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For June, who is the best of all New Faces,
and for Beverly -- The Queen of Al

Be regular and orderly in your life like a
bourgeoi s, so that you may be viol ent and
original in your work.

-- Fl aubert

Part One

"Look, Thomas, | know you've probably been asked this question a mllion
times before, but what was it really like to be Stephen Abbey's --"

"-- Son?" Ah, the eternal question. | recently told ny nother that ny
nane isn't Thomas Abbey, but rather Stephen Abbey's Son. This tinme | sighed

and pushed what was |eft of ny cheesecake around the plate. "It's very hard to
say. | just renenber himas being very friendly, very loving. Maybe he was
just stoned all the tine."

Her eyes |it up at that. | could alnost hear the sharp little wheels

clickety-clicking in her head. So he was_ an addict! And it cane straight
fromhis kid' s mouth. She tried to cover her delight by bei ng understandi ng
and giving me a way out if | wanted it.

"I guess, like everyone else, |'ve always read a | ot about him But you
never know if those articles are true or not, you know?"
| didn't feel like talking about it anynore. "Mst of the stories about

himare probably pretty true. The ones |'ve heard about or read are." Luckily
the waitress was passing, so | was able to nake a big thing out of getting the



bill, looking it over, paying it -- anything to stop the conversation

When we got outside, Decenber was still there and the cold air snelled
chemical, like a refinery or a tenth-grade chemistry class deep into the
secrets of stink. She slipped her armthrough mne. | |ooked at her and
snm |l ed. She was pretty -- short red hair, green eyes that were always wi de
with a kind of happy astoni shnent, a nice body. So | couldn't help smling
then too, and for the first tine that night I was glad she was there with ne.

The wal k fromthe restaurant to the school was just a little under two
mles, but she insisted on our hiking it both ways. Over would build up our
appetites, back would work off what we'd eaten. Wen | asked her if she
chopped her own wood, she didn't even crack a snmile. My sense of hunor has
of ten been | ost on people.

By the time we got back to the school we were pretty chumry. She hadn't
asked any nore questions about ny old man and had spent nost of the tine
telling me a funny story about her gay uncle in Florida.

W got back to Founder's Hall, a nasterpiece of neo-Nazi architecture,
and | saw that | had stopped us on the school crest laid into the floor. Her
armtightened in mne when she noticed this, and | thought | might as well ask
then as anytine.

"Wuld you like to see ny masks?"

She giggled a giggle that sounded |ike water draining froma sink. Then
she shook her finger at me in a no-no-naughty-boy! way.

"You don't rmean your etchings, do you?"

| had hoped that she mi ght he hal f-human, but this dirty little Betty
Boop routine popped that balloon. Wy couldn't a wonan be marvel ous for once?
Not w nky, not |iberated, not vacuous

"No, really, you see, | have this nmask collection, and --"
She squeezed nme again and cut off the circulation in ny upper arm
"I'"mjust kidding, Thomas. 1'd love to see it."

Like all tight-fisted New Engl and prep schools, the apartnents that they
gave their teachers, especially single teachers, were awful. Mne had a tiny
hal | way, a study that was painted yell ow once but forgot, a bedroom and a
kitchen so old and fragile that | never once thought of cooking there because
| had to pay all of the repair costs.

But | had sprung for a gallon of sone top-of-the-Iine house paint so
that at least the wall that the collection was on would have a little dignity.

The only outside door to the place opened onto the hallway, so comng in
with her was okay. | was nervous, but | was dying to see how she'd react. She
was cuddl i ng and cooing the whole time, but then we went around the corner
into ny bed-1iving room

"Ch, my God!_ Wha . . . ? Wiere did you get . . . ?" Her voice trailed
off intolittle puffs of snbke as she went up to take a closer |ook. "Were
did you get, uh, hinP"

"In Austria. Isn't it a great one?" Rudy the Farmer was brown and tan
and beautifully carved in an al nost offhand way that added to his rough
pi ggy-fat, drunken face. He gl eaned too, because | had been experinmenting that
morning with a new kind of linseed oil that hadn't dried yet.

"But it's . . . it's alnost real. He's shining!"

At that point ny hopes went up up up. Was she awed? If so, |I'd forgive
her. Not many peopl e had been awed by the masks. They got many points from ne
when they were.

| didn't m nd when she reached out to touch sone of them as she noved
on. | even liked her choice of which ones to touch. The Water Buffal o,
Pierrot, the _Kranpus_.

"I started buying themwhen I was in college. Wien ny father died, he
left ne sone noney, so | took a trip to Europe.” | went over to the Marquesa
and touched her pink-peach chin softly. "This one, the Marquesa, | sawin a
little side-street store in Madrid. She was the first one | bought.”

My Marquesa with her tortoi seshell conbs, her too-white and too-big
teeth that had been smiling at me for al nost eight years. The Marquesa.



"And what's that one?"

"That's a death mask of John Keats."

"A death mask?"

"Yes. Sometines when fanous people die, they' Il make a nold of their
faces before they bury them Then they cast copies . . ." | stopped talking
when she looked at me as if | were Charles Manson

"But they're just so _creepy! _How can you sleep in here with then?
Don't they scare you?"

"No nore than you do, my dear."

That was that. Five minutes |ater she was gone and | was putting sonme of
the linseed oil on another mask.

My father used to say whenever he finished naking a nmovie that he'd
never do it again as long as he lived. But |ike npbst of the other things he
said, it was bullshit, because after a few weeks of rest and a fat deal cooked
up for himby his agent, he'd go back under the lights for a forty-third
triunphant return.

