants to talk to you.’



‘Then he’s still in San Francisco.’

‘He’s hiding out in his own home on Liberty Street.’

‘I’ve seen it on the news.’

‘But he wants to meet with you. I mean, well, to put it bluntly, he wants to see you in person. He has
this idea...’

‘Yes?’

‘Well, you’re going to think this madness is communicable, but I’m just relaying the message. Is there
any chance you would meet this guy on your boat — I mean it was your boat you were on the night you
rescued him, wasn’t it?’

‘I’d be glad to take him back on the boat.’

‘What did you say?’

‘I would be glad to see him. And I’ll take him out on the boat if he wants to go.’

‘That is absolutely great of you, Doctor. But I have to explain a few things. I know this sounds
absolutely bonkers, but he wants to take his gloves off and touch the boards of the deck where he was
lying when you brought him around.’

‘Of course he can do that. I don’t know why I didn’t think of that myself.’

‘You’re serious? God, you don’t know how relieved I am. And Dr Mayfair, let me tell you right now,
this guy is just one very nice guy.’

‘I know.’

‘He is really suffering, this guy. He hit me with this idea last week. I hadn’t heard from him in a month!
He was drunk when he called. I thought he’d forget about it.’

‘It’s a very good idea, Dr Morris. You said the power in his hands was real.’

‘That’s right, I did. And it is. And you are a very special doctor, Dr Mayfair. But do you know what
you’re getting into? I begged him, I mean really begged him to come back in. Then he calls back last
night, demanding I find you right this minute. He has to lay his hands on the boards of the deck, he’s
going nuts. I told him, Sober up, Michael, and I’ll give it a shot. Then he calls twenty minutes ago, right
before I called you. "I won’t lie to you," he says, "I’ve drunk a case of beer today, but I haven’t touched
the vodka or the Scotch. I am as straight as I can possibly get."”

She laughed softly. ‘I should weep for his brain cells,” she said.

‘I hear you. But what I’'m getting to is the man is desperate. He isn’t getting any better. And I would
never ask this of you if he wasn’t just one of the nicest -’

‘I’ll go get him. Can you call him and tell him that I’'m on my way?’

‘God, that’s terrific. Dr Mayfair, I can’t thank you enough.’

‘No thanks is necessary. I want to see him.’

‘Look, strike a bargain with him, Doctor. You’ll let him play psychic on the boat if he’ll come in here
and dry out.’

‘Call him now, Dr Morris. Within the hour, I’ll be at his front door.’

She put down the phone and stood quite still staring at it for a moment. Then she removed her name tag,
and stripped off her soiled white jacket, and slowly pulled the pins out of her hair.



CHAPTER FIVE

So they had tried to put Deirdre Mayfair away again after all these years. With Miss Nancy gone and
Miss Carl getting more feeble by the day, it was best. That was the talk, anyway. On August 13, they’d
tried. But Deirdre had gone wild, and they had left her alone, and now she was going down badly, just
real badly.

When Jerry Lonigan told his wife Rita, she cried.

It had been thirteen years since Deirdre came home from the sanitarium a mindless idiot who couldn’t
tell you her own name, but that didn’t matter to Rita. Rita would never forget the real Deirdre.

Rita and Deirdre were sixteen when they went to boarding school at St Rose de Lima’s. It was an ugly
old brick building, on the very edge of the French Quarter. And Rita was sent there because she was
’bad,” had been out drinking on the river boat The President with boys. Her dad had said St Ro’s would
straighten her out. All the girls slept in an attic dormitory. And they went to bed at nine o’clock. Rita had
cried herself to sleep down there.

Deirdre Mayfair had been at St Ro’s for a long time. She didn’t mind that it was old and gloomy and
strict. But she held Rita’s hand when Rita cried. She listened when Rita said it was like a prison.

The girls watched ‘Father Knows Best” on an old television set with a round six-inch screen, swear to
God! And the creaky old wooden radio that stood on the floor under the window was no better. You
couldn’t get to the phonograph. The South American girls always had it, playing that awful ‘La
Cucaracha,” and doing those Spanish dances.

‘Don’t mind them,” Deirdre said. She took Rita with her down to the play yard in the late afternoon.
They swung on the swings under the pecan trees. You wouldn’t think that was much fun for a sixteen-
year-old girl, but Rita loved it when she was with Deirdre.

Deirdre sang when they were on the swings - old Irish and Scotch ballads, she called them. She had a
real true soprano voice, delicate and high, and the songs were so sad. It gave Rita chills to hear them.
Deirdre loved to stay out until the sun was gone and the sky was a ’pure purple’ and the cicadas were
really going in the trees. Deirdre called it twilight.

Rita had seen that word written out, all right, but she’d never heard anyone really say it. Twilight.

Deirdre took Rita’s hand and they walked along the brick wall, right under the pecan trees, so that they
had to duck under the low leafy branches. There were places you could stand where you were completely
hidden by the trees. It was crazy to describe it, but it had been such a strange and lovely time for Rita -
standing there in the half dark with Deirdre, and the trees swaying in the breeze and the tiny leaves
showering down on them.

In those days, Deirdre had looked like a real old-fashioned girl from a picture book, with a violet ribbon
in her hair and her black curls tumbling down her back. She could have been real sharp if she’d wanted to
be. She had the build for it, and new clothes in her locker she never bothered to try on. But it was easy to
forget about things like that when you were with Deirdre. Her hair had been so soft. Rita had touched it
once. So soft.

They walked in the dusty cloister beside the chapel. They peeped through the wooden gate into the
nuns’ garden. Secret place, Deirdre said, full of the loveliest flowers.

‘I don’t ever want to go home,” Deirdre explained. ‘It’s so peaceful here.’

Peaceful! Alone at night, Rita cried and cried. She could hear the jukebox of the Negro bar across the
street, the music rising over the brick walls and all the way up to the fourth-story attic. Sometimes when
she thought everybody was asleep, she got up and went out on the iron balcony and looked towards the
lights of Canal Street. There was a red glow over Canal Street. All New Orleans was having fun out there,
and Rita was locked up, with a nun sleeping behind a curtain at either end of the dormitory. What would
she do if she didn’t have Deirdre?

Deirdre was different from anybody Rita had ever known. She had such beautifully made things - long
white flannel gowns trimmed in lace.

They were the same kind she wore now thirty-four years later on the side screen porch of that house
where she sat ’like a mindless idiot in a coma.’

And she had showed Rita that emerald necklace she always wore now, too, right over the white
nightgown. The famous Mayfair emerald necklace, though Rita had not heard of it then. ‘Course Deirdre
had not worn it at school. You couldn’t wear jewelry at all at St Ro’s. And no one would have worn a big
old-fashioned necklace like that anyway, except to a Mardi Gras ball perhaps.

It looked just awful now on Deirdre in her nightgown. All wrong, a thing like that on an invalid who



just stared and stared through the screens of the porch. But who knows? Maybe somehow Deirdre knew it
was there, and Deirdre sure loved it.

She let Rita touch it when they sat on the side of the bed at St Ro’s. No nuns around to tell them not to
rumple the bedspread.

Rita had turned the emerald pendant over in her hands. So heavy, the gold setting. It looked like
something was engraved on the back. Rita made out a big capital L. It looked like a name to her.

‘Oh, no, don’t read it,” Deirdre said. ‘It’s a secret!” And she’d looked frightened for a moment, her
cheeks suddenly red and her eyes moist, and then she took Rita’s hand and squeezed it. You couldn’t be
mad at Deirdre.

‘Is it real?’ Rita asked. Must have cost a fortune.

‘Oh, yes,” Deirdre said. ‘It came from Europe years and years ago. It belonged to a great-great-great-
great-grandmother back then.’

They both laughed at all the greats.

It was innocent the way Deirdre said it. She never bragged. It wasn’t like that at all. She never hurt
anybody’s feelings. Everybody loved her.

‘My mother left it to me,” Deirdre explained. ‘And someday I’ll pass it on, that is... if I ever have a
daughter.” Trouble in her face. Rita put her arm around Deirdre. You just wanted to protect Deirdre.
Deirdre brought out that feeling in everybody.

Deirdre said she’d never known her mother. ‘She died when I was a baby. They say she fell from the
upstairs window. And they said her mother died when she was young, too, but they never talk about her. I
don’t think we’re like other people.’

Rita was stunned. Nobody she knew said such things.

‘But how do you mean, Dee Dee?’ she asked.

‘Oh, I don’t know,” Deirdre said. ‘We feel things, sense things. We know when people don’t like us and
mean to hurt us.’

‘Who could ever want to hurt you, Dee Dee?’ Rita asked. ‘You’ll live to be a hundred and you’ll have
ten children.’

‘I love you, Rita Mae,” Deirdre said. “You’re pure of heart, that’s what you are.’

‘Oh, Dee Dee, no.” Rita Mae shook her head. She thought of her boyfriend from Holy Cross, the things
they had done.

And just as if Deirdre had read her mind, she said:

‘No, Rita Mae, that doesn’t matter. You’re good. You never want to hurt anybody, even when you’re
really unhappy.’

‘I love you, too,” Rita said, though she did not understand all that Deirdre was telling her. And Rita
never ever in her whole life told any other woman that she loved her.

Rita almost died when Deirdre was expelled from St Ro’s. But Rita knew it was going to happen.

She herself saw a young man with Deirdre in the convent garden. She had seen Deirdre slip out after
supper when no one was looking. They were supposed to be taking their baths, setting their hair. That was
one thing Rita really thought was funny about St Ro’s. They made you set your hair and wear a little
lipstick because Sister Daniel said that was ’etiquette.” And Deirdre didn’t have to set her hair. It hung in
perfect curls. All she needed was a ribbon.

Deirdre was always disappearing at that time. She took her bath first and then snuck downstairs, and
didn’t come back till almost lights out. Always late, always hurrying in for night prayers, her face flushed.
But then she’d give Sister Daniel that beautiful innocent smile. And when Deirdre prayed she seemed to
mean it.

Rita thought she was the only one who noticed that Deirdre slipped out. She hated it when Deirdre
wasn’t around. Deirdre was the only one that made her feel all right there.

And one night she’d gone down to look for Deirdre. Maybe Deirdre was swinging on the swings.
Winter was over and twilight was coming now after supper. And Rita knew about Deirdre and twilight.

But Rita didn’t find Deirdre in the play yard. She went to the open gate of the nuns’ garden. It was very
dark in there. You could see the Easter lilies in the dark, shining white. The nuns would cut them on
Easter Sunday. But Deirdre would never break the rules and go in there.

Yet Rita heard Deirdre’s voice. And gradually she made out the figure of Deirdre on the stone bench in
the shadows. The pecan trees were as big and low there as they were in the play yard. All Rita could see
was the white blouse at first, and then she saw Deirdre’s face and even the violet ribbon in her hair, and
she saw the tall man seated beside her.



Things were so still. The jukebox of the Negro bar wasn’t playing just then. No sound came from the
convent. And even the lights in the nuns’ refectory looked far away because there were so many trees
growing along the cloister.

The man said to Deirdre: ‘My beloved.’ It was just a whisper, but Rita heard it. And she heard Deirdre
say: ‘Yes, you’re speaking, I can hear you.’

‘My beloved!” came the whisper again.

Then Deirdre was crying. And she said something else, maybe a name, Rita would never know. It
sounded as if she said: ‘My Lasher.’

They kissed, Deirdre’s head back, the white of the man’s fingers very clear against her dark hair. And
the man spoke again:

‘Only want to make you happy, my beloved.’

‘Dear God,” Deirdre whispered. And suddenly she got up off the bench and Rita saw her running along
the path through the beds of lilies. The man was nowhere in sight. And the wind had come up, sweeping
through the pecan trees so that their high branches crashed against the porches of the convent. All the
garden was moving suddenly. And Rita was alone there.

Rita turned away ashamed. She shouldn’t have been listening. And she, too, ran away, all the way up
the four flights of wooden stairs from the basement to the attic.

It was an hour before Deirdre came. Rita was miserable to have spied on her like that.

But late that night when she lay in bed, Rita repeated those words: My beloved. Only want to make you
happy, my beloved. Oh, to think that a man would say such things to Deirdre.

All Rita had ever known were the boys who wanted to ’feel you up,’ if they got a chance. Clumsy,
stupid guys like her boyfriend Terry from Holy Cross, who said, “You know, I think I like you a lot, Rita.’
Sure, sure. ‘Cause I let you ’feel me up.” You ox.

“You tramp!’ Rita’s father had said. “You’re going to boarding school, that’s where you’re going. I
don’t care what it costs.’

My beloved. It made her think of beautiful music, of elegant gentlemen in old movies she saw on the
late night television. Of voices from another time, soft and distinct, the very words like kisses.

And he was so handsome too. She hadn’t really seen his face, but she saw he was dark-haired with large
eyes, and tall, and he wore fine clothes, beautiful clothes. She’d seen the white cuffs of his shirt and his
collar.

Rita would have met him in the garden too, a man like that. Rita would have done anything with him.

Oh, Rita couldn’t really figure it out, the feelings it gave her. She cried but it was a sweet, silent kind of
crying. She knew she’d remember the moment all her life — the garden under the dark purple twilight
sky with the evening stars out already and the man’s voice saying those words.

When they accused Deirdre, it was a nightmare. They were in the recreation room and the other girls
were made to stay in the dormitory, but everybody could hear it. Deirdre burst into tears, but she wouldn’t
confess anything.

‘I saw the man myself!” Sister Daniel said. ‘Are you calling me a liar!” Then they took Deirdre down to
the convent to talk to old Mother Bernard but even she couldn’t do anything with Deirdre.

Rita was broken-hearted when the nuns came to pack up Deirdre’s clothes. She saw Sister Daniel take
the emerald necklace out of its box and stare at it. Sister Daniel thought it was glass, you could tell by the
way she held it. It hurt Rita to see her touch it, to see her snatch up Deirdre’s nightgowns and things and
stuff them into the suitcase.

And later that week, when the terrible accident happened with Sister Daniel, Rita wasn’t sorry. She
never meant for the mean old nun to die the way she did, smothered in a closed-up room with a gas heater
left on, but so be it.

Rita had other things on her mind than weeping for somebody who’d been mean to Deirdre.

That Saturday she got together all the nickels she could and called and called from the pay phone in the
basement. Somebody must know the Mayfairs’ phone number. They lived on First Street only five blocks
down from Rita’s house but it might as well have been across the world. It wasn’t the Irish Channel there.
It was the Garden District. And the Mayfair house was a mansion.

Then Rita got into a terrible fight with Sandy. Sandy said Deirdre had been crazy. “You know what she
did at night? I’ll tell what she did. When everybody was asleep she pushed the covers off and she moved
her body just like somebody was kissing her! I saw her, she’d open her mouth and she’d move on the bed
— you know, move — just like, you know, she was really feeling it!’

‘Shut your filthy mouth!” Rita screamed. She tried to slap Sandy. Everybody got on Rita. But Liz



Conklin took Rita aside and told her to calm down. She said that Deirdre had done worse than meet that
man in the garden.

‘Rita Mae, she let him into the building. She brought him right upstairs to our floor, I saw him.” Liz was
whispering, looking over her shoulder as if somebody was going to overhear them.

‘I don’t believe you,’ Rita said.

‘I wasn’t following her around,” Liz said. ‘I didn’t want her to get in trouble. I had just gotten up to go
to the bathroom. And I saw them by the window of the recreation room - her and him together, Rita Mae
— not ten feet from where we were all sleeping.’

‘What did he look like?’ Rita demanded, sure it was a lie. Rita would know because she’d seen him.

But Liz described him all right — tall, brown hair, very ‘distinguished,” Liz said, and he’d been kissing
Deirdre and whispering to her.

‘Rita Mae, imagine her opening all the locks, bringing him up the stairs. She was just crazy.’

‘All I know is this,” Rita said later to Jerry Lonigan when they were courting. ‘She was the sweetest girl
I ever knew in my life. She was a saint compared with those nuns, I tell you. And when I thought I’d go
crazy in that place, she held my hand and told me she knew how I was feeling. I would have done
anything for her.’

But when the time came to do something for Deirdre May-fair, Rita hadn’t been able to do it.

Over a year had passed. Rita’s teenaged life was gone and she never for a second missed it. She had
married Jerry Lonigan, who was twelve years older than her and nicer than any boy she’d ever met - a
decent and kind man who made a good living from Lonigan and Sons’ Funeral Home, one of the oldest in
the parish, which he ran with his daddy.

Jerry was the one who gave Rita news about Deirdre. He told her Deirdre was pregnant by a man who’d
been killed already in a highway accident, and those aunts of hers, those crazy Mayfair women, were
going to make her give up her baby.

Rita was going by that house to see Deirdre. She had to. Jerry didn’t want her to go.

‘What the hell you think you can do about it! Don’t you know that aunt of hers, Miss Carlotta, she’s a
lawyer? She could get Deirdre committed if she didn’t give up that baby.’

Red Lonigan, Jerry’s dad, shook his head. ‘That’s been done plenty a time, Rita,” he said. ‘Deirdre will
sign the papers or wind up in the nuthouse. Besides, Father Lafferty’s got a hand in this thing. And if
there’s any priest at St Alphonsus I trust, it’s Tim Lafferty.’

But Rita went.

It was the hardest thing she’d ever done, walking up to that enormous house and ringing the bell, but
she did it. And naturally it was Miss Carl who came to the door, the one everybody was afraid of. Jerry
told her later that if it had been Miss Millie or Miss Nancy it might have been different.

Still Rita walked right in, just sort of pushed past Miss Carl. Well, she had opened the screen door a
crack, hadn’t she? And Miss Carl really didn’t look mean. She just looked businesslike.

‘Just want to see her, you know, she was my best friend at St Ro’s

Every time Miss Carl said no in her polite way, Rita said yes in some other way, talking about how
close she’d been to Deirdre.

Then she’d heard Deirdre’s voice at the top of the steps.

‘Rita Mae!”

Deirdre’s face was wet from crying and her hair was all in straggles over her shoulders. She ran down
the steps barefoot towards Rita, and Miss Nancy, the heavy set one, came right behind her.

Miss Carl took Rita firmly by the arm and tried to move her towards the front door.

‘Wait just a minute!’ Rita said.

‘Rita Mae, they’re going to take my baby!’

Miss Nancy caught Deirdre around the waist and lifted her off her feet on the stairway.

‘Rita Mae!” Deirdre screamed. She had something in her hand, a little white card it looked like.

‘Rita Mae, call this man. Tell him to help me.’

Miss Carl stepped in front of Rita:

‘Go home, Rita Mae Lonigan,’ she said.

But Rita darted right around her. Deirdre was struggling to get free of Miss Nancy, and Miss Nancy was
leaning against the banister, off balance. Deirdre tried to throw the little white card to Rita, but it just
fluttered down on the stairs. Miss Carl went to get it.

And then it was just like fighting for Mardi Gras trinkets thrown from the parade floats. Rita pushed
Miss Carl to the side and snatched the card up, just the way you snatched a junk necklace off the



pavement before anybody else could get it.

‘Rita Mae, call that man!’ Deirdre screamed. Tell him I need him.’

‘I will, Dee Dee!’

Miss Nancy was carrying her back up the steps, Deirdre’s bare feet swinging out, her hands clawing at
Miss Nancy’s arm. It was awful, just awful.

And then Miss Carl grabbed Rita’s wrist.

‘Give me that, Rita Mae Lonigan,’ said Miss Carl.

Rita pulled loose and ran out of the front door, the little white card clutched in her hand. She heard Miss
Carl running across the porch right after her.

Her heart was pounding as she ran down the path. Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, this was a madhouse! And
Jerry was going to be so upset. And what would Red say?

Then Rita felt a sharp, ugly pain as her hair was jerked from the back. The woman pulled her almost off
her feet.

‘Don’t you do that to me, you old witch!" Rita said, her teeth clenched. Rita couldn’t stand to have her
hair pulled.

Miss Carl tried to tear the little white card out of her fingers. This was almost the worst thing that had
ever happened to Rita. Miss Carl was twisting and tearing off the corner of the card as Rita held on to it,
and with the other hand Miss Carl was still yanking Rita’s hair as hard as she could. She was going to pull
it out by the roots.

‘Stop it!” Rita screamed. ‘I’'m warning you now, I’'m warning you!” She got the card away from Miss
Carl and she crumpled it in her fist. You just couldn’t hit an old lady like this.

But when Miss Carl jerked her hair again, Rita did hit her. She hit Miss Carl across the chest with her
right arm, and Miss Carl fell into the chinaberry trees. If there hadn’t been so many chinaberry trees, she
would have fallen on the ground.

Rita ran out the gate.

A storm was blowing up. The trees were all moving. She could see the big black branches of the oaks
swaying in the wind, hear that loud roar that big trees always made. The branches were lashing the house,
scratching at the top of the upstairs porch. She heard the sound of breaking glass suddenly.

She stopped and looked back, and she saw a shower of little green leaves falling all over the property.
Tiny branches and twigs were falling. It was like a hurricane. Miss Carl was standing on the path staring
up at the trees. At least her arm or leg wasn’t broken.

Good Lord, the rain would come any minute. Rita was going to be soaked before she even got to
Magazine Street -that on top of everything else, her hair torn to pieces and the tears streaming down her
face. She was a sight all right.

But there was no rain. She made it back to Lonigan and Sons without getting wet. And when she sat
down in Jerry’s office, she broke down completely.

‘You shouldn’t have gone there, you should never have gone!’ he said. He had a funeral going on out
front. He should have been helping Red out there. ‘Honey, they could turn everybody against us, old
family like that!’

Rita couldn’t do anything but cry. Then she looked at the little white card. ‘But will you look at this,
Jerry! Will you look at it!’

It was all mashed and damp from the sweat of her palm. She broke down again.

‘I can’t read the numbers on it!”’

‘Now, just a minute, Rita,” Jerry said. He was patient as always, just a really good-hearted man the way
he’d always been. He stood over her, unfolding the little card on the desk blotter. He got his magnifying
glass.

The middle part was clear enough:

THE TALAMASCA

But you couldn’t read anything else. The words below that were just tiny little specks of black ink on
the pulpy white cardboard. And whatever had been written along the bottom edge was completely ruined.
There was just nothing left of it.

‘Oh, Dee Dee!’ Rita cried.