After four years of teaching | was saying the same thing. | had had ny
fill of grading papers, faculty meetings, and coachi ng ninth-grade intranura
basketball. There was enough noney fromny inheritance to do what | wanted,
but to he honest, | had no real idea of what to do instead. Correction: | had
a very specific idea, but it was a pipe dream | wasn't a witer, | didn't
know the first thing about doing research, and | hadn't even read all the
things that he'd witten -- not that there were that many of them

My dreamwas to wite a biography of Marshall France, the very
nmysterious, very wonderful author of the greatest children's books in the
wor | d. Books like _The Land of Laughs_ and _The Pool of Stars_ that had hel ped
me to keep ny sanity on and off throughout ny thirty years.

That was the one wonderful thing that ny father did for me. On nmy ninth
birthday -- nmomentous day! -- he gave me a little red car with a real engine
init that | instantly hated, a baseball that was signed "From Your Daddy's
Nurmber One Fan, M ckey Mantle," and as an afterthought |I'm sure, the
Shaver - Lanbert edition of _The Land of Laughs_ with the Van Walt
illustrations. | still have it.

| sat in the car because | knew that was what ny father wanted nme to do
and read the book fromcover to cover for the first time. Wien | refused to
put it down after a year, ny nother threatened to call Dr. Kintner, ny
hundr ed-dol | ar-a-mi nute analyst, and tell himthat | wasn't "cooperating." As
al ways in those days, | ignored her and turned the page.

"The Land of Laughs was lit by eyes that saw the lights that no one's
seen. "

| expected everyone in the world to knowthat line. | sang it constantly
to nyself in that lowintimte voice that children use to talk-sing to
t hensel ves when they' re al one and happy.

Since | never had any need for pink bunnies or stuffed doggies to ward
of f ni ght spooks or kid gobblers, ny nother finally allowed me to carry the
book around with me. | think she was hurt because | never asked her to read it
to ne. But by then | was so selfish about _The Land of Laughs_ that | didn't
even want to share it with sonmeone el se's voice



| secretly wote France a letter, the only fan letter I've ever witten,
and was ecstatic when he wote back.

Dear Thonas,
The eyes that |ight The Land of Laughs
See you and wi nk their thanks.

Your friend,

Marshal | France

| had the letter framed when | was in prep school and still |ooked at it
when | needed a shot of peace of mnd. The handwiting was a kind of spidery
italic with the Y's and the G s dropping far below the line, and many of the
letters of the words weren't connected. The envel ope was post marked Gal en
M ssouri, which is where France lived for nost of his life.

| knew little things like that about him | couldn't resist sone amateur
sleuthing. He died of a heart attack at forty-four, was married, and had a
daught er named Anna. He hated publicity, and after the success of his book
_The Green Dog's Sorrow_, he pretty nmuch di sappeared fromthe face of the
earth. A magazine did an article on himthat had a picture of his house in
Galen. It was one of those great old Victorian nonsters that had been pl opped
down on an average little street in the mddle of Mddle Anerica. \Wenever
saw houses like that, |I remenbered ny father's novie where the guy came hone
fromthe war, only to be killed by cancer at the end. Since npbst of the action
seened to take place in the living roomand on the front porch, ny father

called the novie Cancer House . It nmade a fortune and be was noninated for
anot her GCscar.
In February, the nmonth when suicide al ways | ooks good to ne, | taught a

class in Poe that helped ne to decide at least to apply for a | eave of absence
for the following fall before something dangerous happened to ny brain. A
normal | unkhead naned Davis Bell was supposed to give a report to the class on
"The Fall of the House of Usher." He got up in front of us and said this.
quote. " 'The Fall of the House of Usher,' by Edgar Allan Poe, who was an

al coholic and married his younger cousin.” _|I_had told themall that severa
days before in hopes of stimulating their curiosity. To continue. ". . .
married his younger cousin. This house, or | nean this story, is about this
house of ushers . "

"Who fall?" | pronpted him at the risk of giving the plot away to his
cl assmates, who hadn't read the story either

"Yeah, who fall."

Tine to | eave

Grant ham gave me the news that ny application had been approved. As
al ways, snelling of coffee and farts, he hung his arm across ny shoul der, and
pushing ne toward the door, asked what | was going to do with nmy "little
vacation."

"I was thinking of witing a book." | didn't [ook at himbecause | was
afraid his expression would be the same 1'd have if someone |ike me had just
said that he was going to wite a book

"That's great, Tom A biography of your dad, maybe?" He put a finger to
his bps and | ooked dramatically fromside to side as if the walls were

listening. "Don't worry about me. | won't tell a soul, | prom se. Those things
are very in these days, you know. What it was really like on the inside, and
all that. Don't forget, though, that 1'll want an autographed copy when it
cones out."

It was really time to | eave.

The rest of the winter trimester passed quickly, and Easter break cane
al nrost too soon. Over the holiday | was tenpted to back out of the whole thing
several times, because leaping into the unknown with a project | didn't even
know how to begin, much | ess conplete, was not at all inspiring. But they'd



hired my replacenent, |1'd bought a new little station wagon for the trip out
to Galen, and the students certainly weren't pulling on ny coattails to stay.
So | thought that no matter what happened, getting away fromthe |ikes of
Davis Bell and Farts G ant ham woul d do nme good.

Then some strange things happened.

| was browsing through a rare-book store one afternoon when | saw on the
sal es desk the Alexa edition of France's _Peach Shadows_ with the original Van
Walt illustrations. The book had been out of print for years for sonme reason
and | hadn't read it.

| staggered over to the desk and, after w ping my hands on ny pants,
picked it up reverently. | noticed a troll who | ooked as if he had been di pped
in talcum powder watching me fromthe corner of the store.

"Isn't that a superb copy? Someone wal ked right in out of the blue and
pl unked it down on the desk." He had a Southern accent and rem nded ne of sone
character who lives with his dead nmama in a rotting mansi on and sl eeps under a
nosquito net.

"Its great. How nuch is it?"

"Ch, well, you see, it's already sold. It's a rare one. Do you know why
it's not around anynore? Because Marshall France didn't like it and refused to
let themreprint after a certain tinme. Now, he was a strangey, that M.
France."

"Could you tell nme who bought it?"

"No, |'ve never seen her before, but you're in luck, because she said
she'd he in to pick it up" -- he |ooked at his wistwatch, which I noticed was
a gold Cartier -- "around now, eleven or so, she said."

She. | had to have that book, and she was going to sell it to nme, no
matter what the cost. | asked himif |I could look at it until she canme, and he
said that he didn't see why not.

As with everything Marshall France had witten, | fell into the book and
left the world for a while. The words! "The plates hated the silver, who in
turn hated the gl asses. They sang cruel songs at each other. Ping. d ank
Tink. This kind of neanness three tines a day." The way all of the characters
were so conpletely new, but once you'd net them you wondered how you'd ever
gotten along without themin your life. Like the last pieces in a jigsaw
puzzle that go right in the mddle.

| finished and quickly went back to passages that |1'd particularly
liked. There were a lot of them so when | heard the bell over the front door
ring and someone cone in, | tried to ignore whoever it was. If it was she, it
could end up that she wouldn't sell it and | woul dn't have another chance to
see the book again, so | wanted to eat as nmuch of it as | could before the big
showdown.

For a couple of years | collected fountain pens. Once when | was at a
flea market in France | was wal king around and saw a man in front of me pick
up a pen froma seller's table and ook at it. | sawinmrediately fromthe
white six-pointed star on its cap that it was a Mntblanc. An ol d Mntblanc. |
stopped in ny tracks and started a chant inside of me: PUT I T DOAN, DON T BUY
IT! But it did no good -- the guy kept |ooking nore and nore intently at it.
Then | wanted himto die right there on the spot so that | could pull it out
of his lax hand and buy it nyself. H's back was still to nme, but ny | oathing
was so intense that it nust have pierced hi msonmehow, because all of a sudden
he put the pen down, |ooked fearfully over his shoul der at me, and scurried
away.

The first thing that | saw when | | ooked up fromthe France book was a
nice denimskirted fanny. It had to be her. PUT IT DOAN, DON T BUY IT! | tried
to cut my | ook straight through the denimand skin underneath all the way to
her soul, wherever it was. GO AWAY, LADY! | WHAMW YOU TO GO AVAY AND LEAVE
THI S BOOKX HERE HERE HERE

"The gentl eman over there is looking at it. |I didn't think that you'd
m nd. "

| suddenly had this wild romantic hope that she would be | ovely and



smling. Lovely and sniling because she had the world's best taste in books.
But she was neither. The smile was only partly there -- a little confusion and
begi nni ng anger nixed together -- and her face was pretty/plain. A clean
healthy face that was raised on a farmor out in the country somepl ace, but
never in the sun that much. Straight brown hair but for a small upward flip
when it reached her shoulders, as if it were afraid to touch them A sprinkle
of light, light freckles, straight nose, w de-set eyes. Mire plain than pretty
the nore you | ooked at her, but the word "heal thy" kept going through ny nind.

"I wish you hadn't."

| didn't know which one of us she was talking to. But then she marched
over and pulled it out of ny hand |ike ny nother catching ne with a dirty
magazi ne. She brushed the |ight-green cover twice, and only then did she | ook
directly at ne. She had thin, rust-colored eyebrows that curved up at the
ends, so that even when she was frowning she didn't | ook too nad

The deal er came danci ng up and whi sked nmy bel oved out of her hands with
a "May 1?" and noved back behind the desk, where he started wapping it in
bei ge ti ssue paper. "I've been right here on this corner for twelve years, and
sonmetines |'ve had quite a few Frances, but usually it's a drought with him
just an absolute desert drought. Certainly _Land of Laughs_ in the first
edition is easy enough to find, because he was so popul ar by then, but _The
Green Dog's Sorrow_in a first or any edition is as hard to find as the
Hydra's teeth. Say, listen, | think | have a _Land of _ in the back of the
store if either of you'd be interested.” He | ooked at us, eyes atw nkle, but I
already had a first that I'd paid a fortune for in New York, and nmy opponent
was di ggi ng around for sonmething in her handbag, so he shrugged off the No

Sal e and went back to wapping. "That'll be thirty-five dollars, Ms. Gardner."
Thirty-fivel! | would have paid . . . "Uh, Ms. Gardner? Unh, would you be
willing to sell the book to me for a hundred? | nean, | can pay you right now

for it, cash.”

The guy was standi ng behind her when he heard ny price, and | saw his
lips nove up and down |ike two snakes in pain.

"A hundred dollars? You' d pay a hundred dollars for this?"