Jerry pressed it out under two heavy books, but that hadn’t helped. His dad came in and took a look. But
he couldn’t make anything out of it. Name Talamasca didn’t mean anything to Red. And Red knew just



about everybody and everything. If it had been an old Mardi Gras society, for instance, he would have
known it.

‘Now look, you can see something here written on the back in ink,” Red said. ‘Look at that.’

Aaron Lightner. But there was no phone number. The phone numbers must have been printed on the
front. Even pressing the card with a hot iron didn’t help matters.

Rita did what she could.

She checked the phone book for Aaron Lightner and the Talamasca, whatever that was. She called
information. She begged the operator to tell her if there was an unlisted number. She even ran personals
in the 7imes-Picayune and in the States-Item.

‘The card was old and dirty before you ever got it,” Jerry reminded her. Fifty dollars spent on personal
ads was enough. Jerry’s daddy said he thought she might just as well give up. But one thing she could say
for him, he hadn’t criticized her for it.

‘Darlin’, don’t go back to that house,” Red said. ‘I’'m not scared of Miss Carlotta or anything like that. I
just don’t want you around those people.’

Rita saw Jerry look at his father, and his father look at him. They knew something they weren’t saying.
Rita knew Lonigan and Sons had buried Deirdre’s mother when she fell from that window years ago,
she’d heard that much, and she knew Red remembered the grandmother who had ‘died young’ too the
way Deirdre told Rita.

But those two were closemouthed the way morticians had to be. And Rita was too miserable now for
hearing about the history of that horrible old house and those women.

She cried herself to sleep the way she had at boarding school. Maybe Deirdre had seen the ads in the
papers, and knew that Rita had tried to do what she wanted.

Another year passed before Rita saw Deirdre again. The baby was long gone. Some cousins out in
California took it. Nice people, everybody said, rich people. The man was a lawyer like Miss Carl. That
baby would be looked after.

Sister Bridget Marie at St Alphonsus told Jerry the nuns at Mercy Hospital said the baby was a beautiful
little girl with blond hair. Not like Deirdre’s black curls at all. And Father Lafferty had put the baby in
Deirdre’s arms and said to Deirdre, ‘Kiss your baby,’ then taken it away from her.

Gave Rita the shivers. Like people kissing the corpse right before they closed up the coffin. ‘Kiss your
baby,’ then taking it like that.

No wonder Deirdre had had a complete breakdown. They took her right from Mercy to the sanitarium.

‘Not the first time for that family,” Red Lonigan said as he shook his head. ‘That’s how Lionel Mayfair
died, in a strait-jacket.’

Rita asked what he meant, but he didn’t answer.

‘Oh, but they didn’t have to do it like that,” Rita said. ‘She’s such a sweet thing. She couldn’t hurt
anybody.’

Finally Rita heard Deirdre was home again. And that Sunday Rita decided to go to Mass at the Mother
of Perpetual Help Chapel in the Garden District. That’s where the rich people went mostly. They didn’t
come to the big old parish churches - St Mary’s and St Alphonsus - across Magazine Street.

Rita went up there to the ten o’clock Mass, thinking, Well I’ll just pass by the Mayfair house on the way
back. But she didn’t have to, because Deirdre was there at Mass, sitting between her great-aunts Miss
Belle and Miss Millie. Thank the Lord no Miss Carlotta.

Deirdre looked dreadful to Rita, like Banquo’s Ghost as Rita’s mother would have said. She had dark
circles under her eyes and her dress was some old shiny gabardine thing that didn’t fit her. Padded
shoulders. One of those old women in that house must have given her that.

After Mass, as they were going down the marble steps, Rita swallowed, took a deep breath, and ran
after Deirdre.

Deirdre at once gave her that beautiful smile. But when she tried to talk, almost nothing came out. Then
in a whisper she said: ‘Rita Mae!’

Rita Mae leaned over to kiss her. She whispered:

‘Dee Dee, I tried to do what you asked me. I could never find that man. The card was too ruined.’

Deirdre’s eyes were wide, vacant. She didn’t even remember, did she? At least Miss Millie and Miss
Belle didn’t notice. They were saying their hellos to everybody passing. And poor old Miss Belle never
noticed anything anyway.

Then Deirdre did seem to recall something. ‘It’s OK, Rita Mae,” she said. She had the beautiful smile



again. She squeezed Rita Mae’s hand and leaned forward and kissed her this time, on the cheek. Then her
Aunt Millie said, “We should go now, sweetheart.’

Now, that was Deirdre Mayfair to Rita. It’s OK, Rita Mae. The sweetest girl she ever knew.

Deirdre was back at the sanitarium before long. She’d been walking barefoot on Jackson Avenue
talking out loud to herself. Then they said she was in a mental hospital in Texas, and after that Rita only
heard that Deirdre Mayfair was ’incurably ill” and was never coming home again.

When old Miss Belle died, the Mayfairs called Jerry’s dad as they’d always done. Maybe Miss Carl
didn’t even remember the fight with Rita Mae. Mayfairs came from all over for that funeral, but no
Deirdre.

Mr Lonigan hated opening the tomb in Lafayette No. 1. That cemetery had so many ruined graves with
rotting coffins plainly visible, even the bones showing. It sickened him to take a funeral there.

‘But those Mayfairs have been buried there since 1861,” he said. ‘And they do keep up that tomb, I’ll
give them that. They have the wrought-iron fence painted every year. And when the tourists come
through there? Well, that’s one of the graves they always look at - what with all the Mayfairs in there, and
those little babies’ names, going back to the Civil War. It’s just the rest of the place is so sorry. You know
they’re going to tear that place down someday.’

They never did tear down Lafayette No.1. The tourists liked it too much. And so did the families of the
Garden District. Instead they cleaned it up, repaired the whitewashed walls, planted new magnolia trees.
But there were still enough broken-down tombs for people to get their peek at the bones. It was a
“historical monument.’

Mr Lonigan took Rita through there one afternoon, showing her the famous yellow fever graves where
you could read a long list of those who had died within days of each other during the epidemics. He
showed her the Mayfair tomb - a big affair with twelve oven-size vaults inside. The little iron fence ran
all the way around it, enclosing a tiny strip of grass. And the two marble vases stuck to the front step were
full of fresh-cut flowers.

‘Why, they keep it up real nice, don’t they?’ she said. Such beautiful lilies and gladiolus and baby’s
breath.

Mr Lonigan stared at the flowers. He didn’t answer. Then after he’d cleared his throat, he pointed out
the names of those he knew.

‘This one here - Antha Marie, died 1941, now that was Deirdre’s mother.’

‘The one who fell from the window,’ Rita said. Again he didn’t answer her.

‘And this one here — Stella Louise, died 1929 — now that was Antha’s mother. And it was this one
over here, Lionel, her brother - "died 1929" - who ended up in the straitjacket after he shot and killed
Stella.’

‘Oh, you don’t mean he murdered his own sister.’

‘Oh, yes I do,” Mr Lonigan said. Then he pointed out the other names going way back. ‘Miss Mary
Beth, now that was the mother of Stella, and of Miss Carl, and now, Miss Millie is actually Remy
Mayfair’s daughter. He was Miss Carl’s uncle, and he died at First Street, but that was before my time. I
remember Julien Mayfair, however. He was what you call unforgettable, Julien was. Till the day he died,
he was a fine-looking man. And so was Cortland, his son. You see, Cortland died that year that Deirdre
had that little baby. Now I didn’t bury Cortland. Cortland’s family lived in Metairie. They say it was all
that ruckus over the baby that killed Cortland. But that don’t matter. You can see that Cortland was eighty
years old besides. Old Miss Belle was Miss Carl’s older sister. But Miss Nancy, well, she is Antha’s
sister. It will be Miss Millie next, you mark my words.’

Rita didn’t care about them. She was remembering Deirdre on that long-ago day at St Ro’s when they
sat on the side of the bed together. The emerald necklace had come to her through Stella and Antha.

She told Red about it now, and it didn’t surprise him at all. He just nodded, and said, yes, and before
that the emerald necklace had belonged to Miss Mary Beth and before that to Miss Katherine who had
built the house on First Street, but Miss Katherine was really before his time. Monsieur Julien was as far
back as he could recall...

‘But you know, it’s the strangest thing,” Rita said. ‘Them all carrying the Mayfair name. Why don’t
they take the names of the men they marry?’

‘Can’t,” Mr Lonigan said. ‘If they do, then they don’t get the Mayfair money. That’s the way it was set
up long ago. You have to be a Mayfair to get Mayfair money. Cortland Mayfair knew it; knew all about
it; he was a fine lawyer; never worked for anybody except the Mayfair family; I remember once he told
me. It was legacy, he said.’



He was staring at the flowers again.

‘What is it, Red?’ Rita asked.

‘Oh, just an old story they tell around here,” he said. ‘That those vases are never empty.’

‘Well, it’s Miss Carl who orders the flowers, isn’t it?’ Rita asked.

‘Not that I know of,” Mr Lonigan said, ’but somebody always puts them there.” But then he went quiet
again the way he always did. He would never really tell you what he knew.

When he died a year after that, Rita felt as bad as if she’d lost her own father. But she kept wondering
what secrets he’d taken with him. He’d always been so good to Rita. Jerry was never the same. He was
nervous afterwards whenever he dealt with the old families.

Deirdre came home to the house on First Street in 1976, a mindless idiot, they said, on account of the
shock treatments.

Father Mattingly from the parish went by to see her. No brain left at all. Just like a baby, he told Jerry,
or a senile old lady.

Rita went to call. It had been years since she and Miss Carlotta had that awful fight. Rita had three
children now. She wasn’t scared of that old lady. She brought a pretty white silk negligee for Deirdre
from D. H. Holmes.

Miss Nancy took her out on the porch. She said to Deirdre:

‘Look what Rita Mae Lonigan brought, Deirdre.’

Just a mindless idiot. And how awful to see that beautiful emerald necklace around her neck. It was like
they were making fun of her, to put it on her like that, over her flannel nightgown.

Her feet looked swollen and tender as they rested on the bare boards of the porch. Her head fell to one
side as she stared through the screens. But otherwise she was still Deirdre - still pretty, still sweet. Rita
had to get out of there.

She never called again. But not a week went by that she didn’t walk back First just to stop at the fence
and wave to Deirdre. Deirdre didn’t even notice her. But Rita did it nevertheless. It seemed to her Deirdre
got stooped and thin, that her arms weren’t down in her lap anymore, but drawn up, close to her chest.
But Rita was never close enough to make certain. That was the virtue of just standing at the fence and
waving.

When Miss Nancy died last year, Rita said she was going to the funeral. ‘It’s for Deirdre’s sake.’

‘But honey,” Jerry had said, ‘Deirdre won’t know you’re doing this.” Deirdre hadn’t spoken a single
syllable in all these years.

But Rita didn’t care. Rita was going.

As for Jerry, he didn’t want to have anything to do with the Mayfairs. He missed his daddy more than
ever.

‘Why the hell can’t they call some other funeral home?’ he had said under his breath. Other people did
it now that his daddy was dead and gone. Why didn’t the Mayfairs follow suit? He hated the old families.

‘Least this is a natural death, or so they tell me,” he said.

Now that really startled Rita. “Well, weren’t Miss Belle and Miss Millie "natural deaths"?’ she asked.

After he’d finished work that afternoon on Miss Nancy, he told Rita it had been terrible going into that
house to get her.

Right out of the old days, the upstairs bedroom with the draperies drawn and two blessed candles
burning before a picture of the Mother of Sorrows. The room stank of piss. And Miss Nancy dead for
hours in that heat before he got there.

And poor Deirdre on the screen porch like a human pretzel, and the colored nurse holding Deirdre’s
hand and saying the rosary out loud, as if Deirdre even knew she was there, let alone heard the Hail
Marys.

Miss Carlotta didn’t want to go into Nancy’s room. She stood in the hallway with her arms folded.

‘Bruises on her, Miss Carl. On her arms and legs. Did she have a bad tumble?’

‘She had the first attack on the stairs, Mr Lonigan.’

But boy, had he wished his dad was still around. His dad had known how to handle the old families.

‘Now, you tell me, Rita Mae. Why the hell wasn’t she in a hospital? This isn’t 1842! This is now. Now
I’m asking you.’

‘Some people want to be at home, Jerry,” Rita said. Didn’t he have a signed death certificate?

Yes, he did. Of course he did. But he hated these old families.



“You never know what they’re going to do,” he swore. ‘Not just the Mayfairs, I mean any of the old
ones.’

Sometimes the relatives trooped into the viewing room and started right in working on the corpse with
their own powder and lipstick. Now, nobody with any sense did that kind of thing anymore.

And what about those old Irish guys who’d laugh and joke while they were acting as pallbearers. One
would let his end of the coffin go just so his brother would get the full weight of it — prancing around on
the graveyard path like it was Mardi Gras.

And the stories the old ones told at the wake could make you sick. Old Sister Bridget Marie the other
night downstairs telling about coming over on the boat from Ireland: The mama said to the baby in the
bassinet, ‘If you don’t stop crying, I’ll throw you overboard.” Then she tells her little boy to watch the
baby. Little while she comes back. The baby’s gone out of the bassinet. The little boy says, ‘He started
crying again. So I threw him overboard.’

Now, what kind of a story is that to tell when you’re sitting right beside the coffin?

Rita smiled in spite of herself. She had always liked old Sister Bridget Marie.

‘The Mayfairs aren’t Irish,” she said. ‘They’re rich and rich people don’t carry on like that.’

‘Oh, yes they are Irish, Rita Mae. Or Irish enough anyway to be crazy. It was the famous Irish architect
Darcy Monahan who built that house, and he was the father of Miss Mary Beth. And Miss Carl is the
daughter of Judge McIntyre and he was Irish as they come. Just a real old-timer. Sure they’re Irish. As
Irish as anybody else around here in this day and age.’

She was amazed that her husband was talking this much. The Mayfairs bothered him, that was clear
enough, just as they had bothered his daddy, and nobody had ever told Rita the whole story.

Rita went to the Requiem Mass at the chapel for Miss Nancy. She followed the procession in her own
car. It went down First Street to pass the old house, out of respect for Deirdre. But there was no sign
Deirdre even saw all those black limousines gliding by.

There were so many Mayfairs. Why, where in the world did they come from? Rita recognized New
York voices and California voices and even southern voices from Atlanta and Alabama. And then all the
ones from New Orleans! She couldn’t believe it when she went over the register. Why, there were
Mayfairs from uptown and downtown, and Metairie, and across the river.

There was even an Englishman there, a white-haired gentleman in a linen suit who actually carried a
walking stick. He hung back with Rita. ‘My, what a dreadfully warm day this is,” he said in his elegant
English voice. When Rita had tripped on the path, he’d steadied her arm. Very nice of him.

What did all these people think of that awful old house, she wondered, and of the Lafayette Cemetery
with all the moldering vaults. They were crowded all through the narrow aisles, standing on tiptoe trying
to see over the high tombs. Mosquitoes in the high grass. And there was one of the tour buses stopped at
the gates right now. Those tourists sure loved it, all right. Well, get an eyeful!

But the big shock was the cousin who’d taken Deirdre’s baby. For there she was, Ellie Mayfair from
California. Jerry pointed her out while the priest was saying the final words. She had signed the register at
every funeral for the last thirty years. Tall, dark-haired woman in a sleeveless blue linen dress, with
beautiful suntanned skin. She wore a big white hat, like a sunbonnet, and a pair of dark glasses. Looked
like a movie star. How they gathered around her. People clasping her hand. Kissing her on the powdered
cheek. When they bent real close, were they asking her about Deirdre’s daughter?

Rita wiped her eyes. Rita Mae, they’re going to take my baby. Whatever had she done with that little
fragment of white card with the word Talamasca on it? Was probably right here in her prayer book
somewhere. She never threw anything away. Maybe she should speak to that woman, just ask her how to
get in touch with Deirdre’s daughter. Maybe some day that girl ought to know what Rita had to tell. But
then what right had she to meddle like that? Yet if Deirdre died before Rita did, and Rita saw that woman
again, well then she’d go and ask. Nothing would stop her.

She had almost broken down right then and there, and imagine, people would have thought she was
crying for old Miss Nancy. That was a laugh. She had turned around, trying to hide her face and then
she’d seen that Englishman, that gentleman, staring at her. He had a real strange expression on his face,
like he was worried about her crying, and then she did cry and she made a little wave to him to say, It’s
all right. But he came over to her anyway.

He gave her his arm, the way he had before, and helped her to walk just a little ways away and there
was one of those benches so she sat down on it. When she looked up, she could have sworn Miss Carl
was staring at her and at the Englishman, but Miss Carl was real far away, and the sun was shining on her
glasses. Probably couldn’t see them at all.



Then the Englishman had given her a little white card and said he would like to talk to her. Whatever
about, she had thought, but she took the card and put it in her pocket.

It was late that night when she found it again. She had been looking for the prayer card from the funeral.
And there it was, that little card from the man and there were the same names after all these years —
Talamasca and Aaron Lightner.

For a minute Rita Mae thought she was going to faint dead away. Maybe she’d made a big mistake. She
hunted through her prayer book for the old card or what was left of it. Sure enough, they were the same,
and on this new one, the Englishman had written in ink the name of the Monteleone Hotel downtown and
his room number.

Rita found Jerry sitting up late, drinking, at the kitchen table.

‘Rita Mae, you can’t go talking to that man. You can’t tell him anything about that family.’

‘But Jerry, I have to tell him what happened before, I have to tell him that Deirdre tried to get in touch
with him.’

‘That was years and years ago, Rita Mae. That baby is grown up. She’s a doctor, did you know that?
She’s going to be a surgeon, that’s what I heard.’

‘I don’t care, Jerry.” Then Rita Mae had broken down, but even through her tears, she was doing a
strange thing. She was staring at that card and memorizing everything on it. She memorized the room
number of the hotel. She memorized the phone number in London.

And just as she figured, Jerry suddenly took the card and slipped it in his shirt pocket. She didn’t say a
word. She just kept crying. Jerry was the sweetest man in the world, but he never would understand.

He said, ‘You did a nice thing, going to the funeral, honey.’

Rita said no more about the man. She wasn’t going to go against Jerry. Well, at least at this moment her
mind was not made up yet.

‘But what does that girl out there in California know about her mother?’ Rita said. ‘I mean, does she
know Deirdre never wanted to give her up?’

“You have to leave it alone, honey.’

There had never been a moment in Rita’s life quite like that one years ago in the nuns’ garden —
hearing Deirdre with that man, hearing two people talk of love like that. Twilight. Rita had told Jerry
about it all right, but nobody understood. You had to be there, smelling the lilies and seeing the sky like
blue stained glass through the tree branches.

And to think of that girl out there, maybe never knowing what her real mother was like...

Jerry shook his head. He filled his glass with bourbon and drank about half of it.

‘Honey, if you knew what I knew about those people.’

Jerry was drinking too much bourbon all right. Rita saw that. Jerry was no gossip. A good mortician
couldn’t be a gossip. But he started to talk now and Rita let him.

‘Honey,’ he said, ‘Deirdre never had a chance in that family. You might say she was cursed when she
was born. That’s what Daddy said.’

Jerry had been just a grade-school kid when Deirdre’s mother, Antha, died, in a fall from the porch roof
outside the attic window of that house. Her skull had broken open on the patio. Deirdre was a baby then
and so was Rita Mae, of course. But Jerry was already working with his daddy.

‘I tell you we scraped her brains up off the flagstones. It was terrible. She was only twenty years old,
and pretty! She was prettier even than Deirdre got to be. And you should have seen the trees in that yard.
Honey, it was like a hurricane was happening just over that house, the way those trees were blowing.
Even those stiff magnolia trees were bending and twisting.’

‘Yeah, I’ve seen them like that,” Rita said, but she was quiet so he would go on talking.

‘The worst part was when we got back here and Daddy had a good look at Antha. He said right away,
"See these scratches around her eyes. Now that never happened in the fall. There were no trees under that
window." And then Daddy found out one of the eyes was torn right out of the socket. Now Daddy knew
what to do in those situations.

‘He got right on the phone to Dr Fitzroy. He said he thought there ought to be an autopsy. And he stood
his ground when Dr Fitzroy argued with him. Finally Dr Fitzroy came clean that Antha Mayfair had gone
out of her mind and tried to scratch her own eyes out. Miss Carl tried to stop her and that’s when Antha
had run up to the attic. She fell, all right, but she was clean out of her head when it happened. And Miss
Carl had seen the whole thing. And there was no reason in the world for people to be talking about it, for
it to get into the newspapers. Hadn’t that family had enough pain, what with Stella? Dr Fitzroy said for
Daddy to call over to the priest house at St Alphonsus and talk to the pastor if he still wasn’t sure about it.



*"Sure doesn’t look self-inflicted to me," Daddy said, "but if you’re willing to sign the death certificate
on this one, well, I guess I’ve done what I can." And there never was any autopsy. But Daddy knew what
he was talking about.

"Course he made me swear I’d never tell a living soul about it. I was real close to Daddy then, already a
big help to him. He knew he could trust me. And I’m trusting you now, Rita Mae.’

‘Oh, what an awful thing,” Rita whispered, ‘to scratch her own eyes out.” She prayed Deirdre had never
known.

‘Well, you haven’t heard all of it,” Jerry said, taking another drink of his bourbon. ‘When we went to
clean her up, we found the emerald necklace on her - the same one Deirdre wears now - the famous
Mayfair emerald. The chain was twisted around her neck, and the thing was caught in her hair in back. It
was covered with blood and God knows what else was on it. Well, even Daddy was shocked, with all
he’d seen in this world, picking the hair and splinters of bone out of that thing. He said, "And this is not
the first time I’ve had to clean the blood off this necklace." The time before that, he’d found it around the
neck of Stella Mayfair, Antha’s mother.’

Rita remembered the long-ago day at St Ro’s, the necklace in Deirdre’s hand. And many years later, Mr
Lonigan showing her Stella’s name on the gravestone.

‘And Stella was the one shot by her own brother.’