It was the only France book that | didn't have, much less in the first
edition, but sonehow the tone of her voice nmade nme feel dirty-rich. But only
for a noment, only for a nonent. Wen it cane to Marshall France, 1'd be dirty
all day, so long as |I could have the book. "Yes. WIIl you sell it?"

"I"'mreally not one to interfere, Ms. Gardner, but one hundred dollars
is quite an extraordinary price even for this France."

If she was tenpted and if the book neant as nmuch to her as it did to ne,

then she was feeling pain. | alnpst felt sorry for her in a way. Finally she
| ooked at ne as if |1'd done something nasty to her. | knew she was going to
say yes to ny offer and di sappoint herself.

"There's a color Xerox machine in town. | want to have it copied first,
then 1'1l . . . then I'Il sell it to you. You can cone over and pick it up
tomorrow night. | live at 189 Broadway, the second floor. Cone at . . . |
don't know . . . Conme at eight."

She paid for it and left wi thout saying anything nmore to either of us.
When she was gone, the man read the little slip that had been in the book and
told me that her nane was Saxony Gardner and that besi des Marshall France
books she'd told himto keep an eye out for any ol d books on puppets.

She lived in a section of town where you rolled your windows up in the
car as soon as you drove into it. Her apartnment was in a house that nust have
once been pretty snazzy -- lots of gingerbread and a big confortabl e porch
t hat w apped around the whole front of the place. But now all that it |ooked
out on was the singed skeleton of a Corvair that had been stripped of
everything but the rearview mrror. An old black guy wearing a hooded gray
sweatshirt was sitting in a rocking chair on the porch, and because it was
dark, it took me a nonent to see that he had a black cat on his lap

"Howdy doody, partner."

"Hi . Does Saxony Gardner |ive here?"



I nstead of answering nmy question, he brought the cat up to his face and
crooned, "Cat-cat-cat" to it, or at it, or sonmething. | don't like animals too
nmuch.

"Uh, I'msorry, but could you tell_ne if --"

"Yes. Here | am" The screen door swung open and there she was. She
wal ked over to the old man and touched himon the top of his head with her
thumb. "It's tinme for bed, Uncle Leonard."

He smiled and handed her the cat. She watched himgo and then vaguely
notioned me to his chair with a wave of her hand.

"Everyone calls himuUncle. He's a nice nan. He and his wife live on the
first floor, and | have the second."” She had sonethi ng under her arm which

after a while she took out and shoved at ne. "Here's the book. | never would
have sold it to you if | didn't need the noney. You probably don't care about
that, but | just wanted to tell you. | sort of hate you and amgrateful to you

at the sane tinme." She began to smile, but then she stopped and ran her hand
through her hair. It was a funny trait that was hard to get used to at first
-- she rarely did nore than one thing at a tine. If she smled at you, then
her hands were still. If she wanted to brush the hair away from her face, she
stopped smiling until she'd brushed.

After | had the book I noticed that it had been neatly rewapped in a
pi ece of paper that nmust have been a copy of some old handwitten sheet nusic.
It was a nice touch, but all | wanted to do was tear it off and begin readi ng
t he book again. | knew that'd be rude, but | was thinking about howl'd do it
when | got honme. Gind sone beans in the Mulinex, nmake a fresh pot of coffee,
then settle in the big chair by the window with the good reading |ight

"I know it's none of my business, but why on earth would you pay a
hundred dollars for that book?"

How do you expl ain an obsession? "Wiy would you pay thirty-five? From
everything you' ve said so far, you can't afford _that_."

She pushed of f the post she'd been | eaning on and stuck her chin out,
tough-guy style. "How do you know what | can afford and what | can't? | don't
have to sell it to you, you know. | haven't taken your noney yet or anything."

| got up fromLeonard' s tired chair and dug into ny pocket for the fresh
hundred-dollar bill | always carry hidden in a secret conpartnent of ny
wal let. | didn't need her, and vice versa, and besides, it was getting cold
and | wanted to be out of that nei ghborhood before the jungle war druns and
tri bal danci ng began on the hood of the Corvair. "l've, uh, really got to go.
So here's the noney, and |I'mvery sorry if | was rude to you."

"You were. Whuld you like a cup of tea?"

| kept flashing the snappy new bill at her, but she wouldn't take it. |
shrugged again and said okay to the tea, and she led me into the House of
Usher.

A three-watt brown-yellow bug Iight burned in the hall outside what |
took to be Uncle Leonard's door. | had expected the place to snell like |ow
tide, but it didn't. In fact it snelled sweet and exotic; | was sure it was
some kind of incense. There was a staircase just past the light. It turned out
to be so steep that | thought it mght lead to the base canp on El Capitan
but | finally made it up in time to see her going through a door, saying
somet hi ng over her shoulder that | didn't catch

What she probably said was watch your head, because the first thing
did when | wal ked t hrough her door was wap nyself in a thousand-stringed
spi derweb, which gave ne a mnor heart attack. It turned out to be puppet
strings, or | should say one of the puppets' strings, because they were
hangi ng all around the roomin elaborately different macabre poses that
rem nded nme of any nunber of dreams |'d had.

"Just please don't call them puppets. They're all narionettes. Wat kind
of tea would you like, apple or chamonile?"

The nice snmell cane fromher apartment, and it was incense. | saw
several sticks burning in alittle earthenware bow full of fine white sand on
her coffee table. There were also a couple of strange, brightly col ored rocks



on it and what | assuned to be the head of one of the narionettes. | had it in
nmy hand and was checking it out when she cane back into the roomwith the tea
and a | oaf of banana bread she'd baked.

"Do you know anyt hi ng about then? That one's a copy of the evil spirit
Natt fromthe Burnese Marionette Theater."

"I's that what you do for a living?" |I swept the roomw th ny hand and
al nost dropped Natt on the banana bread.

"Yes, or | did until | got sick. Do you take honey or sugar in your
tea?" She didn't say "sick" like |I was supposed to ask what kind of sick, or

was she feeling better now?

After | drank what had to be the foul est cup of hot liquid I've ever
consumed -- apple or chanonile? -- she took ne on a guided tour of the room
She tal ked about |Ivo Puhonny and Tony Sarg, Wajang figures and Bunraku, as if
we were all best friends. But | |iked the excitenment in her voice and the
incredible sinmlarity between sone of the puppet faces and ny masks.

When we were sitting down again and | |iked her about a hundred tines
nore than at first, she said she had sonmething to show me that I'd Iike. She
went into another room and came back with a framed photograph. | had seen only
one picture of France before, so | didn't recognize this one until | saw his
signature in the | ower-Ileft-hand corner

"Holy Christ! Were' d you get this?"

She took it back and | ooked at it carefully. Wen she spoke again her
voi ce was slow and quiet. "When | was little | was playing with sonme kids near
a pile of burning | eaves. Sonehow | tripped and fell into it, and the burns on
nmy legs were so bad that | had to be in the hospital for a year. My nother
brought nme his books and | read themuntil the covers cane off. Marshall
France books, and books on puppets and marionettes."

| wondered then for the first tine if France really appealed only to
wei rdos |ike us: puppet-obsessed little girls in hospitals and
anal yzed-si nce-five boys whose fathers' shadows were stronger than the kids'.

"But where did you get this? |I've seen only one picture of him and that
was when he was young, the one w thout his beard."

"You mean the one in _Time_ nmagazi ne?" She | ooked at hers again. "You
know when | asked you why you'd be willing to spend so much noney for _Peach
Shadows_? Well, do you know how much | spent for this thing? Fifty dollars.
I"mone to tal k, huh?"

She | ooked at me and swall owed so hard that | heard the _grunph_ in her
throat. "Do you |l ove his books as much as | do? | nmean . . . having to give
this to you actually nmakes me al nost sick to my stomach. |'ve been searching
for a copy for years." She touched her forehead and then ran her fingertips
down the side of her pale face. "Maybe you should take it now and just go."

| shot up off the couch and put the noney on the table. Before | left, |
wrote ny nane and address on a slip of paper. | handed it to her and jokingly
said that she could cone and visit the book whenever she wanted. Fateful
deci si on.

About a week later | stayed up one night to get sone readi ng done. For
once it was nice to be in ny mouse-hol e apartnment because one of those wi nter
stornms was bl owi ng outside that go back and forth between nean, hard rain and
wet snow. But |'ve always |iked the changes in Connecticut weather after



having lived in California, where every day is the sunny sane.
Around ten o' clock the doorbell rang and | got up, thinking sone cl own

had probably torn a sink off the wall in the boys' bathroomor thrown his
roommate out the window. Living in the dormtory of a boarding school is maybe
the third or fourth circle of hell. | opened the door with a halfhearted snarl

ready on ny |ips.

She was wearing a black poncho that hooded her head and then went all
the way down to her knees. She renmi nded me of an Inquisition priest, except
that her robe was rubber

"I came to visit. Do you mind? | brought some things to show you."

"Great, great, cone on in. | was wondering why _Peach Shadows_ was so
excited today."

She was in the midst of pulling the hood off her head when | said that.
She stopped and smiled up at me. It was the first tine | realized how short
she was. Against the black, rain-shiny poncho, her face gl owed wet white. A
ki nd of strange pink-white, but nice and sort of babylike at the sanme tine. |
hung up the dripping coat and pointed her toward the living room At the | ast
nmonent | remenbered her puppets and that she hadn't seen my masks yet. |
t hought about the | ast woman who'd cone to see them

Saxony took a couple of steps into the roomand stopped. | was behind
her, so | didn't get to see the first expression on her face. | wish | had.
After several seconds she noved toward them | stood in the doorway wondering

what she woul d say, wondering which ones she'd want to touch or take down off
the wal |

None of them She spent a long tinme | ooking, and at one point reached
out to touch the red Mexican devil with the great blue snake w nding down his
nose and into his nouth, but her hand stopped hal fway and fell to her side.

Still with her back to ne, she said, "I know who you are."

| leveled one of my best smirks at her |ower back. "You know who | anf?
You nean you know who ny father is. It's no big secret. Turn on the television
any night to _The Late Show_ ."

She turned around and slid her hands into the little patch pockets of
t he sane bl ue denimdress she'd worn in the bookstore that day. "Your father?
No, | nean you. | know who you are. | called the school the other day and
asked about you. | told them!|l was froma newspaper and was doing a story
about your famly. Then | went to an old _Wo's Wio_ and sone ot her books and
| ooked up things about you and your famly." She two-fingered a little square
of paper out of her pocket and unfolded it. "You're thirty and you had a
brother, Max, and a sister, Nicolle, who were both ol der than you. They were
killed in the same plane crash with your father. Your mother lives in
Litchfield, Connecticut."

| was stunned both by the facts and by her chutzpah in so calmy
adm tting what she'd been doi ng.