‘Yes, and that was a terrible thing, to hear Daddy tell it. Stella was the wild one of that generation. Even
before her mother died, she filled that old house with lights, with parties going on night after night, with
the bootleg booze flowing and the musicians playing. Lord only knows what Miss Carl and Miss Millie
and Miss Belle thought of all that. But when she started bringing her men home, that’s when Lionel took
matters into his own hands and shot her. Jealous of her is what he was. Right in front of everybody in the
parlor, he said, "I’ll kill you before I let him have you."

‘Now what are you telling me,’ Rita said. ‘It was brother and sister going to bed together?’

‘Could have been, honey,’ Jerry said. ‘Could have been. Nobody ever knew the name of Antha’s father.
Could have been Lionel for all anybody knew. They even said... But Stella didn’t care what anybody
thought. They said when she was carrying Antha, she invited all her lady friends to come up there for a
big party. Never bothered Stella that she had that baby out of wedlock.’

‘Well, that’s the damnedest thing I ever heard,” Rita Mae whispered. ‘Especially in those days, Jerry.’

‘That’s the way it was, honey. And it wasn’t just from Daddy I heard about some of those things either.
Lionel shot Stella in the head, and everybody in the house went just plain wild, breaking out the windows
to the porches to get out of there. Regular panic. And don’t you know that little Antha was upstairs, and
she came down during all that commotion, and seen her mother lying there dead on the living room
floor.’

Rita shook her head. What had Deirdre said on that long-ago afternoon? And they said her mother died
when she was young, too, but they never talk about her.

‘Lionel ended up in a straitjacket after he shot Stella. Daddy always said the guilt drove him out of his
mind. He kept screaming the devil wouldn’t leave him alone, that his sister had been a witch and she’d
sent the devil after him. Finally died in a fit, swallowed his own tongue, and no one there to help him.
They opened up the padded cell and there he was, dead, and turning black already. But at least that time
the corpse came all neatly sewn up from the coroner. It was the scratches on Antha’s face twelve years
later that always haunted Daddy.’

‘Poor Dee Dee. She must have known some of it.’

“Yeah,” Jerry said, ’even a little baby knows things. You know they do! And when Daddy and I went to
get Antha’s body out of that yard, we could hear little Deirdre just wailing away in there as if she could
feel it that her mother was dead. And nobody picking up that child, nobody comforting her. I tell you, that
little girl was born under a curse. Never had a chance with all the goings on in that family. That’s why
they sent her baby daughter out west, to get her away from all that, and if I were you, honey, I wouldn’t
meddle in it.’

Rita thought of Ellie Mayfair, so pretty. Probably on a plane right this minute for San Francisco.

‘They say those California people are rich,” Jerry said. ‘Deirdre’s nurse told me that. That girl’s got her
own private yacht out there on San Francisco Bay, tied right up to the front porch of her house on the
water. Father’s a big lawyer out there, a real mean son-of-a-bitch, but he makes plenty. If there’s a curse
on the Mayfairs, that girl got away from it.’

‘Jerry, you don’t believe in curses,’ Rita said, ’and you know it.’

‘Honey, think about the emerald necklace just for a minute. Two times Daddy cleaned the blood off it.



And it always sounded to me like Miss Carlotta herself thought there was a curse on it. First time Daddy
cleaned it up - when Stella got shot, you know what Miss Carlotta wanted Daddy to do? Put the necklace
in the coffin with Stella. Daddy told me that. I know that for a fact. And Daddy refused to do it.”

‘Well, maybe it’s not real, Jerry.’

‘Hell, Rita Mae, you could buy a block of downtown Canal Street with that emerald. Daddy had
Hershman from Magazine Street appraise it. I mean here he was with Miss Carlotta telling him things like
"It is my express wish that you put it in the coffin with my sister." So he calls Hershman, I mean he and
Hershman were always good friends, and Hershman said it was real, all right, the finest emerald he’d ever
laid eyes on. Wouldn’t even know how to put a price on it. He’d have to take a jewel like that to New
York for a real evaluation. He said it was the same with all the Mayfair jewels. He’d cleaned them once
for Miss Mary Beth before she even passed them on to Stella. He said jewels like that ended up on display
in a museum.’

‘Well, what did Red say to Miss Carlotta?’

‘Told Miss Carlotta no, he wasn’t putting any million-dollar emerald in a casket. He cleaned it all off
with rubbing alcohol and got a velvet case for it from Hershman and then he took it over to her. Same as
we did together years later when Antha fell from the window. Miss Carl didn’t ask us to bury it that time.
And she didn’t demand to have the funeral in the parlor neither.’

‘In the parlor!”’

‘Well, that’s where Stella was laid out, Rita Mae, right there in that house. They always did that in the
old days. Old Julien Mayfair was buried from the parlor and so was Miss Mary Beth and that was 1925.
And that’s the way that Stella had said it was to be done. She’d left that word in her will, and so they did
it. But with Antha nothing like that happened. We brought that necklace back, Daddy and me together. I
came in with Daddy and there Miss Carl was in that double parlor with no lights on and it being so dark
in there with the porches and the trees and all, and there she was just sitting there, rocking little Deirdre in
the cradle beside her. I went in with Daddy and he put the necklace in her hand. And you know what she
did? She said, "Thank you, Red Lonigan." And she turned and put that jewel case in the cradle with the
baby.’

‘But why did she do that?’

"Cause it was Deirdre’s, that’s why. Miss Carl never had no right to any of those jewels. Miss Mary
Beth left them to Stella, and Stella named Antha to get them, and Antha’s only daughter was Deirdre. It’s
always been that way, they all pass to one daughter.’

‘Well, what if the necklace is cursed,” Rita said. Lord, to think of it around Deirdre’s neck and Deirdre
the way she was now. Oh, Rita could hardly stand to think of it.

‘Well, if it’s cursed, maybe the house is too,’ Jerry said, *because the jewels go with the house, and lots
of other money.’

“You mean to tell me, Jerry Lonigan, that house belongs to Deirdre?’

‘Rita, everybody knows that. How come you don’t know that?’

“You’re telling me that house is hers, and those women lived in it all those years when she was locked
up and then they brought her home like that, and she sits there and -’

‘Now, don’t get hysterical, Rita Mae. But that’s what I'm telling you. It’s Deirdre’s, same as it was
Antha’s and Stella’s. And it will pass to that California daughter when Deirdre dies, unless somebody
managed to change all those old papers and I don’t think you can change a thing like that. It goes way
back, the will — back to times when they had the plantation, and times before that, when they were in the
islands, you know, in Haiti, before they ever came here. A legacy is what they call it. And I remember
Hershman used to say that Miss Carl started law school when she was a girl just to learn how to crack the
legacy. But she never could. Even before Miss Mary Beth died, everybody knew Stella was the heiress.’

‘But what if that California girl doesn’t know about it?’

‘It’s the law, honey. And Miss Carlotta, no matter whatever else she is, is a good lawyer. Besides, it’s
tied with the name, Mayfair. You have to go by the name or you can’t inherit anything from the legacy.
And that girl goes by the name of Mayfair. I heard that when she was born. So does her adopted mother,
Ellie Mayfair, the one that came today and signed the register. They know. People always know when
they’re coming into money. And besides, the other Mayfairs would tell her. Ryan Mayfair would tell her.
He’s Cortland’s grandson and Cortland loved Deirdre; he really did. He was real old by the time Deirdre
had to give up the baby, and the way I heard it, he was against it all the way, lot of good it did. I heard he
really took on Miss Carlotta about that baby, said it would drive Deirdre crazy to give it up, and Miss
Carlotta said Deirdre was already crazy. A lot of good it did.’



Jerry finished his bourbon. He poured another glass.

‘But Jerry, what if there are other things that Deirdre’s daughter doesn’t know?’ Rita asked. ‘“Why
didn’t she come down here today? Why didn’t she want to see her mother?’

Rita Mae, they 're going to take my baby!

Jerry didn’t answer. His eyes were bloodshot. He was over the hill with the bourbon.

‘Daddy knew a lot more about those people,” he said, his words slurred now. ‘More than he ever told
me. One thing Daddy did say, though, that they were right to take Deirdre’s baby away from her and give
it to Ellie Mayfair, for the baby’s sake. And Daddy told me something else too. Daddy told me Ellie
Mayfair couldn’t have babies of her own, and her husband was real disappointed over that, and about to
leave Tier when Miss Carl rang Kerr up long distance and asked if they wanted to have Deirdre’s baby.
"Don’t tell Rita Mae all that," Daddy said, "but for everybody it was a blessing. And old Mr Cortland,
God rest his soul, he was wrong."’

Rita Mae knew what she was going to do. She had never lied to Jerry Lonigan in her life. She just didn’t
tell him. The next afternoon, she called the Monteleone Hotel. The Englishman had just checked out! But
they thought he might still be in the lobby.

Rita Mae’s heart was pounding as she waited.

“This is Aaron Lightner. Yes, Mrs Lonigan. Please take a taxi down and I shall pay the fare. I’ll be
waiting.’

It made her so nervous she was stumbling over her words, forgetting things as she rushed out of the
house and having to go back for them. But she was glad she was doing this! Even if Jerry had caught her
then, she would have gone on with it.

The Englishman took her round the corner to the Desire Oyster Bar, a pretty place with ceiling fans and
big mirrors and doors open along Bourbon Street. It seemed exotic to Rita the way the Quarter always
had. She almost never got to go down there.

They sat at a marble top table, and she had a glass of white wine because that’s what the Englishman
had and it sounded very nice to her. What a good-looking man he was. With a man like that it didn’t
matter about his age, he was handsomer than younger men. It made her slightly nervous to sit so close to
him. And the way his eyes fixed her, it made her melt as if she was a kid again in high school.

‘Talk to me, Mrs Lonigan,” he said. ‘I’ll listen.’

She tried to take it slow, but once she started it just came pouring out of her. Soon she was crying, and
he probably couldn’t understand a word she was saying. She gave him that old, twisted little bit of card.
She told about the ads she’d run, and how she’d told Deirdre that she could never find him.

Then came the difficult part. ‘There are things that girl in California doesn’t know! That property’?
This, and maybe the lawyers will tell her that, but what about the curse, Mr Ligktner? I’m putting my
trust in you, I’m telling you things my husband doesn’t want me to tell a living soul. But if Deirdre put
her trust in you back then, well, that’s enough for me. I'm telling you, the jewels and the house are
cursed.’

Finally, she told him everything. She told him all that Jerry had told her. She told him all that Red had
ever said. She told him anything and everything she could remember.

And the funny thing was that he was never surprised or shocked. And over and over again, he assured
her that he would do his best to get this information to the girl in California.

When it was all said, and she sat there wiping her nose, her white wine untouched, the man asked her if
she would keep his card, if she would call him when there was any ’change’ with Deirdre. If she could
not reach him she was to leave a message. The people who answered the phone would understand. She
need only say it was in connection with Deirdre May-fair.

She took her prayer book out of her purse. ‘Give me those numbers again,” she said, and she wrote
down the words, ‘In connection with Deirdre Mayfair.’

Only after she had written it all out, did she think to ask, ‘But tell me, Mr Lightner, how did you come
to know Deirdre?’

‘It’s a long story, Mrs Lonigan,” he said. ‘You might say I’ve been watching that family for years. |
have two paintings done by Deirdre’s father, Sean Lacy. One of them is of Antha. He was the one who
was killed on the highway in New York before Deirdre was born.’

‘He was killed on the highway? I never knew.’

‘It’s doubtful anyone down here ever did,” he said. ‘Quite a painter he was. He did a beautiful portrait of
Antha with the famous emerald necklace. I came by it through a New York dealer some years after both



of them were dead. Deirdre was probably ten years old by that time. I didn’t meet her until she went off to
college.’

‘That’s a funny thing, about Deirdre’s father going off the road,” she said. ‘It’s just what happened to
Deirdre’s boyfriend too, the man she was going to marry. Did you know that? That he went off the river
road when he was driving down to New Orleans?’

She thought she saw a little change in the Englishman’s face then, but she couldn’t be sure. Seemed his
eyes got smaller for just a second.

“Yes, I did know,’ he said. He seemed to be thinking about things he didn’t want to tell her. Then he
started talking again. ‘Mrs Lonigan, will you promise me something?’

‘What is it, Mr Lightner?’

‘If something should happen, something wholly unexpected, and the daughter from California should
come home, please don’t try to talk to her. Call me instead. Call me any time day or night, and I promise I
shall be here as soon as I can get a plane out of London.’

“You mean I shouldn’t tell her these things myself, that’s what you’re saying?’

‘Yes,” he answered, very serious-like, touching her hand for the first time but in a very gentlemanly way
that was completely proper. ‘Don’t go to that house again, especially not if the daughter is there. I
promise you that if I cannot come myself, someone else will come, someone else who will accomplish
what we want done, someone quite familiar with the whole story.’

‘Oh, that would be a big load off my mind,” Rita said. She sure didn’t want to talk to that girl, a total
stranger, and try to tell her all these things. But suddenly the whole thing began to puzzle her. For the first
time she started wondering - who was this nice man? Was she wrong to trust him?

“You can trust me, Mrs Lonigan,” he said, just as if he knew what she was thinking. ‘Please be certain
of it. And I’ve met Deirdre’s daughter, and I know that she is a rather quiet and -well, shall we say -
forbidding individual. Not an easy person to talk to, if you understand. But I think I can explain things to
her.’

Well, now, that made perfect sense.

‘Sure, Mr Lightner.’

He was looking at her. Maybe he knew how confused she was, how strange the whole afternoon
seemed, all this talk of curses and things, and dead people and that weird old necklace.

‘Yes, they are very strange,” he said.

Rita laughed. ‘It was like you read my mind,” she said.

‘Don’t worry anymore,” he said. ‘I’ll see that Rowan Mayfair knows her mother didn’t want to give her
up; I’ll see she knows all that you want her to know. I owe that much to Deirdre, don’t you think? I wish
I’d been there when she needed me.’

Well, that was plenty enough for Rita.

Every Sunday after that, when Rita was at Mass, she flipped to the back of her prayer book and looked
at the phone number for the man in London. She read those words ‘In connection with Deirdre Mayfair.’
Then she said a prayer for Deirdre, and it didn’t seem wrong that it was the prayer for the dead, it seemed
to be the right one for the occasion.

‘May perpetual light shine upon her, O Lord, and may she rest in peace, Amen.’

And now it was over twelve years since Deirdre had taken her place on the porch, over a year since the
Englishman had come and gone - and they were talking of putting Deirdre away again. It was her house
that was tumbling down all around her in that sad overgrown garden and they were going to lock her
away again.

Maybe Rita should call that man. Maybe she should tell him. She just didn’t know.

‘It’s the wise thing, them putting her away,’ Jerry said, ’before Miss Carl is too far gone to make the
decision. And the fact is, well, I hate to say it, honey. But Deirdre’s going down fast. They say she’s
dying.’

Dying.

She waited till Jerry had gone to work. Then she made the call. She knew it would show on the bill, and
she probably would have to say something eventually to Jerry. But it didn’t matter. What mattered now
was getting the operator to understand that she had to call a number all the way across the ocean.

It was a nice woman who answered over there, and they did reverse the charges just as the Englishman
had promised. At first Rita couldn’t understand everything the woman said — she spoke so fast — but



then it came out that Mr Lightner was in the United States. He was out in San Francisco. The woman
would call him right away. Would Rita care to leave her number?

‘Oh, no. I don’t want him to call here,” she said. “You just tell him this for me. It’s real important. That
Rita Mae Lonigan called "in connection with Deirdre Mayfair." Can you write that down? Tell him that
Deirdre Mayfair is very sick; that Deirdre Mayfair is going down fast. That maybe Deirdre Mayfair is
dying.’

It took the breath out of Rita to say that last word. She couldn’t say any more after that. She tried to
answer clearly when the woman repeated the message. The woman would call Mr Lightner right away at
the St Francis Hotel in San Francisco. Rita was in tears when she put down the phone.

That night she dreamed of Deirdre, but she could remember nothing when she woke up, except that
Deirdre was there, and it was twilight, and the wind was blowing in the trees behind St Rose de Lima’s.
When she opened her eyes, she thought of wind blowing through trees. She heard Jerry tell of how it had
been when they went to get the body of Antha. She remembered the storm in the trees that horrible day
when she and Miss Carl had fought for the little card that said Talamasca. Wind in the trees in the garden
behind St Rose de Lima’s.

Rita got up and went to early Mass. She went to the shrine of the Blessed Virgin and lighted a candle.
Please let Mr Lightner come, she prayed. Please let him talk to Deirdre’s daughter.

And she realized as she prayed that it was not the inheritance that worried her, or the curse upon that
beautiful emerald necklace. For Rita did not believe Miss Carl had it in her to break the law, no matter
how mean Miss Carl was; and Rita did not believe that curses really existed.

What she believed in was the love she felt in her heart of hearts for Deirdre Mayfair.

And she believed a child had a right to know that her mother had once been the sweetest and kindest of
creatures, a girl that everybody loved - a beautiful girl in the spring of 1957 when a handsome, elegant
man in a twilight garden had called her My beloved.



CHAPTER SIX

He stood in the shower ten full minutes. But he was still drunk as hell. Then he cut himself twice with
the razor. Nothing major, just a clear indication that he had to play it very careful with this lady who was
coming here, this doctor, this mysterious someone who’d pulled him out of the sea.

Aunt Viv helped him with the shirt. He took another quick swallow of the coffee. Tasted awful to him,
though it was good coffee, he’d brewed it himself. A beer was what he wanted. Not to have a beer right
now was like not breathing. But it was just too great a risk.

‘But what are you going to do in New Orleans?” Aunt Viv asked plaintively. Her small blue eyes looked
watery, sore. She straightened the lapels of his khaki jacket with her thin, gnarled hands. ‘Are you sure
you don’t need a heavier coat?’

‘Aunt Viv, it’s New Orleans in August.” He kissed her forehead. ‘Don’t worry about me,” he said. ‘I’'m
doing great.’

‘Michael, I don’t understand why...’

‘Aunt Viv, I am going to call you when I get there, I swear. And you’ve got the number of the
Pontchartrain if you want to call and leave a message before that.’

He had asked for that very suite she had had years ago, when he’d been an eleven-year-old boy and he
and his mother had gone to see her - that big suite over St Charles Avenue with the baby grand piano in it.
Yes, they knew the suite he wanted. And yes, he could have it. And yes, the baby grand piano was still
there.

Then the airline had confirmed him in first class, with an aisle seat, at six a.m. No problem. Just one
thing after another falling into place.

And all of it thanks to Dr Morris, and this mysterious Dr Mayfair, who was on her way now.

He’d been furious when he first heard she was a doctor. ‘So that’s why the secrecy,” he’d said to
Morris. ‘We don’t disturb other doctors, do we? We don’t give out their home numbers. You know this
ought to be a matter of public record, I ought to-’

But Morris had silenced him quickly enough.

‘Michael, the lady is driving over to pick you up. She knows you’re drunk and she knows you’re crazy.
Yet she is taking you home with her to Tiburon, and she’s going to let you crawl around on her boat.’

‘All right,” he’d said. ‘I’'m grateful, you know I am.’

‘Then get out of bed, take a shower and shave.’

Done! And now nothing was going to stop him from making this journey, that’s why he was leaving the
lady’s house in Tiburon and going straight to the airport where he’d doze in a plastic chair, if he had to,
till the plane for New Orleans left.

‘But Michael, what is the reason for all this?” Aunt Viv persisted. ‘That is what [ simply cannot
understand.” She seemed to float against the light from the hallway, a tiny woman in sagging blue silk,
her gray hair nothing but wisps now in spite of the neat curls and the pins in it, insubstantial as that spun
glass they would put on the Christmas trees in the old days, what they had called angel hair.

‘I won’t stay long, I promise,” he said tenderly. But a sense of foreboding caught him suddenly. He had
the distinct awareness - that free-floating telepathy - that he was never going to live in this house again.
No, couldn’t be accurate. Just the alcohol simmering inside him, making him crazy, and months of pure
isolation - why, that was enough to drive anyone insane. He kissed her on her soft cheek.

‘I have to check my suitcase,” he said. He took another swallow of coffee. He was getting better. He
polished his hornrimmed glasses carefully, put them back on, and checked for the extra pair in his jacket
pocket.

‘I packed everything,” Aunt Viv said, with a little shake of her head. She stood beside him over the open
suitcase, one gnarled finger pointing to the neatly folded garments. ‘Your lightweight suits, both of them,
your shaving kit. It’s all there. Oh, and your raincoat. Don’t forget your raincoat, Michael. It’s always
raining in New Orleans.’

‘Got it, Aunt Viv, don’t worry.” He closed the suitcase and snapped the locks. Didn’t bother to tell her
the raincoat had been ruined because he drowned in it. The famous Burberry had been made for the
wartime trenches, perhaps, but not for drowning. Wool lining a total loss.

He ran his comb through his hair, hating the feel of his gloves. He didn’t look drunk, unless of course
he was too drunk to see it. He looked at the coffee. Drink the rest of it, you idiot. This woman is making a
house call just to humor a crackpot. The least you can do is not fall down your own front steps.

‘Was that the doorbell?” He picked up the suitcase. Yes, ready, quite ready to leave here.



And then that foreboding again. What was it, a premonition? He looked at the room - the striped
wallpaper, the gleaming woodwork that he had so patiently stripped and then painted, the small fireplace
in which he had laid the Spanish tiles himself. He was never going to enjoy any of it again. He would
never again lie in that brass bed. Or look out through the pongee curtains on the distant phantom lights of
downtown.

He felt a leaden sadness, as if he were in mourning. In fact, it was the very same sadness he had felt
after the deaths of those he loved.

Aunt Viv hurried down the hallway, ankles painfully swollen, hand wandering, then catching the button
of the intercom and holding it fast.

‘May I help you, please.’

‘This is Dr Rowan Mayfair. I’m here to see Michael Curry?’

God, it was happening. He was rising from the dead again. ‘I’ll be right there,” he said.

‘Don’t come all the way down with me, Aunt Viv.” Once again he kissed her. If only he could shake
this foreboding. What would become of her if something happened to him? ‘I’ll be back soon, I promise
you.” Impulsively he held her tight to him for a long moment before letting her go.

Then he was rushing down the two flights, whistling a little, so good it felt to be moving, to be on his
way. He almost opened the door without checking for reporters; then he stopped and peered through a
small round faceted crystal set in the middle of the rectangle of stained glass.