"The school secretary said that you went to Franklin and Marshal
Col I ege and graduated in 1971. You've taught here for four years, and one of
the kids in your American literature class that | talked to said that you're
"all right' quote-unquote as a teacher." She folded the paper up again and
slid it back into her pocket.

"So what's with the investigation? Am| under suspicion?"

She kept her hand in her pocket. "I like to know about people.™

"Yeah? And?"

"And not hi ng. When you were willing to pay all that noney for a book on
Marshal | France, | wanted to know nore about you, that's all."

"I"'mnot used to people getting up dossiers on ne, you know. "

"Why are you quitting your job?"

"I"'mnot quitting. It's called a | eave of absence, J. Edgar. Wat's it
to you, anyway?"

"Look at what | brought to show you." She reached behind her and pulled
somet hing out from beneath her gray pull over sweater. Her voice was very
excited as she handed it to ne, "I knew it existed but | never thought I'd be



| ucky enough to find a copy. | think only a thousand of them were printed.
found it at the Gothamin New York. | had been hunting for it all over for
years."

It was a small, very thin book printed on beautifully thick
rough-textured paper. Fromthe illustration on the cover (a Van Walt, as
al ways), | knew that it was something by France, but | had no idea what. It
was titled _The N ght Races into Anna_, and what first surprised ne was that
unlike all of his other books, the only illustration was the one on the cover.
A sinpl e black-and-white pen-and-ink of a little girl in farmer's overalls
wal king toward a railroad station at sunset.

"lI've never even heard of this. What . . . when was it done?"

"You didn't? Really? You've never . . . ?" She gently pulled it out of
nmy greedy hands and brushed her fingers across the cover, as if reading
braille. "It was the novel he was working on when he died. Isn't that
i ncredi bl e? A novel by Mrshall France! He even supposedly finished it, but
hi s daughter, Anna, won't release it. This" -- her voice was angry, and she
st abbed her finger accusingly at it -- "is the only part anyone's ever seen

It's not a children's book. You al nost can't believe that he wote it, because
it's so different fromhis other things. It's so eerie and sad."

| slid it back out of her hand and opened it gently.

"It's only the first chapter, you see, but even so, it's really long --
al nost forty pages.”

"Do you, uh, do you mind if I sort of look at it alone for a m nute?"

She smled nicely and nodded. Wen | | ooked up again, she was coning
into the roomwith a tray | oaded down with cups, nmy brass tea kettle puffing
steam and all of the English nuffins I'd planned to eat the next two nornings
for breakfast.

She put the tray on the floor. "Do you m nd ahout these? | haven't eaten

anything all day, and |I'mstarved. | saw themin there. "
| closed the book and sat back in ny chair. | watched her devour ny
muf fins. | couldn't help smling. Then without knowi ng how or why, | blurted

out ny plan about the France bi ography.

I knew that if | talked to anyone before | began this book it should be
her, but when | finished | was enbarrassed by all of ny enthusiasm | got up
and wal ked to the mask wall and pretended to strai ghten the Mrquesa.

She didn't say anything and she didn't say anything, and finally I
turned fromthe wall and | ooked at her. But her eyes slid away from m ne, and
for the first time since we net, she spoke without |ooking at ne. "Could

hel p you? I could do your research for you. | did it for one of ny professors
in college, but this would be so nmuch better, because it'd he I ooking into
_his_life. _Marshall France's_. 1'd do it really cheaply. Really. M nimum
wage -- what is it now, two dollars an hour?"

Uh-oh. A very nice girl, as ny nother used to say when she introduced ne
to another of her "finds," but | didn't need or want anybody hel ping me on
this, even if she knew a | ot nore about France than | did. If | was really
going to go through with it, then | didn't want to have to worry about someone
el se, especially a woman who struck ne as potentially bossy or selfish or
worst of all, nmoody. Yes, she had her good points, but it was just the wong
pl ace at the wong tine. Sooo, | hmmid and haaa'd and ni bbl ed around the
edges, and it wasn't | ong before she got the point, thank God.

"You're basically saying no."

"I . . . basically . . . You're right."

She | ooked at the floor and crossed her arnms over her chest. "I see."

She stayed there for a mnute, then turned on her heel, and picking up
the France book, made for the front door

"Hey, |ook, you don't have to go." | had this terrible picture in ny
m nd of her slipping that book back up under her sweater. The thought of that
wool en bul ge broke ny heart.

Her arns were spread high to let the still-wet poncho slide down onto
them For a nonent she | ooked |ike a rubber Bela Lugosi. In fact, she kept her



arms up |like that when she spoke.

"I think you're making a really big mstake if you're serious about
doing this book. | truly think that I could help you."

"I know what . . . uh, I . . ."

"I mean, | could really _help_you. |I don't see at all . . . Ch, forget
it." She opened the door and closed it very quietly behind her

A couple of days later | cane back to ny place after a class and found a
note stuck to the door. The witing was in thick Magic Marker, and | didn't
recogni ze it at all.

['M GO NG TO DO TH' S ANYWAY. | T HAS NOTHI NG TO DO W TH YOU. CALL ME WHEN
YOU CGET | N#####| ' VE FOUND SOVE GOOD STUFF. SAXONY GARDNER

Al | needed was for one of my goody students to read that note and
instantly interpret "stuff" as "dope" and start to spread the word about old
M. Abbey's behind-the-cl osed-door follies. | didn't even know Saxony's

t el ephone nunber and | wasn't about to look it up. But she called ne that
ni ght and sounded angry the whole time we talked.

"I know you don't want ne in on this, Thomas, but you should have call ed
anyway. | was in the library a long time getting all of this for you."

"Real ly? Well, | really appreciate that. | nean, | do!"

"Then you'd better get a pencil and paper for this, because there's
quite a lot."

"Go ahead. | have one here." Watever her reasons for doing it, | had no
intention of turning off Radio Free Information
"Ckay. First of all, his name wasn't really France -- it was Frank. He

was born Martin Em| Frank in Rattenberg, Austria, in 1922. Rattenberg is a
l[ittle town about forty nmiles fromlnnsbruck, in the nountains. Hs father's
name was David, his nother's nanme was Hannah, with an H."

"Wait a minute. Go ahead."

"He had an ol der brother, |saac, who died at Dachau in 1944."

"They were Jew sh?"

"There's no question about it. France arrived in Anerica in 1938 and
noved to Galen, Mssouri, sonetinme after that."

"Why Gal en? Did you find out?"

"No, but I"'mstill looking. I like this stuff. It's fun working in the
library and trying to pull out things on soneone you |ove."

After she hung up | stood there holding the receiver and then scratched
my head with it. | didn't know whether | felt good or bad about the fact that
she'd call again when she found out nore.

According to her (a couple of days later), France went to Gal en because
his Uncle Otto owned a little printing business out there. But before he went
west, our man lived in New York for a year and a half. For some reason she
couldn't discover what he did there. She got a little nutty about it, and her
calls got angrier and angrier.

"I can't find it. Ooo, it drives me crazy!"

"Take it easy, Sax. The way you' ve been diggi ng around, you will."

"Ch, don't patronize nme, Thomas. You sound just |like your father in that
nmovie | saw last night. A d James Vandenberg, good-hearted farner."

My eyes narrowed and | tightened ny grip on the phone. "Look, Saxony,
you don't have to be insulting.”

"I"'mnot . . . I"'msorry." She hung up. | called her right back but she
didn't answer. | wondered if she'd called fromsone little phone booth out in
the m ddl e of nowhere. That thought nade ne feel so sorry for her that | went
down to a florist and bought her a Japanese bonsai tree. | nmade sure that she
wasn't home before I left it in front of her apartment door

| thought that it was tine | did sonething for a change instead of
letting her do all the chasing around, so when the school had a | ong weekend

at the end of April, | decided to go down to New York to talk to France's
publ i sher about doing the biography. | didn't tell her that | was going unti
the night before I left, and then she was the one who called, all agl ow.

"Thomas? | found it! | found out what he did in New York when he |ived



there!™”

"Great! What?"

"Are you ready for this? He worked for an Italian undertaker naned
Lucente. He was his assistant or sonething. It didn't say what he did for him
t hough. "

"That's pleasant. But do you renenber that scene in _Land of Laughs_
when the Moon Jester and Lady G| die? He'd have to know sonet hi ng about death
to have witten that part."

| always have the same feeling when | go to New York. There was a bad
j oke about a nman who nmarried a beautiful wonman and couldn't wait for the
weddi ng night to get to her. But then when the tine cane, she pulled a bl ond
wi g off her bald head, unscrewed her wooden |l eg, and took the fal se teeth out

that made her smle so alluring. She turned to himcoyly and said, "I'mready
now, darling." That's me and New York. \Wenever | conme into the place -- be it
in a plane, train, or car -- | can't wait to get there. The Big Apple! Shows!
Museuns! Bookstores! The Mst Beautiful Wnen in the World! It's all there and
has been waiting for ne all this time. | zoomout of the train and there's
_Grand Central Station_ or _Port Authority_ or _Kennedy Airport_ -- the heart
of it all. And ny heart's doing a conga: Look at the speed! The wonen! | |ove

it! Everything! But that's where the trouble begins, because everything

i ncl udes the bumwobbling into a corner to vomt and an obnoxi ous
fourteen-year-old Puerto Rican kid on transparent rocket-ship high heels
asking (threatening) nme for a dollar. On and on and on. There's no need to

el aborate on it, but | never seemto get it through ny head about the place
because every tinme | cone, | hal f-expect to see Frank Sinatra cone danci ng by
me in a sailor suit, singing "New York, New York." And in fact a man who

| ooked vaguely like Sinatra did dance by me once in Grand Central. Danced
right by and started to pee on the wall.

So now |'ve got it down to a science. | get off the train in high
spirits. Then until the first terrible thing happens |I'mgreat and | oving
every mnute of the place. As soon as the terrible arrives, | let all of ny

hat e and di sappoi ntment cone flying out of nme, and then | go on about ny
busi ness.

This time it was a cabdriver. | flagged hi mdown when | got out of the
station and gave himthe Fifth Avenue address of the publisher

"Parade on Fift' tudday."

"Yes? So?" Hi s license card said that his nane was Franklin Tuto. |
wonder ed how he pronounced it.

| saw his eyes in the rearview mrror sizing me up. "So | gotta go down
Park."

"Ch, that's all right. Excuse me, but do you pronounce your | ast namne
Toot-o0 or Tut-o?"

H's eyes were in the mirror instantly, drawing a head on ne before he
answered this dangerous question

"What's it to you, hey?"

"Nothing. | was just interested.” Fool that I am | thought I'd try to
be funny. "I thought you might be related to the Egyptian Tuts."

"Li ke hell you did. You were checking me out, weren't you?" He grabbed



hold of the bill of his checkered golf cap and pulled it around and down
farther onto his head.