A tall gazelle of a woman stood at the foot of the stairway, her profile to him, as she looked off down
the street. She had long blue-jean legs and wavy blond pageboy hair blowing softly against the hollow of
her cheek.

Young and fresh she looked, and effortlessly seductive in a tightly fitted and tapering navy blue
peacoat, the collar of her cable-knit sweater rolled at the neck.

Nobody had to tell him she was Dr Mayfair. And a sudden warmth rose in his loins and coursed through
him, causing his face to burn. He would have found her alluring and interesting to look at, no matter
where or when he saw her. But to know she was the one overpowered him. He was thankful she wasn’t
looking up at the door and would not see his shadow perhaps against the glass.

This is the woman who brought me back, he thought, quite literally, vaguely thrilled by the warmth
building, by the raw feeling of submissiveness mingling in him with an almost brutal desire to touch, to
know, perhaps to possess. The mechanics of the rescue had been described to him numerous times —
mouth-to-mouth, alternating with heart massage. He thought of her hands on him now, of her mouth on
his mouth. It seemed brutal suddenly that after such intimacy they had been separated for so long. He felt
resentment again. But that didn’t matter now.

Even in her profile he could see dimly the face he remembered, a face of taut skin and subtle prettiness,
with deep-set, faintly luminous gray eyes. And how beguiling her posture seemed, so frankly casual and
downright masculine — the way she leaned on the banister, with one foot on the bottom step.

The feeling of helplessness in him grew oddly and surprisingly sharper, and just as strong came the
inevitable drive to conquer. No time to analyze it, and frankly he didn’t want to. He knew that he was
happy suddenly, happy for the first time since the accident.

The searing wind of the sea came back to him, the lights flashing in his face. Coast Guard men coming
down the ladder like angels from fog heaven. No, don’t let them take me! And her voice next to him.
“You’re going to be all right.’

Yes, go out. Talk to her. This is the closest you’ll ever get to that moment; this is your chance. And how
delicious to be so physically drawn to her, so laid bare by her presence. It was as if an invisible hand were
unzipping his pants.

Quickly he glanced up and down the street. No one about but a lone man in a doorway - the man in fact
at whom Dr Mayfair was staring rather fixedly - and surely that could not possibly be a reporter, not that
white-haired old fellow in the three-piece tweed, gripping his umbrella as if it were a walking stick.

Yet it was odd the way Dr Mayfair continued to stare at the man, and the way that the man was staring
back at her. Both figures were motionless, as if this were perfectly normal when of course it was not.

Something Aunt Viv had said hours ago came back to Michael, something about an Englishman come
all the way from London to see him. And that man certainly looked like an Englishman, a very
unfortunate one who had made a long journey in vain.

Michael turned the knob. The Englishman made no move to pounce, though he stared at Michael now
as intently as ever he’d stared at Dr Mayfair. Michael stepped out and shut the door.

Then he forgot all about the Englishman. Because Dr May-fair turned and a lovely smile illuminated



her face. In a flash he recognized the beautifully drawn ash-blond eyebrows and the thick dark lashes that
made her eyes seem all the more brilliantly gray.

‘Mr Curry,” she said, in a deep, husky, and perfectly gorgeous voice. ‘So we meet again.” She stretched
out her long right hand to greet him as he came down the steps towards her. And it seemed perfectly
natural the way that she scanned him from head to toe.

‘Dr Mayfair, thank you for coming,” he said, squeezing her hand, then letting it go instantly, ashamed of
his gloves. ‘You’ve resuscitated me again. I was dying up there in that room.’

‘I know,’ she said. ‘And you brought this suitcase because we’re going to fall in love and you’re going
to live with me from now on?’

He laughed. The huskiness of her voice was a trait he adored in women, all too rare, and always
magical. And he did not remember that little aspect of it from the deck of the boat.

‘Oh, no, I’'m sorry, Dr Mayfair,” he said. ‘I mean I... but I have to get to the airport afterwards. I have to
make a six a.m. plane to New Orleans. I have to do that. I figured I’d take a cab from there, I mean
wherever we’re going and, because if I come back here -’

And there it was again; never live in this house again. He looked up at the high bay windows, at the
gingerbread mill-work, so carefully restored. It didn’t seem to be his house now, this narrow, forlorn
structure, its windows full of the dull gleam of the colorless night.

He felt vague for a moment as though he were losing the thread of things. ‘I’m sorry,” he whispered. He
had lost the thread. He could have sworn he was in New Orleans just now. He was dizzy. He had been in
the midst of something, and there had been a great lovely intensity. And now there was only the
dampness here, the thick overhanging sky, and the strong knowledge that all the years of waiting were
finished, that something for which he’d been prepared was about to begin.

He realized he was looking at Dr Mayfair. She was almost as tall as he was, and she was gazing at him
steadily, in a wholly unself-conscious way. She was looking at him as if she enjoyed it, found him
handsome or interesting, or maybe even both. He smiled, because he liked looking at her too, suddenly,
and he was so glad, more glad than he dared tell her, that she had come.

She took his arm.

‘Come on, Mr Curry,” she said. She turned long enough to throw a slow and slightly hard glance at the
distant Englishman, and then she tugged Michael after her uphill to the door of a dark green Jaguar sedan.
She unlocked the door, and taking the suitcase from Michael before he could think to stop her, she heaved
it in the backseat.

‘Get in,” she said. Then she shut the door.

Caramel leather. Beautiful old-fashioned wooden dashboard. He glanced over his shoulder. The
Englishman was still watching.

‘That’s strange,” he said.

She had the key in the ignition before her door was closed.

‘What’s strange? You know him?’

‘No, but I think he came here to see me... I think he’s an Englishman... and he never even moved when
I came out.’

This startled her. She looked puzzled, but it didn’t stop her from lurching out of the parking place and
into a near impossible U-turn, before she drove past the Englishman with another pointed glance.

Again, Michael felt the passion stirring. There was a tremendous habitual forcefulness in the way she
drove. He liked the sight of her long hands on the gear shift and the little leather-clad wheel. The double-
breasted coat hugged her tightly and a deep bang of yellow hair had fallen over her right eye.

‘I could swear I’ve seen that man before,” she said half under her breath.

He laughed, not at what she’d just said but at the way she was driving as she made a lightning-speed
right turn and plummeted down Castro Street through the blowing fog.

It felt like a roller-coaster ride to him. He buckled up his seat belt because he was going to go through
the windshield if he didn’t and then realized as she roared through the first stop sign that he was getting
sick.

‘Are you sure you want to go to New Orleans, Mr Curry?’ she asked. ‘You don’t look like you feel up
to it. What time is your plane?’

‘I have to go to New Orleans,’ he said. ‘I have to go home. I’'m sorry, I know I don’t make sense. You
know it’s just these feelings, they come at random. They take possession. I thought it was all the hands,
but it isn’t. You heard about my hands, Dr Mayfair? I’'m wrecked, I tell you, absolutely wrecked. Look, I
want you to do something for me. There’s a liquor store up here, on the left, just past Eighteenth Street,



would you please stop?’

‘Mr Curry

‘Dr Mayfair, I’'m going to get sick all over your gorgeous car.’

She pulled in across from the liquor store. Castro Street was swarming with the usual Friday night
crowds, rather cheerful with so many lighted barroom doorways open to the mist.

“You are sick, aren’t you?’ she asked. She laid her hand on his shoulder, heavily and quietly. Did she
feel the raw ripple of sensation passing through him? ‘If you’re drunk they won’t let you on the plane.’

‘Tall cans,” he said, ‘Miller’s. One six-pack. I’ll space it out. Please?’

‘And I’m supposed to go in there and get this poison for you?’ She laughed, but it was gentle, not mean.
Her deep voice had a nappy velvet feel to it. And her eyes were large and perfectly gray now in the neon
light, just like the water out there.

But he was about to die.

‘No, of course you’re not going to go in there,” he said, ‘I am. I don’t know what I’m thinking.” He
looked at his leather gloves. ‘I’ve been hiding from people, my Aunt Viv’s been doing things for me. I'm
sorry.’

‘Miller’s, six tall cans,’ she said, opening her door.

‘Well, twelve.’

‘Twelve?’

‘Dr Mayfair, it’s only eleven thirty, the plane doesn’t leave till six.” He fished in his pocket for his
money clip.

She waved that away and strode across the street, dodging a taxi gracefully and then disappearing into
the store.

God, the nerve of me to ask her to do this, he thought, defeated. We’re off to a dreadful beginning, but
that wasn’t entirely true. She was being too nice to him, he hadn’t destroyed it all yet. And he could taste
the beer already. And his stomach wasn’t going to quiet down for anything else.

The thudding music from the nearby barrooms sounded too loud suddenly, and the colors of the street
too vivid. The young passersby seemed to come much too close to the car. And this is what you get for
three and half months of isolation, he was thinking. You’re like a guy out of a jail cell.

Why, he didn’t even know what today was, except it was Friday because his plane was Saturday, six
a.m. He wondered if he could smoke in this car.

As soon as she put the sack in his lap, he opened it.

‘That’s a fifty-dollar ticket, Mr Curry,’ she said, pulling out. ‘Having an open can of beer in a car.’

‘Yeah, well, if you get one, I’ll pay it.” He must have drunk half the can on the first swallow. And now
for a moment, he was all right.

She crossed the broad six-way intersection at Market, made an illegal left turn on Seventeenth Street,
and zoomed uphill.

‘And the beer blunts things, is that it?’ she asked.

‘No, nothing blunts it,” he said. ‘It’s coming at me from everywhere.’

‘Is it coming at you from me?’

‘Well, no. But I want to be with you, you see.” He took another drink, hand out to brace himself against
the dash as she made the downhill turn towards the Haight. ‘I’m not a complainer by nature, Dr Mayfair,’
he said. ‘It’s just that since the accident I’ve been living my life without any protective skin on me. I can’t
concentrate. I can’t even read or sleep.’

‘I understand, Mr Curry. When I get you home, you can go on the boat, do what you want. But I’d
really like it if you’d let me fix you some food.’

‘It won’t do any good, Dr Mayfair. Let me ask you something, how dead was I when you picked me
up?’

‘Completely clinically dead, Mr Curry. No detectable vital signs. Without intervention, irreversible
biological death would have soon set in. You didn’t get my letter, did you?’

“You wrote me a letter?’

‘I should have come to the hospital,” she said.

She drove the car like a race driver, he thought, playing out each gear until the engine was screaming
before she shifted to the next.

‘But I didn’t say anything to you, you told that to Dr Morris..."

‘You said a name, a word, something, you just murmured it. I couldn’t hear syllables. I heard an L
sound -’



- An L sound... A great hush drowned out the rest of her words. He was falling. He knew on the one
hand that he was in the car, that she was speaking to him, and that they had crossed Lincoln Avenue and
were burrowing through Golden Gate Park towards Park Presidio Drive, but he wasn’t really there. He
was on the edge of a dream space where the word beginning with L meant something crucial, and
something extremely complex and familiar. A throng of beings surrounded him, pressing close to him and
ready to speak. The doorway...

He shook his head. Focus. But it was already disintegrating. He felt panic.

When she braked for the stop light at Geary Street, he was flung back against the leather seat.

“You don’t operate on people’s brains the way you drive this car, do you?’ he asked. His face was hot
all over.

‘Yes, as a matter of fact, [ do,” she said. She started out from the light a little more slowly.

‘I’'m sorry,” he said again. ‘I seem full of apologies, I’ve been apologizing to people since it happened.
There’s nothing wrong with your driving. It’s me. I used to be... ordinary before that accident. I mean,
just one of those happy people, you know...’

Was she nodding?

She appeared distracted when he looked at her, drawn into her own thoughts. She slowed as they
approached the toll gate. The fog hung so heavily over the bridge that the traffic seemed to disappear into
it.

“You want to talk to me?’ she asked, eyes on the traffic vanishing ahead of them. She pulled a dollar bill
out of her coat and gave it to the tollgate keeper. ‘You want to tell me what’s been going on?’

He sighed. That seemed an impossible task. But the worst aspect of it was, if he started he wouldn’t
stop. ‘The hands, you know, I see things when I touch things, but the visions..."

‘Tell me about the visions.’

‘I know what you think. You’re a neurologist. You’re thinking it’s temporal lobe difficulty, some crap
like that.’

‘No, that’s not what I think,” she said.

She was driving faster. The great ugly shape of a truck appeared ahead, its taillights like beacons. She
fell into place safely behind it, pushing to fifty-five, to keep up.

He downed the rest of the beer in three quick swallows, shoved the can in the sack, and then took off his
glove. They were off the bridge, and magically the fog had disappeared, as so often happened. The clear
bright sky astonished him. The dark hills rose like shoulders nudging them as they climbed the Waldo
Grade.

He looked down at his hand. It seemed unappealingly moist and wrinkled. When he rubbed his fingers
together, a sensation passed through him which was vaguely pleasant.

They were cruising now at sixty miles an hour. He reached for Dr Mayfair’s hand, which rested on the
gear-shift knob, long pale fingers relaxed.

She didn’t move to resist him. She glanced at him, then back at the traffic ahead as they entered the
tunnel. He lifted her hand off the knob and pressed his thumb into her naked palm.

A soft whispering sound enveloped him, and his vision blurred. It was as if her body had disintegrated
and then surrounded him, a whirling cloud of particles. Rowan. He was afraid for a minute that they were
going off the road. But she wasn’t the one feeling this, he was, he was feeling her moist warm hand, and
this throbbing heartbeat coming through it and this sense of the being at the core of this great airy
presence that had enveloped him and was caressing him all over, like falling snow. The erotic arousal was
so intense that he could do nothing to curb it.

Then in an obliterating flash he was in a kitchen, a dazzling modern affair with shining gadgets and
appliances, and a man lay dying on the floor. Argument, screaming; but that was something that had
happened moments before. These intervals of time were sliding over one another, crashing into each
other. There was no up or down; no right nor left. Michael was in the very middle of it. Rowan, with her
stethoscope, knelt beside the dying man. Hate you. She closed her eyes, pulled the stethoscope out of her
ears. Couldn’t believe her luck that he was dying.

Then everything stopped. The traffic was slowing. She’d pulled her hand loose from Michael, and
shifted with a hard, efficient motion.

It felt like skating on ice to him, the way they traveled along, turning right and right again, but it didn’t
matter. It was an illusion that they were in danger, and now the facts came, the things he always knew
about these visions, the things that were simply there in his mind now, as if they’d always been, like his
address, and his phone number, and the date of his birth.



It had been her adoptive father, and she had despised him, because she feared she was like him -
decisive, fundamentally unkind and uncaring. And her life had been founded upon not being like him, but
being like her adoptive mother, an easygoing, sentimental creature with a great sense of style, a woman
loved by all and respected by no one.

‘So what did you see?’ she asked. Her face was wondrously smooth in the wash of the passing lights.

‘Don’t you know?’ he said. ‘God, I wish this power would go away. I wish I had never felt it. I don’t
want to know these things about people.’

‘Tell me what did you see?’

‘He died on the floor. You were glad. He didn’t divorce her. She never knew he was planning to do it.
He was six feet two inches tall, born in San Rafael, California, and this was his car.” Now where did all
that come from? And he could have gone on; he had known from the very first night that he could go on,
if he was only willing to do it. ‘That’s what I saw. Does it matter to you? Do you want me to talk about
it? Why did you want me to see it, that’s what I should be asking you. What good is it that I know it was
your kitchen, and that when you got back from the hospital where they took him and coded him which
was plain stupid because he was dead on arrival, that you sat down and ate the food he’d cooked before
he’d died.’

Silence, then:

‘I was hungry,” she whispered.

He shook himself all over. He cracked open a fresh beer. The delicious malty aroma filled the car.

‘And now you don’t like me very much, do you?’ he asked.

She didn’t respond. She was just staring at the traffic.

He was dazed by the headlights looming at him. Thank God they were turning off the main highway
onto the narrow road that led into Tiburon.

‘I like you a lot,” she answered finally. Voice low, purring, husky.

‘I’'m glad,” he said. T was really afraid... I’'m just glad. I don’t know why I said all those things...’

‘I asked you what you saw,’ she said simply.

He laughed, taking a deep drink of the beer.

‘We’re almost home,’ she said. “Would you slow down on the beer? It’s a doctor asking.’

He took another deep drink. Again the kitchen, the smell of roast in the oven, the open red wine, the two
glasses.

.. it seems brutal but there is absolutely no reason for me to subject myself to her dying, and if you
choose to stay around and watch a woman die of cancer, well, then you have to ask why you want to
subject yourself to that kind of thing, why you love that sort of suffering, what’s wrong with you that...

Don’t hand me that crap, not me!

Something more to it, much more. And all you have to do to see it is to keep thinking about it. Gave you
everything you ever wanted, Rowan. You know you were always the thing holding us together. 1 would
have left a long time ago if it wasn’t for you. Did Ellie ever tell you that? She lied to me. She said she
could have children. She knew it was a lie. | would have packed it in if it hadn’t been for you.

They made a right turn, west, he figured, into a dark wooded street that climbed a hill and then
descended. Flash of the great clear dark sky again, full of distant uninteresting stars, and across the black
midnight bay, the great lovely spectacle of Sausalito tumbling down the hills to its crowded little harbor.
She didn’t have to tell him they were almost there.

‘Let me ask you something, Dr Mayfair.’

‘Yes?’
‘Are you... are you afraid of hurting me?’
‘Why do you ask that?’

‘I just got the strangest idea, that you were trying... just now when I held your hand... you were trying
to throw me a warning.’

She didn’t answer. He knew he’d shaken her with the statement.

They drove down and onto the shoreline street. Small lawns, pitched roofs barely visible above high
fences, Monterey cypress trees cruelly twisted by the relentless western winds. An enclave of millionaire
dwellings. He almost never saw such wonderful modern houses.

He could smell the water even more keenly than he had on the Golden Gate.

She pulled into a paved drive, and killed the motor. The lights flooded a great double redwood gate.
Then went out. Of the house beyond, he could see nothing but darkness against a paler sky.

‘I want something from you,” she said. She sat there quietly staring forward. Her hair swung down to



veil her profile as she bowed her head.

‘Well, I owe you one,” he answered without hesitation. He took another deep foamy drink of the beer.
‘What do you want?’ he asked. ‘That I go in there and I lay my hands on the kitchen floor and tell you
what happened when he died, what actually killed him?’

Another jolt. Silence in the dark cockpit of the car. He found himself sharply aware of her nearness, of
the sweet clean fragrance of her skin. She turned to face him. The street lamp threw its light in yellow
patches through the branches of the tree. First he thought her eyes were lowered, almost closed. Then he
realized they were open and looking at him.

‘Yes, that’s what [ want,” she said. ‘That is the sort of thing I want.’

‘That’s fine,” he answered. ‘Bad luck for it to happen during an argument like that. You must have
blamed yourself.’

Her knee grazed his. Chills again.

‘What makes you think so?’

“You can’t bear the thought of hurting anyone,’ he said.

‘That’s naive.’

‘I may be crazy, Doctor’ - he laughed - ’but naive I ain’t. The Currys never raised any naive children.’
He drank the rest of the can of beer in a long swallow. He found himself staring at the pale line of the
light on her chin, her soft curling hair. Her lower lip looked full and soft and delicious to kiss...

Then it’s something else,” she said. ‘Call it innocence if you like.’

He scoffed at that without answering. If only she knew what was in his mind just now as he looked at
her mouth, her sweet full mouth.

‘And the answer to that question is yes,” she said. She got out of the car.

He opened the door and stood up. ‘What the hell question is that?’ he asked. He blushed.

She pulled his suitcase out of the back. ‘Oh, you know,’ she said.

‘I do not!”

She shrugged as she started towards the gate. “You wanted to know if I would go to bed with you. The
answer’s yes, as I just told you.’

He caught up with her as she went through the gate. A broad cement path led to the black teakwood
double doors.

‘Well, I wonder why the hell we even bother to talk,” he said. He took the suitcase from her as she
fumbled for the key.

She looked a little confused again. She gestured for him to go inside. As she took the sack of beer from
him, he scarcely noticed.

The house was infinitely more beautiful than he had imagined. Countless old houses he’d known and
explored. But this sort of house, this carefully crafted modern masterpiece, was something unfamiliar to
him.

What he saw now was a great expanse of broad plank floor, flowing from dining room to living room to
game room without division. Glass walls opened on a broad apron of wooden decking to the south and to
the west and to the north, a deep roofless porch softly illuminated from above by an occasional dim
floodlamp. Beyond, the bay was simply black and invisible. And the small twinkling lights of Sausalito to
the west were delicate and intimate compared to the distant splendid southern view of the crowded and
violently colored skyline of San Francisco.

The fog was only a thin slash of mist now against the brilliance of the night, thinning and vanishing
even as he gazed at it.

He might have looked at the view forever, but the house struck him as similarly miraculous. Letting out
a long sigh, he ran his hand along the tongue and groove wall, admiring the same fine inlay of lofty
ceiling beyond its heavy beams which rose steeply to a central point. All wood, beautifully grained wood,
pegged and fitted and polished and preserved exquisitely. Wood framed the massive glass doors. Wood
furnishings stood here and there, with dim flashes of glass or leather, chair and table legs reflected in the
sheen of the floor.

In the eastern corner of the house stood the kitchen he had seen in the early flashing vision — a large
alcove of dark wooden cabinets and countertops, and shining copper pots strung from overhead hooks. A
kitchen to be looked at as well as worked in. Only a deep stone fireplace, with a high broad hearth - the
kind of hearth you could sit on - separated this kitchen from the other rooms.

‘I didn’t think you’d like it,” she said.

‘Oh, but it’s wonderful.” He sighed. ‘It’s made like a ship. I’ve never seen a new house so finely made.’



‘Can you feel it moving? It’s made to move, with the water.’

He walked slowly across the thick carpet of the living room. And only then saw a curving iron stairs
behind the fireplace. A soft amber light fell from an open doorway above. He thought of bedrooms at
once, of rooms as open as these, of lying in the dark with her and the glimmer of city lights. His face grew
hot again.

He glanced at her. Had she caught this thought, the way she claimed to have caught his earlier question?
Hell, any woman could have picked up on that.

She stood in the kitchen before an open refrigerator door, and for the first time in the clear white light
he really saw her face. Her skin had almost an Asian smoothness, only it was too purely blond to be
Asian. The skin was so tight that it made two dimples in her cheeks now when she smiled at him.

He moved towards her, keenly aware of her physical presence again, of the way the light was glancing
off her hands, and the glamorous way her hair moved. When women wear their hair that way, so full and
short, just sweeping the collar as it sways, it becomes a vital part of every gesture, he figured. You think
of them and you think of their pretty hair.

But as she shut the refrigerator door, as the clear white light went out, he realized that through the
northern glass wall of the house, far to his left and very near the front door, he could see a mammoth
white cabin cruiser at anchor. A weak flood’ lamp illuminated its immense prow, its numerous portholes,
and the dark windows of its wheelhouse.

It seemed monstrously large, an altogether impossible thing — like a whale beached on the site —
grotesquely close to the soft furnishings and scattered rugs that surrounded him. A near panic rose in him.
A curious dread, as though he had known a terror on the night of his rescue that was part of what he’d
forgotten.

Nothing to do but go to it. Nothing to do but lay his hands on the deck. He found himself moving
towards the glass doors; then he stopped, confused, and watched as she pulled back the latch and slid the
heavy glass door open.

A gust of cold salty wind struck him. He heard the creaking of the huge boat; and the weak lunar light
of the flood seemed grim and distinctly unpleasant to him. Seaworthy, they had said. He could believe it
when he looked at this craft. Explorers had crossed the oceans of the world in boats much smaller than
that. Again, it appeared grotesque to him, frighteningly out of scale.

He stepped out on the pier, his collar blowing against his cheek, and moved towards the edge. The
water was perfectly black down below, and he could smell it, smell the dank odor of inevitable dead
things of the sea.

Far across the bay he could just glimpse the Sausalito lights, but the penetrating cold came between him
and anything picturesque just now, and he realized that all he so hated in this western clime was coalesced
in this moment. Never the rugged winter, nor the burning summer; only this eternal chill, this eternal
inhospitable harshness.

He was so glad that he would soon be home, so glad that the August heat would be there waiting for
him, like a warm blanket. Garden District streets, trees swaying in a warm and inoffensive wind

But this was the boat, and this was the moment. Now to get on this thing with its portholes and its
slippery-looking decks, rocking gently now against the black rubber tires nailed to the long side of the
pier. He didn’t like it very much, that was for certain. And he was damned glad he had on his gloves.

His life on boats had been limited exclusively to large ones -old river ferries in his boyhood, and the big
powerful tourist cruisers that carried hundreds back and forth across San Francisco Bay. When he looked
at a boat like this all he thought about was the possibility of falling off.

He moved down the side of the thing until he had reached the back, behind the big hulking wheelhouse,
and then he grabbed hold of the railing, leapt up on the side - startled for an instant by the fact that the
boat dipped under his weight -and swung himself over as fast as possible onto the back deck.

She came right behind him.

He hated this, the ground moving under him! Christ, how could people stand boats! But the craft
seemed stable enough now. The rails around him were high enough to give a feeling of safety. There was
even a little shelter from the wind.

He peered for a moment through the glass door of the wheelhouse. Glimmer of dials, gadgets. Might as
well have been the cockpit of a jet plane. Maybe stairs in there to the cabins below deck.

Well, that was of no concern to him. It was the deck itself that mattered for he had been out here when
he was rescued.

The wind off the water was a roar in his ears. He turned and looked at her. Her face was perfectly dark



against the distant lights. She took her hand out of the pocket of her coat and pointed to the boards right
before her.

‘Right here,” she said.

‘When I opened my eyes? When I breathed for the first time?’

She nodded.

He knelt down. The movement of the boat felt slow now and subtle, the only sound a faint creaking that
seemed to come from no specific place. He took off his gloves, stuffed them into his pockets, and flexed
his hands.

Then he laid them on the boards. Cold; wet. The flash came as always out of nowhere, severing him
from the now. But it wasn’t his rescue he saw, only bits and snatches of other people in the very midst of
conversation and movement, Dr Mayfair, then the hated dead man again, and with them a pretty older
woman, much loved, a woman named Ellie — but this layer gave way to another, and another, and the
voices were noise.

He fell forward on his knees. He was getting dizzy, but he refused to stop touching the boards. He was
groping like a blind man. ‘For Michael,” he said. Tor Michael!’

And suddenly his anger over all the misery of the long wasted summer rose in him. ‘For Michael!’ he
said, while inwardly he pushed the power, he demanded that it sharpen and focus and reach for the
images he wanted.

‘God, give me the moment when I first breathed,” he whispered. But it was like shuffling through
volumes to find one simple line. Graham, Ellie, voices rising and crashing against each other. He refused
to find words in his head for what he saw; he rejected it. ‘Give me the moment.” He lay out flat with the
roughened deck under his cheek.

Quite suddenly the moment seemed to burst around him, as if the wood beneath him had caught flame.
Colder than this, a more violent wind. The boat was tossing. She was bending over him; and he saw
himself lying there, a dead man with a white wet face; she was pounding on his chest. ‘Wake up, damn
you, wake up!’

His eyes opened. Yes, what 1 saw, her, Rowan, yes. I'm alive, I'm here! Rowan, many things... The
pain in his chest had been unbearable. He could not even feel life in his hands and legs. Was that his
hand, going up, grabbing her hand?

Must explain, the whole thing before... Before what? He tried to cling to it, go deeper into it. Before
what? But there was nothing there but her pale oval face the way he’d seen it that night, hair squashed
beneath the watch cap.

Suddenly, in the now, he was pounding his fist on the deck.

‘Give me your hand,” he shouted.

She knelt down beside him. ‘Think, think of what happened at that moment when I first breathed.’

But he knew already that was no good. He only saw what she saw. Himself, a dead man coming to life.
A dead wet thing tossing on the deck under the blows she repeatedly applied to his chest, and then the
silver slit between his lids as he opened his eyes.

For a long time he lay still, his breath coming unevenly. He knew he was miserably cold again, though
nothing as cold as that terrible night, and that she was standing there, patiently waiting. He could have
cried, but he was just too tired for that, too defeated. It was as if the images slammed him around when
they came. He wanted just stillness. His hands were rolled into fists. He wasn’t moving.

But there was something there, something he’d discovered, some little thing he hadn’t known. It was
about her, that in those first few seconds he’d known who she was, he’d known about her. He’d known
her name was Rowan.

But how could such a conclusion be trusted? God, his soul ached from the effort. He lay defeated,
angry, feeling foolish and yet belligerent. He would have cried maybe if she hadn’t been there.

“Try it again,” she said now.

‘It’s no good, it’s another language. I don’t know how to use it.’

“Try,” she said.

And he did. But he got nothing this time but the others. Flashes of sunny days, rushes of Ellie and then
Graham, and others, lots of others, rays of light that would have taken him in this direction or that, the
wheelhouse door banging in the wind, a tall man coming up from below, no shirt on, and Rowan. Yes,
Rowan, Rowan, Rowan, Rowan there with every figure he had seen, always Rowan and sometimes a
happy Rowan. Nobody had ever been on this boat that Rowan wasn’t there, too.

He rose to his knees, more confused by the second effort than the first. The knowledge of having known



her on that night was only an illusion, a thin layer of her profound impression on this boat, merely
mingling with the other layers through which he’d reached. Knew her maybe because he held her hand,
knew her maybe because before he’d been brought back he’d known how it would be done. He would
never know for sure.

But the point was he didn’t know her now, and he still couldn’t remember! And she was just a very
patient and understanding woman, and he ought to thank her and go.

He sat up. ‘Damn it all,” he whispered. He pulled on his gloves. He took out his handkerchief and blew
his nose and then he pulled his collar up against the wind, but what good did that do with a khaki jacket?

‘Come on inside,” she said. She took his hand as if he were a little child. It was surprising to him how
much he appreciated it. Once they were over the side of the damned wobbly slippery boat and he stood on
the pier, he felt better.

‘Thanks, Doctor,” he said. ‘It was worth a try, and you let me try, and for that, I can’t say thanks
enough.’

She slipped her arm around him. Her face was very close to his face. ‘Maybe it will work another time.’
Sense of knowing her, that below deck was a little cabin in which she often slept with his picture pasted
to the mirror. Was he blushing again?

‘Come inside,’ she said again, tugging him along.

The shelter of the house felt good. But he was too sad and tired now to think much about it. He wanted
to rest. But he didn’t dare. Have to get to the airport, he thought, have to gather up the suitcase and get out
there, then sleep in a plastic chair. This had been one road to discovery and now it was cut, and so he was
going to take the other road as fast as he could.

Glancing back at the boat, he thought that he wanted to tell them again that he hadn’t discarded the
purpose, it was just that he couldn’t remember. He didn’t even know if the doorway was a literal
doorway. And the number, there had been a number, hadn’t there? A very significant number. He leaned
against the glass door, pressed his head to the glass.

‘I don’t want you to go,” she whispered.

‘No, I don’t want to go either,” he said, ’but I have to. You see, they really do expect something of me.
And they told me what it was, and I have to do what I can, and I know that going back is part of it.’

Silence.

‘It was good of you to bring me here.’

Silence.

‘Maybe

‘Maybe what?’ He turned around.

She stood with her back to the lights again. She’d taken off her coat, and she looked angular and
graceful in the huge cable-knit sweater, and all long legs, magnificent cheekbones, and fine narrow wrists.

‘Could it be that you were supposed to forget?’ she asked.

That had never occurred to him. For a moment, he didn’t answer.

‘Do you believe me about the visions?’ he asked. ‘I mean, did you read what they said in the papers? It
was true, that part. I mean the papers made me sound stupid, crazy. But the point is there was so much to
it, so much, and

He wished he could see her face just a little better.

‘I believe you,” she said simply. She paused, then went on. ‘It’s always frightening, a close call, a
seeming chance thing that makes a large impact. We like to believe it was meant..."

‘It was meant!’

‘I was going to say that in this case the call was very close, because it was almost dark when [ saw you
out there. Five minutes later I might not have seen you at all, couldn’t possibly have seen you.’

‘You’re casting around for explanations, and that’s very gracious of you, I really appreciate it, I do. But
you see, what I do remember, the impression I mean, it’s so strong that nothing like that is necessary to
explain it. They were there, Dr Mayfair. And...’

‘What is it?’

He shook his head. ‘Just one of those frissons, those crazy moments when it’s as if I do remember, but
then it’s gone. I got it out there on the deck, too. The knowledge that, yes, when I opened my eyes I did
know what had happened... and then it was gone

The word you spoke, the murmur..."

‘I didn’t catch it. I didn’t see myself speak a word. But I’ll tell you something. I think I knew your name
out there. I knew who you were.’



Silence.

‘But I'm not sure.” He turned around, bewildered. What was he doing? Where was his suitcase, and he
really did have to go, only he was so tired, and he didn’t want to.

‘I don’t want you to go,’ she said again.

“You mean it? I could stay for a while?” He looked at her, at the dark shadow of her long lean figure
against the distant faintly illuminated glass. ‘Oh, I wish I’d met you before this,” he said. ‘I wish I... I
like... I mean, it’s so stupid, but you’re very..."

He moved forward, the better to see her. Her eyes became visible, seeming very large and long for
deep-set eyes, and her mouth so generous and soft. But a strange illusion occurred as he drew closer. Her
face in the soft glow from beyond the walls appeared perfectly menacing and malicious. Surely it was a
mistake. He wasn’t making out any true expression. The figure facing him seemed to have lowered her
head, to be peering up at him from beneath the fringe of her straight blond hair, in an attitude of
consummate hatred.

He stopped. It had to be a mistake. Yet she stood there, quite still, either unaware of the dread he felt
now, or uncaring.

Then she started towards him, moving into the dim light from the northern doorway.

How pretty and sad she looked! How could he have ever made such an error? She was about to cry. In
fact, it was simply awful to see the sadness in her face, to see the sudden silent hunger and spill of
emotion.

‘What it? he whispered. He opened his arms. And at once, she pressed herself gently against him. Her
breasts were large and soft against his chest. He hugged her close, enfolding her, and ran his gloved
fingers up through her hair. ‘What is it?” he whispered again, but it wasn’t really a question. It was more a
little reassuring caress of words. He could feel her heart beating, her breath catching. He himself was
shaking. The protective feeling aroused in him was hot, alchemizing quickly into passion.

‘I don’t know,” she whispered. ‘I don’t know.” And now she was silently crying. She looked up, and
then opening her mouth, she moved very gently into kissing him. It was as if she didn’t want to do it
against his will; she gave him all the time in the world to draw back. And of course he hadn’t the slightest
intention of doing so.

He was engulfed at once as he’d been in the car when he touched her hand, but this time it was her soft,
voluptuous, and all too solid flesh that embraced him. He kissed her over and over, feeding on her neck,
her cheeks, her eyes. With his gloved fingers he stroked her cheek, felt her smooth skin beneath the heavy
woollen sweater. God, if only he could take off the gloves, but if he took off the gloves, he’d be lost, and
all passion would evaporate in that confusion. He was desperate to cling to this, desperate; and she
already mistakenly believed, she was already foolishly afraid...

‘Yes, yes, [ do,” he said, ’how could you think I didn’t want to, that I wouldn’t... how could you believe
that? Hold me, Rowan, hold me tighter. I’'m here now. I’'m with you, yes.’

Crying, she collapsed in his arms. Her hand ripped at his belt, at the zipper of his pants, but these were
clumsy, unsuccessful gestures. A soft cry came out of her. Pure pain. He couldn’t endure it.

He kissed her again, kissed her neck as her head fell back. Then he picked her up and gently carried her
across the room and up the iron stairs, walking slowly round curve after curve, and then into a large and
dark southern bedroom. They tumbled down into the low bed. He kissed her again, smoothing her hair
back, loving the feel of her even through the gloves, looking down at her closed eyes, her helpless half-
open lips. As he pulled at the sweater, she struggled to help, and finally ripped it over her head, her hair
beautifully tousled by it.

When he saw her breasts through the thin covering of nylon, he kissed them through the cloth,
deliberately teasing himself, his tongue touching the dark circle of the nipple before he forced the cloth
away. What did it feel like, the black leather touching her skin, caressing her nipples? He lifted her
breasts, kissing the hot curve of them underneath -he loved this particular juicy crevice — then he sucked
the nipples hard, one after the other, rubbing and gathering the flesh feverishly with the palm of his hand.

She was twisting under him, her body moving helplessly it seemed, her lips grazing his unevenly
shaven chin, then all soft and sweet over his mouth, her hands slipping into his shirt and feeling his chest
as if she loved the flatness of it.

She pinched his nipples as he suckled hers. He was so hard he was going to spill. He stopped, rose on
his hands, and tried to catch his breath, then sank down next to her. He knew she was pulling off her
jeans. He brought her close, feeling the smooth flesh of her back, then moving down to the curve of her
soft clutchable and kneadable little bottom.



No waiting now, he couldn’t. In a rage of impatience he took off his glasses and shoved them on the
bedside table. Now she would be a lush soft blur to him, but all the physical details he’d seen were ever
present in his mind. He was on top of her. Her hand moved against his crotch, unzipped his pants, and
brought out his sex, roughly, slapping it as if to test its hardness - a little gesture that almost brought him
over the edge. He felt the prickly curling thatch of pubic hair, the heated inner lips, and finally the tight
pulsing sheath itself as he entered.

Maybe he cried out. He didn’t know. She rose on the pillow, her mouth on his mouth, her arms pulling
him closer to her, her pelvis clamped against him.

‘Ride me hard,” she whispered. It was like the slap — a sharp goad that sent his pent-up fury to the
boiling point. Her fragile form, her tender bruisable flesh - it only incited him. No imagined rape he had
ever committed in his secret unaccountable dream soul had ever been more brutal.

Her hips slammed against his; and dimly he saw the red flush in her face and naked breasts as she
moaned. Driving into her again and again, he saw her arms flung out, limp, just before he closed his eyes
and exploded inside her.

Finally, exhausted, they tumbled apart into the soft flannel sheets. Her hot limbs were tangled under his
outstretched arm, his face buried in her fragrant hair. She snuggled close. She drew the loose neglected
sheet over them both; she turned towards him and nuzzled into his neck.

Let the plane wait, let his purpose wait. Let the pain go and the agitation. In any other time and place,
he would have found her irresistible. But now she was more than that, more than succulent, and hot and
full of mystery and seemingly perfect fire. She was something divine, and he needed it so it saddened
him.

Her tender silky arm slid up around his neck as he gathered her to himself. He could hear her heart
beating against him.

Long moments later, swinging perilously close to deep sleep, he sat up with a start, and groggily
stripped off his hot clothes. Then he lay naked with her, except for the gloves, his limbs against her limbs,
breathing her warmth and hearing her soft drowsy sigh like a kiss, as he fell to dreaming beside her.

‘Rowan,’ he whispered. Yes, knew all about her, knew her.

They were downstairs. They said, Wake, Michael, come down. They had lighted a great fire in the
fireplace. Or was it simply a fire around them, like a forest blazing? He thought he heard the sound of
drums. Michael. Faint dream or memory of the Comus parade that long-ago winter night, of the bands
beating the fierce, dreadful cadence while the flambeaux flickered on the branches of oak trees. They
were there, downstairs, all he had to do was wake up and go down. But for the first time in all these
weeks since they’d left him, he didn’t want to see them, he didn’t want to remember.

He sat up, staring at the pale milky morning sky. He was sweating, and his heart was pounding.

Stillness; too early for the sun. He picked up his glasses and put them on.

There was no one in this house, no drums, no smell of fire. No one at all, except the two of them, but
she was no longer in the bed at his side. He could hear the rafters and the pilings singing, but it was only
the water making them sing. Then came a deep vibrant sound, more a tremor than a noise at all, and he
knew it was the big cruiser rocking in its mooring. That ghastly leviathan saying I am here.

He sat for a moment, staring dully at the Spartan furnishings. All well made of the same beautiful fine
grain wood he had seen downstairs. Someone lived here who loved fine wood, who loved things put
together perfectly. Everything quite low in this room - the bed, the desk, the scattered chairs. Nothing to
interrupt the view from the windows that rose all the way to the ceiling.

But he was smelling a fire. Yes, and when he listened carefully he could hear it. And a robe had been
set out for him, a nice thick white terry-cloth robe, just the kind he loved.

He put on the robe and went down the stairs in search for her.

The fire was blazing, on that account he’d been right. But no horde of dream beings hovered around it.
She sat alone, legs crossed, on the deep stone hearth, in a robe of her own, her thin limbs almost lost in its
folds, and again she was shaking and crying.

‘I’m sorry, Michael. I’'m so sorry,” she whispered in that deep velvety voice. Her face was streaked and
weary.

‘Now, honey, why would you say a thing like that?’ he asked. He sat beside her, enfolding her in his
arms. ‘Rowan, what in the world are you sorry for?’

In a rush her words came, spilling so fast he could scarcely follow - that she had placed this immense
demand upon him, that she had wanted so to be with him, that the last few months had been the worst of



her life, and that her loneliness had been almost unbearable.

Again and again he kissed her cheek.

‘I like being with you,” he said. ‘I want to be here. I don’t want to be any place in the world...’

He stopped, he thought of the New Orleans plane. Well, that could wait. And awkwardly he tried to
explain that he’d been trapped in the house on Liberty Street.

‘I didn’t come because I knew this would happen,’ she said, and you were right, I wanted to know, I
wanted you to touch my hand with your hands, to touch the kitchen floor, there, where he died, I
wanted... you see, [’'m not what I appear to be...’

‘I know what you are,” he said. ‘A very strong person for whom any admission of need is a terrible
thing.’

Silence. She nodded. ‘If only that were all of it,” she said. Tears overflowing.

‘Talk to me, tell me the story,” he said.

She slipped out of his arms and stood up. She walked barefoot back and forth across the floor, oblivious
apparently to its coldness. Again, it came so fast, so many long delicate phrases pouring out with such
speed, he strained to listen. To separate the meaning from the beguiling beauty of her voice.

She’d been adopted when she was a day old, she’d been taken away from her home, and did he know
that was New Orleans? She’d told him that in the letter he’d never received. And yes, he ought to know
that because when he’d wakened, he grabbed her hand and held onto it, as if he didn’t want to let her go.
And maybe then some mingled crazy idea had come through, some sudden intensity connected to that
place. But the thing was, she’d never really been there! Never seen it. Didn’t even know her mother’s full
name.

Did he know there was a paper in the safe, over there, behind the picture there, by the door, a letter
she’d signed saying she’d never go back to New Orleans, never seek to find out anything about her
family, her real parents? Cut off, ripped out of it, the past cut away like the umbilical cord and no way
that she could recapture what had been thrown away. But she’d been thinking about that of late, that
awful black gulf and the fact that they were gone, Ellie and Graham, and the paper in the safe, and Ellie
had died making her repeat her promise, over and over.

They’d taken her out of New Orleans to Los Angeles on a six o’clock plane the very day she was born.
Why, for years she’d been told she was born in Los Angeles. That’s what her birth certificate said, one of
those phony jobs they concoct for adopted children. Ellie and Graham had told her a thousand times about
the little apartment in West Hollywood, and how happy they had been when they brought her home.

But that wasn’t the point, the point was they were gone, dead, and with them their whole story, wiped
out with a speed and totality that utterly terrified her. And Ellie in such pain. Nobody should have to
suffer like that. And theirs had been the great modern life, just great, though it was a selfish, materialistic
world, she had to admit. No tie to anyone -family or friend - ever interrupted their self-centered pursuit of
pleasure. And at the bedside, no one but Rowan as Ellie lay screaming for the morphine.

He was nodding, how well he understood. Hadn’t his own life become the same thing? A sudden flash
of New Orleans struck him, screen door closing, cousins around the kitchen table, red beans and rice, and
talk, talk, talk...

‘I tell you I almost killed her,” Rowan said, ‘I almost ended it. I couldn’t... I couldn’t... Nobody could
lie to me about it. I know when people are lying. It’s not that I can read minds, it’s more subtle. It’s as if
people are talking out loud in black-and-white words on a page, and I’'m seeing what they say in colored
pictures. I get their thoughts some times, little bits of information. And anyway, I’'m a doctor, they didn’t
try, and I had full access to the information. It was Ellie that was always lying, trying to pretend it wasn’t
happening. And I knew her feelings, always. I had since I was a little girl. And there was this other thing,
this talent for knowing, I call it the diagnostic sense but it’s more than that, I laid my hands on her and
even when she was in remission, I knew. It’s in there, it’s coming back. She’s got six months at most.
And then to come home after it was all over - to this house, this house with every conceivable gadget and
convenience and luxury that one could possibly..."

‘I know,” he said softly. ‘All the toys we have, all the money.’

‘Yes, and what is this without them now, a shell? I don’t belong here! And if I don’t belong, nobody
does, and I look around me... and I’m scared, I tell you. I'm scared. No, wait, don’t comfort me. You
don’t know. I couldn’t prevent Ellie’s death, that I can accept, but I caused Graham’s death. I killed him.’

‘No, but you didn’t do that,” he said. “You’re a doctor and you know..."

‘Michael, you are like an angel sent to me. But listen to what I’m telling you. You have a power in your
hands, you know it’s real. [ know it’s real. On the drive over you demonstrated that power. Well, I have a



power in me that’s equally strong. I killed him. I killed two people before that - a stranger, and a little girl
years ago, a little girl on a playground. I’ve read the autopsy reports. I can kill, I tell you! I’'m a doctor
today because | am trying to deny that power, I have built my life upon compensation for that evil!’

She took a deep breath. She ran her fingers back through her hair. She looked waifish and lost in the big
loose robe, cinched tight at the waist, a Ganymede with the soft tumbled pageboy hair. He started to go to
her. She gestured for him to stay where he was.

‘There’s so much. You know I made this fantasy of telling you, you of all people...’

‘I’'m here, I’'m listening,” he said. ‘I want you to tell me..." How could he put into words that she
fascinated him and utterly absorbed him, and how remarkable that was after all these weeks of frenzy and
craziness.

She talked in a low voice now of how it had gone with her, of how she had always been in love with
science, science was poetry to her. She never thought she’d be a surgeon. It was research that fascinated
her, the incredible, almost fantastical advances in neurological science. She wanted to spend her life in the
laboratory where she thought the real opportunity for heroism existed; and she had a natural genius for it,
take that on faith. She did.

But then had come that awful experience, that terrible Christmas Eve. She had been about to go to the
Keplinger Institute to work full-time on methods of intervention in the brain that did not involve surgery
— the use of lasers, the gamma knife, miracles she could scarcely describe to the layman. After all, she
had never had any easy time with human beings. Didn’t she belong in a laboratory?

And take it from her the latest developments were full of the miraculous, but then her mentor, never
mind his name -and he was dead now anyway, he’d died of a series of little strokes shortly after that,
ironically enough, and all the surgeons in the world hadn’t been able to clip and suture those deadly
ruptures... but she hadn’t even found out about that until later. To get back to the story, he had taken her
up into the Institute in San Francisco on Christmas Eve because that was the one night of all nights when
no one would be there, and he was breaking the rules to show her what they were working on, and it was
live fetal research.

‘I saw it in the incubator, this little fetus. Do you know what he called it? He called it the abortus. Oh, I
hate to tell you this because I know how you feel about Little Chris, I know...’

She didn’t notice his shock. He had never told her about Little Chris, never told anyone about that pet
name, but she seemed quite completely unaware of this, and he sat there silent, just listening to her talk,
thinking vaguely of all those films he’d seen with these recurrent and awful fetal images, but he wasn’t
about to interrupt her. He wanted her to go on.

‘And this thing had been sustained, alive,” she said, ’from a four-month abortion, and you know he was
developing means of live support for even younger fetuses. He was talking of breeding embryos in test
tubes and never returning them to the womb at all, but all of this to harvest organs. You should have
heard his arguments, that the fetus was playing a vital role in the human life chain, could you believe it,
and I’1l tell you the horrible part, the really horrible part, it was that it was utterly fascinating, and I loved
it. I saw the potential uses he was describing. I knew it would be possible some day to create new and
undamaged brains for coma victims. Oh, God, you know all the things that could be done, the things that
I, given my talent, could have done!’

He nodded. ‘I can see it,” he said softly. ‘I can see the horror of it and I can see the lure.’

“Yes, precisely,’ she responded. ‘And do you believe me when I tell you I could have had a great career
in research, I could have been one of those names in the books. I was born for it, you might say. When |
discovered neurology, when I reached it, you might say, after all the preparation, it was like I’d reached
the summit of a mountain, and it was home, it was where I belonged.’

The sun was rising. It fell on the floorboards where she stood but she appeared not to see it. She was
crying again, softly, the tears just flowing as she wiped at her mouth with the back of her hand.

She explained how she had run from that laboratory, she had run from research altogether, and all that
might have been achieved there, she had run from her ruthless lust for power over the little fetal cells with
their amazing plasticity. Did he understand how they could be used for transplants wholly unlike other
transplants, that they continued to develop, that they did not trigger the usual immune responses of the
host, that they were a field of such dazzling promise. ‘That’s what it was, you could see no end to what
could be done. And imagine the extent of the raw material, a little nation of nonpersons by the millions.
Of course there are laws against it. Do you know what he said? "There are laws against it because
everybody knows it’s going on."’

‘Not surprising,” he whispered. ‘Not surprising at all.’



‘I had killed only two people at that point in my life. But I knew, inside, that I had done it. Because you
see it’s connected to my very character, my capacity to choose to do something, and my refusal to accept
defeat. Call it temper in its crudest form. Call it fury at its most dramatic. And in research can you
imagine how I could have used that capacity to choose and do and to resist authority, to follow my lights
on some totally amoral and even disastrous course? It’s not mere will; it’s too hot to be called will.’

‘Determination,’ he said.

She nodded. ‘Now a surgeon is an interventionist; he or she is very determined. You go in with the
knife and you say, I’'m going to chop out half your brain and you’re going to be better, and who would
have the nerve to do something like that but someone very determined, someone extremely inner-
directed, someone very strong.’

‘Thank God for it,” he said.

‘Perhaps.” She smiled bitterly. ‘But a surgeon’s confidence is nothing compared to what could have
been brought out of me in the laboratory. And I want to tell you something else, too, something I think
you can understand on account of your hands and the visions, something I would never tell another
doctor, because it would be no use.

‘When I operate I envision what I’'m doing. I mean I hold in my mind a thorough multidimensional
image of the effects of my actions. My mind thinks in terms of such detailed pictures. When you were
dead on the deck of the boat and I breathed into your mouth, I envisioned your lungs, your heart, the air
moving into your lungs. And when I killed the man in the Jeep, when I killed the little girl, T first
imagined them punished, I imagined them spitting blood. I didn’t have the knowledge then to imagine it
any more perfectly than that, but it was the same process, the same thing.’

‘But they could have been natural deaths, Rowan.’

She shook her head. ‘I did it, Michael. And with the same power guiding me I operate. And with the
same power guiding me I saved you.’

He said nothing, he was only waiting for her to go on. The last thing he wanted to do was argue with
her. God, she was the only person in the world it seemed who really listened to him. And she didn’t need
anyone to argue with her right now. Yet he wasn’t at all sure that she was right.

‘No one knows these things,” she said. ‘I’ve stood in the empty house and cried and talked aloud to no
one. Ellie was my closest friend in all the world, but I couldn’t have told her. And what have I done? I’ve
tried through surgery to find salvation. I have chosen the most brutal and direct means of intervention.
But all the successful operations of the world cannot hide from me what I am capable of. I killed Graham.

“You know, I think that at that moment,, when Graham and I were there together, I think... I think I
actually remembered Mary Jane on the playground, and I think I actually remembered the man in the
Jeep, and I believe, I believe I actually intended to use the power, but all I can remember is that [ saw the
artery. I saw it burst. But you know, I think I deliberately killed him. I wanted him to die so he couldn’t
hurt Ellie. I made him die.’

She paused as if she wasn’t sure of what she’d just said, or as if she’d just realized that it was true. She
looked off over the water. It was blue now, in the sunlight, and filled with dazzling light. Countless sails
had appeared on the surface. And the whole house was pervaded by the vistas surrounding it, the dark
olive hills sprinkled with white buildings, and to Michael, it made her seem all the more alone, lost.

‘When I read about the power in your hands,” she said, ‘I knew it was real. I understood. I knew what
you were going through. There are these, secret things that set us apart. Don’t expect other people to
believe, though in your case they’ve seen. In my case no one must ever see, because it must never happen
again...’

‘Is that what you’re afraid of, it will happen again?’

‘I don’t know.” She looked at him. ‘I think of those deaths and the guilt is so terrible, I don’t have a
purpose or an idea or a plan. It stands between me and life. And yet I live, I live better than anybody I
know.” She laughed softly, bitterly. ‘Every day I go into surgery. My life is exciting. But it isn’t what it
could have been... > Her tears were flowing again; she was looking at him, but seemingly through him.
The sunlight was falling full on her, on her yellow hair.

He wanted so to hold her. Her suffering was excruciating to him. He could scarcely stand to see her
gray eyes so red and full of tears, and the very tautness of her face made it terrible when the lines of
anguish suddenly sharpened and flashed and the tears flowed, and then the face went smooth, as if with
shock, again.

‘I wanted to tell you these things,” she said. She was confused, uncertain. Her voice broke. ‘I wanted...
to be with you and tell you. I guess I felt that because I had saved your life, maybe somehow..."



This time nothing could have stopped him from going to her. He got up slowly, and took her in his
arms. He held her, kissing her silky neck and her tear-stained cheeks, kissing her tears. “You felt right,” he
said. He drew back, and he pulled off his gloves, impatiently, and tossed them aside. He looked at his
hands for a moment, and then he looked at her.

There was a look of vague wonder in her eyes, the tears shimmering in the light from the fire. Then he
placed his hands on her head, feeling of her hair, and of her cheeks, and he whispered: ‘Rowan.” He
willed all the random crazy images to stop; he willed himself just to see ser now, through his hands, and
there rose again that lovely engulfing sense of her that had come and gone so swiftly in the car, of her
surrounding him, and in a sudden violent hum, like the throb of electricity through his veins, he knew her,
he knew the honesty of her life, and the intensity of it, and he knew her goodness, her undeniable
goodness. The tumbling, shifting images didn’t matter. They were true to the whole that he perceived, and
it was the whole, and the courage of the whole, that mattered.

He slid his hands into her robe, touching her small, thin body, so hot, so delicious to his naked fingers.
He lowered his head and kissed the tops of her breasts. Orphan, alone one, afraid but so strong, so very
relentlessly strong. ‘Rowan,” he whispered again. ‘Let this matter now.’

He felt her sigh, and give in, like a broken stem against his chest, and in the mounting heat, all the pain
left her.

He lay on the rug, his left arm bent to cradle his head, his right hand idly holding a cigarette over the
ashtray, a steaming cup of coffee at his side. It must have been nine o’clock by now. He’d called the
airline. They could put him on the noon plane.

But when he thought of leaving her he was filled with anxiety. He liked her. He liked her more than
most people he’d ever known in his life, and more to the point perhaps, he was enchanted by her, by her
obvious intelligence and her near morbid vulnerability, which continued to bring out in him an exquisite
sense of protectiveness, which he enjoyed almost to the point of shame.

They had talked for hours after the second lovemaking.

They talked quietly, without urgency or peaks of emotion, about their lives. She’d told him about
growing up in Tiburon, taking out the boat almost every day of her life, what it had been like attending
the good schools. She’d talked more about her life in medicine, her early love of research, and dreams of
Frankenstein-like discoveries, in a more controlled and detailed way. Then had come the discovery of her
talent in the Operating Room. No doubt she was an incredibly good surgeon. She felt no need to brag
about it; she simply described it, the excitement of it, the immediate gratification, the near desperation
since the death of her parents to be always operating, always walking the wards, always at work. On some
days she had actually operated until she could not stand upright any longer. It was as if her mind and her
hands and her eyes weren’t part of the rest of her.

He had told her briefly, and a little self-deprecatingly, about his own world, answering her questions,
warmed by her seeming interest. ‘Working class,” he had said. How curious she had been. What was it
like back there in the South? He’d talked about the big families, the big funerals, the narrow little shotgun
house with its linoleum floors, the four o’clocks in the postage stamp of a garden. Had it seemed quaint to
her? Maybe it did to him too now, though it hurt to think of it, because he wanted to go home so badly. ‘It
isn’t just them, and the visions and all. I want to go back there, I want to walk on Annunciation Street
too...’

‘Is that the name of the street where you grew up? That’s so beautiful.’

He didn’t tell her about the weeds in the gutters, the men sitting on the steps with their cans of beer, the
smell of boiled cabbage that never went away, the riverfront trains rattling the windows.

Talking about his life here had been a little easier - explaining about Elizabeth and Judith, and the
abortion that had destroyed his life with Judith; explaining about the last few years, and their curious
emptiness, and the feeling of waiting for something, though he did not know what it was. He told about
houses and how he loved them; about the kinds that existed in San Francisco, the big Queen Annes and
the Italianates, the bed-and-breakfast hotel he had wanted so badly to do on Union Street, and then he had
slipped into talking about the houses he really loved, the houses back there in New Orleans. He
understood about ghosts in houses, because houses were more than habitats, and it was no wonder they
could steal your soul.

It was an easy exchange, deepening their knowledge of each other, and amplifying the intimacy they’d
already felt. He had liked what she said about going out to sea; about being alone on the bridge with the
coffee in her hand, the wind howling past the wheelhouse. He didn’t like it, but he liked to hear her tell



about it. He liked the look in her gray eyes; he liked the simplicity of her easy, languid gestures.

He had even gone into his crazy talk about the movies, and the recurrent images of vengeful babies and
children, and the way he felt when he perceived such themes - as though everything around him was
talking to him. Maybe one step from the madhouse, but he wondered if some of the people in the
madhouse were there because they took the patterns they perceived too literally? What did she think? And
death, well, he had a lot of thoughts about death, but first and foremost, this thought had recently struck
him, even before the accident, that the death of another person is perhaps the only genuine supernatural
event we ever experience.

‘I’m not talking about doctors now. I’'m talking about ordinary people in the modern world. What I'm
saying is, when you look down at that body, and you realize all the life has gone out of it, and you can
scream at it, and slap it around, and try to sit it up, and do every trick in the book to it, but it’s dead,
absolutely unequivocally dead..."

‘I know what you’re saying.’

‘And you have to remember, for most of us we see that maybe once or twice in twenty years. Maybe
never. Why, California in this day and age is a whole civilization of people who never witness a death.
They never even see a dead body! Why, they think when they hear somebody’s dead that he forgot to eat
his health foods, or hadn’t been jogging the way he should have been..."

She had laughed softly under her breath. ‘Every goddamned death’s a murder. Why do you think they
come after us doctors with their lawyers?’

‘Exactly, but it’s deeper even than that. They don’t believe they’re going to die! And when somebody
else dies, it’s behind closed doors, and the coffin’s closed, if the poor slob had the bad taste to even want
a coffin and a funeral, which of course he shouldn’t have wanted. Better a memorial service in some
toney place with sushi and white wine and people refusing to even say out loud why they are there! Why,
I have been to California memorial services where nobody even mentioned the dead guy! But if you
really see it... and you’re not a doctor, or a nurse, or an undertaker... well, it’s a first-class supernatural
event, and just probably the only supernatural event you ever get to see.’

‘Well, let me tell you about one other supernatural event,” she’d said, smiling. ‘It’s when you’ve got
one of those dead bodies lying on the deck of your boat, and you’re slapping it around and talking to it,
and suddenly the eyes do open, and the guy’s alive.’

She had smiled so beautifully at him then. He had started kissing her, and that was how that particular
segment of the conversation had come to an end. But the point was, he hadn’t lost her with his crazy
rambling. She had never once tuned out on him.

Why did this other thing have to be happening? Why did this feel like stolen time?

Now he lay on the rug, thinking how much he liked her and how much her sadness and her aloneness
disturbed him, and how much he didn’t want to leave her, and that nevertheless, he had to go.

His head was remarkably clear. He had not been this long without a drink all summer. And he rather
liked the feeling of thinking clearly. She had just refilled the coffee for him, and it tasted good. But he’d
put back on the gloves, because he was getting all those random stupid images off everything - Graham,
Ellie, and men, lots of different men, handsome men, and all Rowan’s men, that was abundantly clear. He
wished it wasn’t.

The sun was burning through the eastern windows and skylights. He could hear her working in the
kitchen. He figured he ought to get up and help her no matter what she’d said, but she’d been pretty
convincing on the subject: ‘I like to cook, it’s like surgery. Stay exactly where you are.’

He was thinking that she was the first thing in all these weeks that really mattered to him, that took his
mind off the accident and off himself. And it was such a relief to be thinking of someone other than
himself. In fact, when he considered it with this new clarity, he realized he’d been able to concentrate
well since he’d been here, concentrate on their conversation and their lovemaking and their knowing of
each other; and that was something altogether new, because in all these weeks, his lack of concentration -
his inability to read more than a page of a book, or follow more than a few moments of a film - had left
him continuously agitated. It had been as bad as the lack of sleep.

He realized that he had never had his knowledge of a human being commence at such a pitch, and
plunge so deep so fast. It was like what was supposed to happen with sex, but seldom if ever did. He had
entirely lost sight of the fact that she was the woman who’d rescued him; that is, a strong sense of her
character had obliterated that vague impersonal excitement he’d felt on first meeting her, and now he was
making mad fantasies about her in his head.



How could he continue to know her and maybe even get to love her, and have her, and do this other
thing he had to do? And he still had to do this other thing. He still had to go home and he had to
determine the purpose.

As for her having been born down south, it had nothing to do with it. His head was full of too many
images from his past, and the sense of destiny that united these images was too strong for it to have come
from some random reminder of his home through her. Besides, on the deck of the boat last night, he’d
caught nothing of that. Knowing her, yes, that was there, but even that was suspect, he still believed,
because there was no profound recognition, no ‘Ah yes,” when she told him her story. Only positive
fascination. Nothing scientific about this power of his; might be physical, yes, and measurable finally, and
even controllable through some numbing drug, but it wasn’t scientific. It was more like art or music.

But the point was, he had to leave, and he didn’t want to. And it made him sad suddenly, sad and almost
desperate, as if they were somehow doomed, he and she.

All these weeks, if only he could have seen her, been with her. And the oddest thought occurred to him.
If only that awful accident hadn’t happened, and he had found her in some simple ordinary place, and
they had begun to talk. But she was part and parcel of what had happened, her strangeness and her
strength were part of it. All alone out there in that big awful cruiser right at the moment when darkness
fell. "Who the hell else would have been there? Who the hell else could have gotten him out of the water?
Why, he could easily believe what she said about determination, about her powers.

When she’d been describing the rescue to him in more detail, she had said a strange thing. She had said
that a person loses consciousness almost immediately in very cold water. Yet she had been pitched right
into it, and she hadn’t lost consciousness. She had said only, ‘I don’t know how I reached the ladder, I
honestly don’t.’

‘Do you think it was that power?’ he asked.

She had reflected for a moment. Then she had said, ‘Yes, and no. I mean maybe it was just luck.’

‘Well, it was luck for me, all right,” he’d responded, and he had felt an extraordinary sense of well-
being when he said it, and he wasn’t so sure why.

Maybe she knew because she said, ‘We’re frightened of what makes us different.” And he had agreed.

‘But lots of people have these powers,” she said. “We don’t know what they are, or how to measure
them; but surely they are part of what goes on between human beings. I see it in the hospital. There are
doctors who know things, and they can’t tell you how. There are nurses who are the same way. I imagine
there are lawyers who know infallibly when someone is guilty, or that the jury is going to vote for or
against; and they can’t tell you how they know.

‘The fact is, for all we learn about ourselves, for all we codify and classify and define, the mysteries
remain immense. Take the research into genetics. So much is inherited by a human being — shyness is
inherited, the liking for a particular brand of soap may be inherited, the liking for particular given names.
But what else is inherited? What invisible powers come down to you? That’s why it’s so frustrating to me
that I don’t really know my family. I don’t know the first thing about them. Ellie was a third cousin once
removed or something like that. Why, hell, that’s hardly a cousin..."

Yes, he had agreed with all that. He talked a little about his father and his grandfather, and how he was
more like them than he cared to admit. ‘But you have to believe you can change your heredity,” he said.
‘You have to believe that you can work magic on the ingredients. If you can’t there’s no hope.’

‘Of course you can,’ she’d replied. “You’ve done it, haven’t you? I want to believe I’ve done it. This
may sound insane, but I believe that we ought to..."

Tell me...’

‘We ought to aim to be perfect,” she said quietly. ‘I mean, why not?’

He had laughed but not in ridicule. He had thought of something one of his friends once said to him.
The friend had been listening to Michael rattle on one night about history, and how nobody understood it
or where we were headed because we didn’t know history, and the friend had said, ‘You are a peculiar
talker, Michael,” explaining that the phrase was from Orpheus Descending, a Tennessee Williams play.
He had treasured the compliment. He hoped she would too.

‘You’re a peculiar talker, Rowan,” he had said, and he had explained it as his friend explained it to him.

That had made her laugh, really break up. ‘Maybe that’s why I’m so quiet,” she said. T don’t even want
to get started. I think you’ve said it. I’'m a peculiar talker and that’s why I don’t talk at all.’

He took a drag off the cigarette now, thinking it all over. It would be lovely to stay with her. If only the
feeling would leave him, that he had to go home.



‘Put another log on the fire,” she said, interrupting his reverie. ‘Breakfast is ready.’

She laid it out on the dining table near the windows. Scram-bled eggs, yogurt, fresh sliced oranges
sparkling in the sun, bacon and sausage, and hot muffins just out of the oven.

She poured the coffee and the orange juice for them both. And for five minutes solid, without a word,
he just ate. He had never been so hungry. For a long moment he stared at the coffee. No, he didn’t want a
beer, and he wasn’t going to drink one. He drank the coffee, and she refilled the cup.

‘That was simply wonderful,” he said.

“Stick around,’ she said, ’and I’ll cook you dinner, and breakfast tomorrow morning too.’

He couldn’t answer. He studied her for a moment, trying not to see just loveliness and the object of his
considerable desire, but what she looked like. A true blonde, he thought, smooth all over, with almost no
down on her face or her arms. And lovely dark ashen eyebrows, and dark eyelashes which made her eyes
seem all the more gray. A face like a nun, she had, actually. Not a touch of makeup on it, and her long full
mouth had a virginal look to it somehow, like the mouths of little girls before they’ve worn lipstick. He
wished he could just sit here with her forever...

‘But you are going to leave anyway,’ she said.

He nodded. ‘Have to,’ he said.

She was thoughtful. ‘“What about the visions?’ she asked. ‘Do you want to talk about them?’

He hesitated. ‘Every time I try to describe them, it ends in frustration,” he explained, ’and also, well, it
turns people off.’

‘It won’t turn me off,” she said. She seemed quite composed now, her arms folded, her hair prettily
mussed, the coffee steaming in front of her. She was more like the resolute and forceful woman he’d first
met last night.

He believed what she said. Nevertheless, he had seen the look of incredulity and then indifference in so
many faces. He sat back in the chair, staring out for a moment. Every sailing ship in the world was on the
bay. And he could see the gulls flying over the harbor of Sausalito like tiny bits of paper.

‘I know the whole experience took a long time,” he said,' that time itself was impossible to factor into
it.” He glanced at her. “You know what I mean,” he said. ‘Like in the old days when people would be
lured by the Little People. You know, they’d go off and spend one day with the Little People, but when
they came back to their villages they discovered they’d been gone for fifty years.’

She laughed under her breath. ‘Is that an Irish story?’

‘Yeah, from an old Irish nun, I heard that one,” he said. ‘She used to tell us the damnedest things. She
used to tell us there were witches in the Garden District in New Orleans, and that they’d get us if we went
walking in those streets... > And think how dark those streets were, how darkly beautiful, like the lines
from ‘Ode to a Nightingale,” ‘Darkling I listen... > ‘I’m sorry,” he said, 'my mind wandered.’

She waited.

‘There were many people in the visions,” he said, ’but what I remember most distinctly is a dark-haired
woman. I can’t see this woman now, but I know that she was as familiar to me as someone I’d known all
my life. I knew her name, everything about her. And I know now that I knew about you. I knew your
name. But [ don’t know if that was in the middle of it, or just at the end, you know, before I was rescued,
when maybe I knew somehow that the boat was coming and you were there.” Yes, that was a real puzzle,
he thought.

‘Go on.’

‘I think I could have come back and lived even if I had refused to do what they wanted me to do. But |
wanted the mission, so to speak, I wanted to fulfill the purpose. And it seemed... it seemed that
everything they wanted of me, everything they revealed, well, it was all connected with my past life, who
I’d been. It was all-encompassing. Do you follow me?’

‘There was a reason they chose you.’

“Yes, that’s it exactly. I was the one for this, because of who I was. Now, make no mistake. I know this
is nuthouse talk again; I’'m so damned good at it. This is the talk of schizophrenics who hear voices telling
them to save the world, I’'m aware of that. There’s an old saying about me among my friends.’

‘What is it?’

He adjusted his glasses and flashed his best smile at her. ‘Michael isn’t as stupid as he looks.’

She laughed in the loveliest way. ‘You don’t look stupid,’ she said. “You just look too good to be true.’
She tapped the ash off her cigarette. “You know how good-looking you are. I don’t have to tell you. What
else can you recall?’

He hesitated, positively electrified by that last compliment. Wasn’t it time to go to bed again? No, it



wasn’t. It was almost time to catch a plane.

‘Something about a doorway,’ he said, ‘I could swear it. But again, I can’t see these things now. It’s
getting thinner all the time. But I know there was a number involved in it. And there was a jewel. A
beautiful jewel. I can’t even call this recollection now. It’s more like faith. But I believe all those things
were mixed up with it. And then it’s all mixed up with going home, with this sense of having to do
something tremendously important, and New Orleans is part of it, and this street where I used to walk
when I was a kid.’

‘A street?’

‘First Street. It’s a beautiful stretch, from Magazine Street, near where I grew up, to St Charles Avenue,
about five blocks or so, and it’s an old part of town they call the Garden District.’

‘Where the witches live,’ she said.

‘Oh, yes, right, the witches of the Garden District,” he said, smiling. ‘At least according to Sister
Bridget Marie.’

‘Is it a gloomy witchy place, this neighborhood?’ she asked.

‘No, not really,” he said. ‘But is like a dark bit of forest in the middle of the city. Big trees, trees you
wouldn’t believe. There’s nothing comparable to it here. Maybe nowhere in America. And the houses are
town houses, you know, close to the sidewalks, but they’re so large, and they’re not attached, they have
gardens around them. And there’s this one house, this house I used to pass all the time, a really high
narrow house. I used to stop and look at it, at the iron railings. There’s a rose pattern in the railings. Well,
I keep seeing it now — since the accident — and I keep thinking I have to go back, you know, it’s so
urgent. Like even now I’'m sitting here, but I feel guilty that I’m not on the plane.’

A shadow passed over her face. ‘I want you to stay here for a while,” she said. Lovely deep grosgrain
voice. ‘But it isn’t just that I want it. You’re not in good shape. You need to rest, really rest without the
booze.’

‘You’re right, but I can’t do it, Rowan. I can’t explain this tension I feel. I’ll feel it till I get home.’

‘That’s another thing, Michael. Why is that home? You don’t know anyone back there.’

‘Oh, it’s home, honey, it is. [ know.” He laughed. ‘I’ve been in exile for too long. I knew it even before
the accident. The morning before, it was the funniest thing, I woke up and I was thinking about home. I
was thinking about this time we all drove to the Gulf Coast, and it was warm at sundown, positively
warm...’

‘Can you stay off the booze when you leave here?’

He sighed. He deliberately flashed her one of his best smiles -the kind that had always worked in the
past - and he winked at her. “Want to hear Irish bullshit, lady, or the truth?’

‘Michael... ’ It wasn’t just disapproval in her voice, it was disappointment.

‘I know, I know,” he said. ‘Everything you’re saying is right. Look, you don’t know what you’ve done
for me, just getting me out of the front door, just listening to me. I want to do what you’re telling me to
do..."

‘Tell me more about this house,” she said.

He was thoughtful again, before beginning. ‘It was the Greek Revival style - do you know what that is?
- but it was different. It had porches on the front and on the sides, real New Orleans porches. It’s hard to
describe a house like that to some’ one who’s never been in New Orleans. Have you ever seen pictures —
9

She shook her head. ‘It was a subject Ellie couldn’t talk about,” she said.

‘That sounds unfair, Rowan.’

She shrugged.

‘No, but really.’

‘Ellie wanted to believe I was her own daughter. If I asked about my biological parents, she thought I
was unhappy, that she hadn’t loved me enough. Useless to try to get those ideas out of her head.” She
drank a little of the coffee. ‘Before her last trip to the hospital she burned everything in her desk. I saw
her doing it. She burned it all in that fireplace. Photographs, letters, all sorts of things. I didn’t realize it
was everything. Or maybe I just didn’t think about it, one way or the other. She knew she wasn’t coming
back.” She stopped for a minute, then poured a little more coffee in her cup and in Michael’s cup.

‘Then after she died, I couldn’t even find an address for her people down there. Her lawyer didn’t have
a scrap of information. She’d told him she didn’t want anyone down there to be contacted. All her money
went to me. Yet she used to visit people in New Orleans. She used to call them on the phone. I could
never quite figure it all out.’



‘That’s too sad, Rowan.’

‘But we’ve talked enough about me. About this house again. What is it that makes you remember it
now?’

‘Oh, houses there aren’t like the houses here,” he said. ‘Each house has a personality, a character. And
this one, well, it’s somber and massive, and sort of splendidly dark. It’s built right on the corner, part of it
touching the sidewalk of the side street. God knows I loved that house. There was a man who lived there,
a man right out of a Dickens novel, I swear it, tall and sort of consummately gentlemanly, if you know
what I mean. I used to see him in the garden... > He hesitated; something coming so close to him,
something so crucial —

‘What’s the matter?’

‘Just that feeling again, that it’s all got to do with him and that house.” He shuddered as if he were cold,
but he wasn’t. ‘I can’t figure it out,” he said. ‘But I know the man has something to do with it. I don’t
think they did mean for me to forget, the people I saw in the visions. I think they meant for me to act fast,
because something’s going to happen.’

‘What could that something be?’ she asked gently.

‘Something in that house,” he said.

‘Why would they want you to go back to that house?’ she asked. Again, the question was gentle, not
challenging.

‘Because I have a power to do something there; I have a power to affect something.” He looked down at
his hands, so sinister in the black gloves. ‘Again, it was like everything fitted together. Imagine the whole
world made up of tiny fragments - and suddenly a great many of those tiny fragments are lights and you
seea...a...’

‘Pattern?’

“Yeah, exactly, a pattern. Well, my life has been part of a greater pattern.” He drank another swallow of
the coffee. “What do you think? Am I insane?’

She shook her head. ‘It sounds too special for that.’

‘Special?’

‘I mean specific.’

He gave a little startled laugh. No one in all these weeks had said anything like that to him.

She crushed out the cigarette.

‘Have you thought about that house often, in the past few years?’

‘Almost never,” he said. ‘I never forgot it, but I never thought about it much either. Oh, now and then, I
suppose whenever I thought about the Garden District, I’d think about it. You could say it was a haunting
place.’

‘But the obsession didn’t begin until the visions.’

‘Definitely,” he said. ‘There are other memories of home, but the memory of the house is the most
intense.’

“Yet when you think of the visions, you don’t remember speaking of the house...’

‘Nothing so clear as that. Although..." There it was again, the feeling. But he feared the power of
suggestion suddenly. It seemed all the misery of the last few months was coming back. Yet it felt good to
be believed by her, to be listening to her. And he liked her easy air of command, the first characteristic of
her he had noticed the night before.

She was looking at him, looking just as if she was listening still though he had ceased to speak. He
thought about these strange vagrant powers, how utterly they confused things, rather than clarifying them.

‘So what’s wrong with me?’ he asked. ‘I mean as a doctor, as a brain doctor, what do you think? What
should I do? Why do I keep seeing that house and that man? Why do I feel I ought to be there now?’

She sank into thought, silent, motionless, her gray eyes large and fixed on some point beyond the glass,
her long, slender arms again folded. Then she said:

‘Well, you should go back there, there’s no doubt of that. You aren’t going to rest easy till you do. Go
look for the house. Who knows? Maybe it’s not there. Or you won’t have any special feeling when you
see it. In any case, you should look. There may be some psychological explanation for this idee fixe, as
they call it, but I don’t think so. I suspect you saw something all right, you went somewhere. We know
many people do that, at least they claim they did when they come back. But you might be putting the
wrong interpretation on it.’

‘I don’t have much to go on,” he admitted. ‘That’s true.’

‘Do you think they caused the accident?’



‘God, I never really thought of that.’

“You didn’t?’

‘I mean I thought, well, the accident happened, and they were there, and suddenly the opportunity was
there. That would be awful, to think they caused it to happen. That would change things, wouldn’t it?’

‘I don’t know. What bothers me is this. If they are powerful, whatever they are, if they could tell you
something important with regard to a purpose, if they could keep you alive out there when you should
have died, if they could work a rescue into it, well, then why couldn’t they have caused the accident, and
why couldn’t they be causing your memory loss now?’

He was speechless.

“You really never thought of that?’

‘It’s an awful thought,” he whispered. She started to speak again, but he asked her with a little polite
gesture to wait. He was trying to find the words for what he wanted to say. ‘My concept of them is
different,” he said. ‘I’ve trusted that they exist in another realm; and that means spiritually as well as
physically. That they are...’

‘Higher beings?’

“Yes. And that they could only come to me, know of me, care about me, when I was close to them,
between life and death. It was mystical, that’s what I’m trying to say. But I wish I could find another
word for it. It was a communication that happened only because I was physically dead.’

She waited.

‘What I mean is, they’re another species of being. They couldn’t make a man fall off a rock and drown
in the sea. Because if they could do such things in the material world, well, why on earth would they need
me?’

‘I see your point,” she said. ‘Nevertheless...’

‘What?’

‘You’re assuming they’re higher beings. You speak of them as if they’re good. You’re assuming that
you ought to do what they want of you.’

Again, he was speechless.

‘Look, maybe I don’t know what I’m talking about,” she said.

‘No, I think you do,” he answered. ‘And you’re right. I have assumed all that. But Rowan, you see, it’s a
matter of impression. I awoke with the impression that they were good, that I’d come back with the
confirmation of their goodness, and that the purpose was something I’d agreed to do. And I haven’t
questioned those assumptions. And what you’re saying is, maybe I should.’

‘I could be wrong. And maybe I shouldn’t say anything. But you know what I’ve been telling you about
surgeons. We go in there swinging, and not with a fist, but with a knife.’

He laughed. “You don’t know how much it means to me just to talk about it, just to think about it out
loud.” But then he stopped smiling. Because it was very disturbing to be talking about it like this, and she
knew that.

‘And there’s another thing,” she said.

‘Which is?’

‘Every time you talk about the power in your hands, you say it’s not important. You say the visions are
what’s important. But why aren’t they connected? Why don’t you believe that the people in the visions
gave you the power in your hands?’

‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘I’ve thought of that. My friends have even suggested that. But it doesn’t feel
right. It reels like the power is a distraction. I mean people around me here want me to use the power, and
if I were to start doing that, I wouldn’t go back.’

‘I see. And when you see this house, you’ll touch it with your hands?’

He thought for a long moment. He had to admit he had not imagined such a thing. He had imagined a
more immediate and wonderful clarification of things. ‘Yeah, I guess I will. I’ll touch the gate if I can. I’ll
go up the steps and I'll touch the door.’

Why did that frighten him? Seeing the house meant something wonderful, but touching things... He
shook his head, and folded his arms as he sat back in the chair. Touch the gate. Touch the door. Of course
they might have given him the power, but why did he think that they hadn’t? Especially if it was all of a
piece...

She was quiet, obviously puzzled, maybe even worried. He watched her for a long moment, thinking
how much he hated to leave.

‘Don’t go so soon, Michael,” she said suddenly.



‘Rowan, let me ask you something,” he said. ‘This paper you signed, this pledge never to go to New
Orleans. Do you believe in that sort of thing, I mean, the validity of this promise to Ellie, to a person
who’s dead?’

‘Of course I do,” she answered dully, almost sadly. “You believe in that sort of thing, too.’

‘I do?

‘I mean you’re an honorable person. You’re what we call with great significance, a nice guy.’

‘OK. I hope I am. And I put my question wrong. I mean, what about your desire to see the place where
you were born? But I’m lying to you now, you know, because what I want to say is, is there any chance
you’ll come back there with me? And I guess a nice guy doesn’t tell lies.’

Silence.

‘I know that sounds presumptuous,” he said. ‘I know there’ve been quite a few men in this house, |
mean [’m not the light of you life, I..."

‘Stop it. I could fall in love with you and you know it.’

‘Well, then listen to what I’m saying, because it is about two living people. And maybe I’ve already...
well, I... what I mean is, if you want to go back there, if you need to go back just to see for yourself
where you were born and who your parents were... Well, why the hell don’t you come with me?’ He
sighed and sat back, shoving his hands in his pants pockets. ‘I suppose that would be an awfully big step,
wouldn’t it? And all this is selfish of me. I just want you to come. Some nice guy-’

She was staring off again, frozen, then her mouth stiffened. And he realized she was again about to cry.
‘I’d like to go,” she said. The tears were rising.

‘God, Rowan, I’m sorry,” he said. ‘I had no right to ask.’

The tears won out. She continued to look out towards the water, as if that were the only way to hold the
line for the moment. But she was crying, and he could see the subtle movement of her throat as she
swallowed, and the tightening in her shoulders. The thought flashed through him that this was the most
alone person he’d ever known. California was full of them, but she was really isolated, and in a purely
unselfish way, he was afraid for her, afraid to leave her in this house.

‘Look, Rowan, I really am sorry. I can’t do this to you,” he said. ‘It’s between you and Ellie. When you
get ready to go, you’ll go. And for now, I have to do it for totally different reasons. I’ve got to get out of
here, and I hate like hell to go.’

The tears had begun to spill down her cheeks again.

‘Rowan

‘Michael,” she whispered. ‘I’m the one who’s sorry. I’'m the one who’s fallen in your arms. Now, stop
worrying about me.’

‘No, don’t say it.” He started to get up, because he wanted to hug her again, but she wouldn’t allow it.
She reached for his hand across the table and held it.

Gently he spoke to her: ‘If you don’t think I loved it, holding you, wiping your tears, well then you’re
not using your powers, Rowan. Or you just don’t understand a man like me.’

She shivered, arms tight across her chest, her bangs falling down in her eyes. She looked so forlorn he
wanted to gather her to himself and kiss her again.

‘What are you afraid of, really?’ he asked.

When she answered, she spoke in a whisper, so low that he could scarcely hear. ‘That ’'m bad, Michael,
a bad person, a person who could really do harm. A person with a terrible potential for evil. That is what
all my powers, such as they are, tell me about me.’

‘Rowan, it wasn’t a sin to be a better person than Ellie or Graham. And it isn’t a sin to hate them for
your loneliness, for rearing you in a state of isolation from every blood tie you might have.’

‘I know all that, Michael.” She smiled, a warm sweet smile full of gratitude and quiet acceptance, but
she did not trust the things he’d said. She felt that he had failed to see something crucial about her, and he
knew it. She felt that he had failed, just as he failed on the deck of the boat. She looked out at the deep
blue water and then back at him.

‘Rowan, no matter what happens in New Orleans, you and 1 are going to see each other again, and
soon. I could swear to you now on a stack of Bibles that I’ll be back here, but in truth, I don’t think I ever
will. I knew when I left Liberty Street I wasn’t ever going to live there again. But we’re going to meet
somewhere, Rowan. If you can’t set foot in New Orleans, then you pick the place, and you say the word,
and I’'ll come.’

Take that, you bastards out there, he thought looking at the water, and up at the dirty blue California
sky, you creatures whoever you are that did this to me, and won’t come back to guide me. I’ll go to New



Orleans, I’ll follow where you lead. But there is something here between me and this woman, and that
belongs to me.

She wanted to drive him to the airport, but he insisted on taking a cab. It was just too long a drive for
her, and she was tired, he knew it. She needed her sleep.

He showered and shaved. He hadn’t had a drink now in almost twelve hours. Truly amazing.

When he came down he found her sitting with her legs folded, on the hearth again, looking very pretty
in white wool pants and another one of those great swallowing cable-knit sweaters that made her look all
the more long-wristed and long-legged and delicate as a deer. She smelled faintly of some perfume he
used to know the name of, and which he still loved.

He kissed her cheek, and then held her for a long moment. Eighteen years, maybe more than that,
separated him in age from her and he felt it painfully, felt it when he let his lips again graze her firm,
plump cheek.

He gave her a slip of paper on which he’d written down the name of the Pontchartrain Hotel and the
number. ‘How can I reach you at the hospital, or is that not the right thing to do?’

‘No, I want you to do that. I pick up my messages all day, at intervals.” She went to the kitchen counter
and wrote out the numbers on the telephone pad, tore off the page, and put it in his hand. ‘Just raise hell if
they give you any trouble. Tell them I’m expecting your call. And I’1l tell them.’

‘Gotcha.’

She stood back a pace from him, slipping her hands in her pockets, and she lowered her head slightly as
she looked at him. ‘Don’t get drunk again, Michael,” she said.

“Yes, Doctor.” He laughed. ‘And I could stand right here and tell you I was going to take the pledge,
honey, but somehow or other the minute that stewardess..."

‘Michael, don’t drink on the plane and don’t drink when you get there. You’re going to be bombarded
with memories. You’re going miles away from anybody you know.’

He shook his head. ‘You’re right, Doc,” he said. ‘I’ll be careful. I’ll be all right.’

He went to his suitcase, took out his Sony Walkman from the zipper pocket, and checked that he had
remembered to bring a book for the plane.

‘Vivaldi,” he said, slipping the Walkman with its tiny earphones into his jacket pocket. ‘And my
Dickens. I go nuts when I fly without them. It’s better than Valium and vodka, I swear.’

She smiled at him, the most exquisite smile, and then she laughed. ‘Vivaldi and Dickens,” she
whispered. ‘Imagine that.’

He shrugged. ‘We all have our weaknesses,’ he said. ‘God, why am I leaving like this?’ he asked. ‘Am I
crazy?’

‘If you don’t call me this evening..."

‘I’11 call you, sooner and more often than you could possibly expect.’

‘The taxi’s there,” she said.

He had heard the horn, too.

He took her in his arms, kissing her, crushing her to him. And for one moment, he almost couldn’t pull
away. He thought of what she’d said again, about them causing the accident, causing the amnesia, and a
dark chill went through him, something like real fear. What if he forgot about them, forever, what if he
just stayed here with her? It seemed a possibility, a last chance of sorts, it really did.

‘I think I love you, Rowan Mayfair,” he whispered.

‘Yes, Michael Curry,” she said, ‘I think something like that might be happening on both sides right
now.’

She gave him another of her soft, radiant smiles, and he saw in her eyes all the strength he’d found so
seductive in these last few hours, and all the tenderness and sadness, too.

All the way to the airport, he listened to Vivaldi with his eyes closed. But it didn’t help. He thought of
New Orleans, and then he thought of her; and back and forth the pendulum swung. It was a simple thing
she’d said, but how it jarred him. It seemed all these weeks he’d clung to the idea of a magnificent pattern
and a purpose that served some higher value, but when she’d asked a few simple and logical questions,
his faith had fallen apart.

Well, he didn’t believe the accident had been caused by anyone. The wave had simply knocked him off
the rock. And then he’d gone somewhere, a stratum others have visited, and there he’d found these
beings, and they had found him. But they couldn’t do things to people to hurt them, to manipulate them as



if they were puppets on strings!

Then what about the rescue, buddy? What about her coming, alone in that boat, just before dark to that
very spot on the sea?

God, he was going crazy again already. All he could think about was being with her again, or getting a
good slug of bourbon with ice.

Only when he was waiting for the plane to board did something occur to him, something he had not
given the slightest thought to before.

He’d lain with her three times in the last few hours, and he had not taken the usual precautions against
conception. He had not even thought about the prophylactics he always carried in his wallet. He had not
asked her about the matter, either. And to think, in all these years, this was the first time he had let such a
thing slip by.

Well, she was a doctor, for the love of heaven. Surely she had the matter covered. But maybe he should
call her about it now. It wouldn’t hurt to hear her voice. He closed the copy of David Copperfield and
started looking for a phone.

Then he saw that man again, that Englishman with the white hair and the tweed suit. Only a few rows
away he sat, with his briefcase and his umbrella, a folded newspaper in his hand.

Oh, no, Michael thought dismally, as he took his seat again. All I need now is to run into him.

The call came for boarding. Michael watched anxiously as the Englishman rose, collected his things,
and moved to the gate.

But moments later, the old gentleman didn’t even glance up when Michael passed him and took a seat
by the window in the rear of first class. The old fellow had had his briefcase open already, and he’d been
writing, very rapidly it seemed, in a large leather-bound book.

Michael ordered his bourbon with an ice-cold beer chaser before the plane took off. By the time they
reached Dallas for a forty-minute stopover, he was on his sixth beer and his seventh chapter of David
Copperfield, and he didn’t even remember anymore that the Englishman was there.



CHAPTER SEVEN

He’s made the cab driver stop on the way in for a six-pack, already jubilant to be in the warm summer
air, and now as they made the turn off the freeway and came down into the familiar and unforgettable
squalor of lower St Charles Avenue, Michael felt like weeping at the sight of the black-barked oak trees
with their dark foliage, and the long narrow St Charles streetcar, exactly as he had remembered it, roaring
and clattering along its track.

Even on this stretch, in the midst of the ugly hamburger joints and the seedy wooden barrooms and the
new apartment buildings towering over boarded-up shopfronts and deserted gas stations, it was his old,
verdant, and softly beautiful town. He loved even the weeds exploding in the cracks. The grass grew rich
and green on the neutral ground. The crepe myrtle trees were covered with frothy blooms. He saw pink
crepe myrtle and purple crepe myrtle, and a red as rich as the red of watermelon meat.

‘Look at that, will you!” he said to the driver, who had been talking on and on about the crime, and the
bad times here. ‘The sky’s violet, it’s violet just like I remembered it, and goddamnit all these years out
there I thought I imagined all this, I thought I colored it in with a crayon in my memory, you know.’

He felt like crying. All the time he’d held Rowan while she’d cried, he’d never shed a tear. But now he
felt like bawling, and oh, how he wished Rowan were here.

The driver was laughing at him. “Yeah, well, that’s a purple sky all right, I guess you could call it that.’

‘Damn right it is,” said Michael. ‘You were born between Magazine and the river, weren’t you?’
Michael said. ‘I’d have known that voice anywhere.’

‘What you talking about, boy, what about your own voice,’ the driver teased him back. ‘I was born on
Washington and St Thomas for your information, youngest of nine children. They don’t make families
like that anymore.” The cab was just crawling down the avenue, the soft moist August breeze washing
through the open windows. The street lamps had just gone on.

Michael closed his eyes. Even the cab driver’s endless diatribe was music. But for this, this fragrant and
embraceable warmth, he had longed with his whole soul. Was there anyplace else in the world where the
air was such a living presence, where the breeze kissed you and stroked you, where the sky was pulsing
and alive? And oh God, what it meant to be no longer cold!

‘Oh, I am telling you, nobody’s got a right to be as happy as I am now,” Michael said. ‘Nobody. Look at
the trees,” he said opening his eyes, staring up at the black curling branches.

‘Where the hell you been, son?’ asked the driver. He was a short man in a bill cap, with his elbow half
out the window.

‘Oh, I’ve been in hell, buddy, and let me tell you something about hell. It’s not hot. It’s cold. Hey, look,
there’s the Ponchartrain Hotel and it’s still the same, damn, it’s still the same.” In fact, it looked if
anything more elegant and aloof than it had in the old days. It had trim blue awnings, and the old
complement of doormen and bellmen standing at the glass doors.

Michael could hardly sit still. He wanted to get out, to walk, to cover the old pavements. But he’d told
the driver to take him up to First Street, that they’d double back to the hotel later, and for First Street he
could wait.

He finished the second beer just as they came to the light at Jackson Avenue, and at that point
everything changed. Michael hadn’t remembered the transition as so dramatic; but the oaks grew taller
and infinitely denser; the apartment buildings gave way to the white houses with the Corinthian columns;
and the whole drowsy twilight world seemed suddenly veiled in soft, glowing green.

‘Rowan, if only you were here,” he whispered. There was the James Gallier house on the corner of St
Charles and Philip, splendidly restored. And across the street the Henry Howard house, spiffed up with a
new coat of paint. Iron fences guarded lawns and gardens. ‘Christ, I'm home!” he whispered.

When he first landed he had regretted getting so drunk - it was just too damned hard to handle his
suitcase and find a taxi - but now he was past that. As the cab turned left on First Street and entered the
dark leafy core of Garden District, he was in ecstasy.

“You realize it’s just the way it used to be!’ he told the driver. An immense gratitude flooded him. He
passed the fresh beer to him, but the driver only laughed and waved it away. *

‘Later, son,” he said. “‘Now where are we going?’ In the slow motion of dream time, it seemed, they
glided past the massive mansions. Michael saw brick sidewalks, the tall stiff magnolia grandiflora with
their shiny dark leaves.

‘Just drive, real slow, let this guy here pass us, yeah, very slow, until I tell you to stop.’

He had chosen the most beautiful hour of the evening for his return, he thought. He wasn’t thinking now



of the visions or the dark mandate. He was so brimful of happiness all he could think about was what lay
before him, and about Rowan. That was the test of love, he thought dreamily, when you can’t bear to be
this happy without the other person with you. He was really afraid that the tears were going to come
pouring down his face.

The cab driver started talking again. He had never really stopped talking. Now he was talking about the
Redemptorist Parish and how it had been in the old days, and how it was all run-down now. Yeah,
Michael wanted to see the old church. ‘I was an altar boy at St Alphonsus,” Michael said.

But that didn’t matter, that could wait forever. Because, looking up, Michael saw the house.

He saw its long dark flank stretching back from the corner; he saw the unmistakable iron railings with
their rose pattern; he saw the sentinel oaks stretching out their mammoth branches like mighty and
protective arms.

“That’s it,” he said, his voice dropping senselessly and breathlessly to a whisper. ‘Pull over to the right.
Stop here.” Taking the beer with him, he stepped out of the cab and walked to the corner, so that he could
stand diagonally opposite the house.

It was as if a hush had fallen over the world. For the first time he heard the cicadas singing, the deep
churning song rising all around him, which made the shadows themselves seem alive. And there came
another sound he had forgotten completely, the shrill cry of birds.

Sounds like the woodland, he thought, as he gazed at the darkened and forlorn galleries, shrouded now
in early dark ness, not a single light flickering from behind the high narrow and numerous wooden blinds.

The sky was glazed and shining over the rooftop, soft and shot with violet and gold. It revealed starkly
and beautifully the farthest end column of the high second gallery and, beneath the bracketed cornice, the
bougainvillea vine tumbling down luxuriantly from the roof. Even in the gloom he could see the purple
blossoms. And he could trace the old rose pattern in the iron railing. He could make out the capitals of the
columns, the curious Italianate mixture of Doric for the side columns, Ionic for the lower ones set in ante,
and Corinthian for those above.

He drew in his breath in a long mournful sigh. Again, he felt inexpressible happiness but it was mixed
with sorrow, and he was not sure why. All the long years, he thought wearily, even in the midst of this
joy. Memory had deceived in only one aspect, he reflected. The house was larger, far larger than he had
remembered. All of these old places were larger; the very scale of everything here seemed for the moment
almost unimaginable.

Yet there was a breathing, pulsing closeness to everything — the soft overgrown foliage behind the
rusted iron fence blending in the darkness, and the singing of the cicadas, and the dense shadows beneath
the oaks.

‘Paradise,” he whispered. He gazed up at the tiny green ferns that covered the oak branches, and the
tears came to his eyes. The memory of the visions was perilously close to him. It brushed him like dark
wings. Yes, the house, Michael.

He stood riveted, the beer cold against the palm of his gloved hand. Was she talking to him, the woman
with the dark hair?

He only knew for certain that the twilight was singing; the heat was singing; he let his gaze drift to the
other mansions around him, noting nothing perhaps but the flowing harmony of fence and column and
brickwork and even tiny faltering crepe myrtles struggling for life on strips of velvet green. A warm
peace flooded him, and for a second the memory of the visions and their awful mandate lost its hold.
Back, back into childhood he reached, not for a memory, but for a continuity. The moment expanded,
moving beyond all thought, all helpless and inadequate words.

The sky darkened. It was still the brave color of amethyst, as if fighting the night with a low and
relentless fire. But the light was nevertheless going. And turning his head ever so slightly to look down
the long street in the direction of the river, Michael saw that there the sky was pure gold.

Deep, deep in him were memories, naturally, memories of a boy walking out this street from the
crowded little houses near the river, of a boy standing in this very place when evening fell. But the
present continued to eclipse everything, and there was no straining to recollect, to impress or to improve
the soft inundation of his senses by everything around him, this moment of pure quiet in his soul.

Only now as he looked lovingly and slowly again at the house itself, at its deep doorway, shaped like a
giant keyhole, did the impression of the visions grow strong again. Doorway. Yes, they had told him
about the doorway! But it was not a literal doorway. Yet the sight of the giant keyhole and the shadowy
vestibule behind it... No, couldn’t have been a literal doorway. He opened his eyes and closed them. He
found himself gazing trancelike up at the windows of a northern room on the second story, and to his



sudden worry, he saw the lurid glare of fire.

No, that could not happen. But within the same instant, he realized it was only the light of candles. The
flicker remained constant, and he merely wondered at it, wondered that those within would choose this
form of light.

The garden was thickening and closing up in the darkness. He would have to rouse himself if he wanted
to walk down along the fence and look back into the side yard. He wanted to do it, but the high northern
window held him. He saw now the shadow of a woman moving against the lace curtain. And through the
lace, he was able to make out a dingy flower pattern on the high corner of the wall.

Suddenly he looked down at his feet. The beer had fallen from his hand. It was foaming into the gutter.
Drunk, he thought, too drunk, you idiot, Michael. But it didn’t matter. On the contrary, he felt rather
powerful, and suddenly he blundered across the intersection, aware of his heavy and uneven steps, and
came to the front gate of the house.

He pushed his fingers through the iron webbing, staring at the dust and debris tossed about on the
peeling boards of the front porch. The camellias had grown into trees which towered over the railings.
And the flagstone path was covered over with leaves. He stuck his foot into the iron webbing. Easy
enough to jump this gate.

‘Hey, buddy, hey!”

Astonished, he turned to see the cab driver next to him, and how short he was when he wasn’t inside the
cab. Just a little man with a big nose, his eyes in shadow under the bill cap, like a troll of the oaks in this
heightened moment. ‘What are you trying to do? You lost your key?’

‘I don’t live here,” Michael said. ‘I don’t have a key.” And suddenly he laughed at the pure absurdity of
it. He felt giddy. The sweet breeze coming from the river was so luscious and the dark house was right
here in front of him, almost close enough for him to touch.

‘Come on, let me take you back to your hotel, you said the Pontchartrain? Right? I’ll help you get
upstairs to your room.’

‘Not so fast,” Michael said, ’just hang on a minute.” He turned and walked down the street, distracted
suddenly by the broken and uneven flagstones, pure purple, too, as he’d remembered. Was there nothing
that would be faded and disappointing? He wiped at his face. Tears. Then he turned and looked into the
side yard.

The crepe myrtles here had grown enormously. Their pale waxy trunks were now quite thick. And the
great stretch of lawn he remembered was sad with weeds now, and the old boxwood was growing wild
and unkempt. Nevertheless he loved it. Loved even the old trellis in the back, leaning under its burden of
tangled vines.

And that’s where the man always stood, he thought, as he made out the faraway crepe myrtle, the one
that went high up the wall of the neighboring house.

‘Where are you?’ he whispered. The visions hung thick over him suddenly. He felt himself fall forward
against the fence, and heard its iron tendons groan. A soft rustling came from the foliage on the other
side, just exactly to his right. He turned; movement in the leaves. Camellia blossoms, bruised and falling
on the soft earth. He knelt and reached through the fence and caught one of them, red, broken. Was the
cab driver talking to him?

‘It’s OK, buddy,” Michael said, looking at the broken camellia in his hand, trying the better to see it in
the gloom. Was that the gleam of a black shoe right in front of him, on the other side? Again came the
rustling. Why, he was staring at a man’s pant leg. Someone was standing only an inch away. He lost his
balance as he looked up. And as his knees struck the flagstones, he saw a figure looming over him,
peering through the fence at him, eyes catching only a spark of light. The figure appeared frozen, wide-
eyed, perilously close to him, and violently alert and focused upon him. A hand reached out, no more than
a streak of white in the shadows. Michael moved away on the flags, the alarm in him instinctive and
unquestioned. But now as he stared at the overgrown foliage, he realized that there was no one there.

The emptiness was as terrifying suddenly as the vanished figure. ‘God help me,” he whispered. His
heart was knocking against his ribs. And he could not get up. The cab driver tugged on his arm.

‘Come on, son, before a patrol car passes here!’

He was pulled, swaying dangerously, to his feet.

‘Did you see that?’ he whispered. ‘Christ almighty, that was the same man!” He stared at the cab driver.
‘I tell you it was the same man.’

‘I’m telling you, son, I gotta take you back to the hotel now. This is the Garden District, boy, don’t you
remember? You can’t go staggering drunk around here!’



Michael lost his footing again. He was going over. Heavily he backed off the flags into the grass, and
then turned, reaching out for the tree but there was no tree. Again the driver caught him. Then another
pair of hands steadied him. He spun round. If it was the man again, he was going screaming crazy.

But of all people, it was that Englishman, that white-haired fellow in the tweed suit who’d been on the
plane.

‘What the hell are you doing here?’ Michael whispered. But even through his drunkenness he caught
the man’s benign face, his reserved and refined demeanor.

‘I want to help you, Michael,” the man said, with the utmost gentleness. It was one of those rich and
limitlessly polite English voices. ‘I’d be so grateful if you’d allow me to take you back to the hotel.’

‘Yeah, that seems to be the appropriate course of action,” Michael said, keenly aware that he could
hardly make the words come out clear. He stared back at the garden, at the high facade of the house again,
now quite lost in the darkness, though the sky in bits and pieces beyond the oak branches still carried a
latent gleam. It seemed that the cab driver and the Englishman were talking together. It seemed the
Englishman was paying the fare.

Michael tried to reach into his pants pocket for his money clip, but his hand kept sliding right past the
cloth again and again. He moved away from the two men, falling forward and then against the fence once
more. Almost all the light was gone from the lawn now, from the distant encroaching shrubs. The trellis
and its weight of vines was a mere hooded shape in the night.

Yet beneath the farthest crepe myrtle, quite distinctly, Michael could make out a thin human shape. He
could see the pale oval of the man’s face, and to his disbelieving eye came clear the same stiff white
collar of the old days, the same silk tie at the throat.

Like a man right out of a novel. And he had seen these very same details only moments before in his
panic.

‘Come on, Michael, let me take you back,” said the Englishman.

‘First you have to tell me something,” Michael said. He was beginning to shake all over. ‘Look, tell me,
do you see that man?’

But now he saw only the various shades of darkness. And out of memory, there came his mother’s
voice, young and crisp and painfully immediate. ‘Michael, now you know there is no man there.’



CHAPTER EIGHT

After Michael left, Rowan sat on the western deck for hours, letting the sun warm her, and thinking in a
rather incoherent and sleepy way about all that had taken place. She was slightly shocked and bruised by
what had happened, rather deliciously bruised.

Nothing could efface the shame and guilt she felt for having burdened Michael with her doubts and her
grief. But this was of no real concern to her now.

One did not become a good neurosurgeon by dwelling for very long on one’s mistakes. The appropriate
thing, and the instinctive thing for Rowan, was to assess the error for what it was, consider how to avoid it
in the future, and then to go on from there.

And so she took stock of her aloneness, her sadness, the revelation of her own need, which had caused
her to fall into Michael’s arms, and she took stock also of the fact that Michael had enjoyed comforting
her, that it had drawn the two of them together, deeply coloring their new relationship in a wholly
unforeseen way.

Then she moved on to thinking about him.

Rowan had never loved a man of Michael’s age; she had never imagined the degree of selflessness and
simplicity which was evident in Michael’s most spontaneous words or gestures. She had been unprepared
for and quite enthralled by Michael’s mellowness of soul. As for his lovemaking, well, it was damn near
perfect. He liked it rough and tumble the way she did; rather like a rape from both sides, it seemed to her.
She wished they could do it again right now.

And for Rowan, who had so long kept her spiritual hungers and her physical hungers completely
separated, satisfying the first through medicine and the second through near anonymous bed partners, the
sudden convergence of the two in one good-hearted, intelligent, irresistibly huggable and charmingly
cheerful and handsome figure with a captivating combination of mysterious psychological and psychic
problems was just about more than she could handle. She shook her head, laughing softly to herself, then
sipping her coffee. ‘Dickens and Vivaldi,” she whispered aloud. ‘Oh, Michael, please come back to me.
Come back soon.” This was a gift from the sea, this man.

But what the hell was going to happen to him, even if he did come back right away? This idee fixe
about the visions and the house and the purpose was destroying him. And furthermore, she had the
distinct feeling that he wasn’t going to come back.

There wasn’t any doubt in her mind, as she sat half dreaming in the clear afternoon sun, that Michael
was drunk by now and that he would get drunker before he ever reached his mysterious house. It would
have been a lot better for him if she had gone with him, to look after him and to try to steady him through
the shocks of this trip.

In fact, it occurred to her now that she had abandoned Michael twice - once when she had given him up
too soon and too easily to the Coast Guard; and this morning, when she had let him go on to New Orleans
alone.

Of course no one would have expected her to go with him to New Orleans. But then nobody knew what
she felt for Michael, or what Michael had felt for her.

As for the nature of Michael’s visions, and she thought about these at length, she had no conclusive
opinion except that they could not be attributed to a physiological cause. And again, their particularity -
their eccentricity - startled her and frightened her somewhat. And there persisted in her a sense of
Michael’s dangerous innocence, his naivete, which seemed to her to be connected to his attitudes about
evil. He understood good better than he did evil.

Yet why, when they’d been driving over from San Francisco, did he ask her that curious question: had
she been trying to throw him some sort of warning?

He had seen Graham’s death when he touched her hand because she had been thinking of Graham’s
death. And the thought of it tortured her. But how could Michael construe this to be a deliberate warning?
Had he sensed something of which she was wholly unaware?

The longer she sat in the sun, the more she realized that she could not think clearly and that she could
not endure this longing for Michael, which was reaching the point of anguish.

She went upstairs to her room. She was just stepping into the shower when she thought of something.
She had forgotten completely to use a contraceptive with Michael. It wasn’t the first time in her life she
had been so stupid, but it was the first time in many years.

But it was done now, wasn’t it? She turned on the tap and stood back against the tile, letting the water
flood over her. Imagine having a child by him. But that was crazy. Rowan didn’t want babies. She had



never wanted babies. She thought again of that fetus in the laboratory, with all the wires and the tubes
connected to it. No, her destiny was to save lives, not to make them. So what did that mean? For two
weeks or so she’d be anxious; then when she knew she wasn’t pregnant, she’d be all right.

She was so sleepy when she came out of the shower that she was scarcely aware of what she was doing.
She found Michael’s discarded shirt by the bed, the one he’d taken off the night before. It was a blue
work shirt, starched and pressed as well as a dress shirt, which she had liked. She folded it neatly, and
then lay down with it in her arms as if it were a child’s favorite blanket or stuffed toy.

And there she slept for six hours.

When she awoke, she knew she could not stay alone in the house. It seemed Michael had left his warm
imprint on everything. She could hear the timbre of his voice, his laughter, see his enormous blue eyes
peering at her earnestly through the horn-rimmed glasses, feel his gloved fingers touching her nipples, her
cheek.

It was too early still to expect to hear from him, and now the house seemed all the more empty in the
aftermath of his warmth.

At once she called the hospital. Of course they needed her. It was Saturday night in San Francisco,
wasn’t it? The Emergency Rooms at San Francisco General had already overflowed. Accident victims
were pouring into the Trauma Center at University from a multicar crash on Highway 101, and there had
been several shootings in the Mission.

As soon as she arrived, there was a patient waiting for her in surgery, already intubated and
anesthetized, the victim of an attempted ax murder, who had lost a great deal of blood. The intern ran
through the history as Rowan scrubbed. Dr Simmons had already opened. She saw as soon as she entered
the ice-box-cold Operating Room that Dr Simmons was relieved that she had come.

She surveyed the scene carefully as she stretched out her arms to receive the sterile green gown and the
plastic gloves. Two of the best nurses on duty; one intern getting sick, the other powerfully excited by the
proceedings; the anesthetists not her favorites but adequate; Dr Simmons having done a good and tidy job
of things so far.

And there was the patient, the anonymous patient, mounted in a slump of a sitting position, head bowed,
the skull opened, the face and limbs hidden completely beneath layers and layers of green cotton drapery,
except for two naked, helpless feet.

She moved towards the head of the table, behind the slumped body, nodding to the few rapid words the
anesthetist spoke to her, and with her right foot she pressed down on the pedal that adjusted the giant
double surgical scope, bringing into focus the opened brain, its tissues held back by the shining metal
retractors.

‘What a god-awful mess,’ she whispered.

Soft, delicate laughter all around.

‘She knew you were coming in, Dr Mayfair,” said the older of the two nurses, ‘so she just told her
husband to go on and give her another whack with that ax.’

Rowan smiled behind her mask, her eyes crinkling. ‘What do you think, Dr Simmons?’ she asked. ‘Can
we clean up all this blood in here without sucking out too much of this lady’s brain?’

For five hours, she did not think of Michael at all.

It was two o’clock when she reached home. The house was dark and cold as she expected it to be when
she came in. But for the first time since Elite’s death she did not find herself brooding over Ellie. She
didn’t think uneasily and painfully of Graham.

No message on her machine from Michael. She was disappointed but not surprised. She h