"No, no, you see, | saw your nane there on the card --"

"You' re another inspector! God _damm_ you guys! | got the friggin'
renewal already, so what the hell else do you want from ne, blood?" He pulled
over to the curb and told ne that he didn't want me in his fucking cab -- that

I could fucking suspend himif | wanted, but that he was sick of "us guys." So
we all got out of his cab, waved good-bye to Franklin Tuto as he screeched
away, and sighing, hail ed another.

The pilot of this one was naned Kodel Sweet. |I'ma great one for reading
t he nanes of cabdrivers. Scenery usually bores ne. He had on one of those
funky bl ack velvet hats that | ook |ike sonething fell out of the sky onto his
head and decided to stay. For better or worse he didn't say anything the whole
trip except "Check it out" when | again gave the address of the publisher. But
then when | was getting out of the car he said, "Have a nice day," and it
sounded |ike he neant it.

The buil ding was one of those all-glass Brave New Wrld things like a
huge sw nming pool turned up on end without the water flow ng out. The only
tinme |'ve ever liked architecture like that is when it's one of those
brilliantly sunny days in the spring or fall and the mllion w ndows reflect
i ght everywhere.

| was surprised to find that a nunber of the floors of the building were
of fices of this publisher. Floors and floors of people working on books. |

liked that idea. | liked the fact that Kodel Sweet had told nme to have a nice
day. There was a nice snell in the elevator, of sone wonan's sexy perfune.
New Yor k' s okay.

As | went up in the elevator, | felt a funny junp in nmy stomach to think
that in a fewmnutes I'd be talking to someone who actually knew Marshal |
France. |'ve been plagued all ny life with people asking nme what ny father was
like, and |I've always hated it, but now !l had fifty zillion questions that I
wanted to ask about France. As | cane up with a zillion nore, the el evator

doors slid open and | wal ked out in search of David Louis's office.

Louis was no Maxwel | Perkins, but he had a big enough reputation so that
you' d hear about himnow and then. When | reread the articles on France, they
said that Louis had been one of the few people France was in contact w th when
he was ahve. He had also edited all of the France books and had been nade
executor of the witer's will. | knew nothing about will executors (when ny
father died | went into total hibernation and didn't cone out again until the
battl eground was cl eared of rubble and bodies), but | assuned that Louis had
to nean something to France to be made final overseer of his possessions.

"Hel p you?"

The secretary had on -- | swear to God -- a gold lamé T-shirt with gold
sequin letters spelling out "Virginia Wolf" across her nice chest. There was
a copy of _The Super Secs_ facedown on her desk

"I have an appointnent with M. Louis."

"Are you M. Abbey?"

"Yes." | | ooked away because all of a sudden she had that "Aren't you .

?" glint in her eye, and | wasn't in the nmood for her questions.

"One mnute and 1'Il see . " She picked up the receiver and dialed an
ext ensi on.

On one wall of the waiting roomwas a display ease of the books the
house had recently published. | started |ooking at the fiction, but what
caught ny eye was a gigantic coffee-table book, The Wirld of Puppets. It cost
twenty-five dollars but seemed so thick through the glass window that it had
to have every photograph ever taken of a wooden head or string. | decided to
buy it for Saxony for all the work she'd been doing. | knew that the gesture
woul d nean sonething nore to her than | probably wanted it to, but the hel
with that. She deserved it.

"M. Abbey?"

| turned, and there was Louis. He was short and squat, probably around



sixty, sixty-one years old, well groomed. He had on this very dapper tan suit
with wide | apels, and a sea-blue herringbone shirt with a maroon ascot tucked
down into the neck instead of a tie. Silver netal-frame gl asses that made him
| ook Iike a French novie director. Sem -bald, he gave ne a semn -dead-fish
handshake.

He led me into his office, and just before he closed the door, | heard
his secretary snap her gum The place was wall-to-wall books, and sneaking a
gl ance at sone of the titles, | realized how inportant he nust be if he edited

even hal f of these people.
He smiled apol ogetically and stuck his hands into his pants pockets. "Do

you mind if | join you on the couch? Please, please sit down. | hurt ny back
pl ayi ng racketball |ast week, and it hasn't been the sane since."
Ted Lapi dus suit, sequin secretary, racketball . . . Wether or not |

approved of his style, he was ny strongest link to Marshall France at the
nonent .

"You said that you wanted to tal k about Marshall, M. Abbey." He was
smling a little wearily, | thought. He'd been over this territory before?
"You know, it's interesting -- ever since the colleges started teaching
courses in children's literature, and people Iike George MacDonal d and the
Gi mm Brot hers have been established and made quote literary unquote, the
interest in France's work has gone way up again. Not that the books haven't
al ways sol d. But now a number of schools have his things on their reading
lists.”

Next he'd be telling me that there were twel ve peopl e about to publish
definitive biographies of France next nmonth. | was afraid to ask the question
but knew that | had to.

"Then why hasn't a bi ography of himever been witten if the tine is so
ripe?"

Louis turned his head slowy so that he was | ooking at nme face-on. Unti
then he'd been gazing strai ght ahead at sonmething fascinating on the floor in
front of us. | couldn't see his face too well because the glasses were
reflecting light fromthe wi ndow, but the rest of his face seemed i npassive.

"I's that why you're here, M. Abbey? You want to wite a bi ography?"

"Yes. I'd like to try."

"All right." He took a deep breath and went back to | ooking at the
floor. "Then I'Il tell you what |'ve told the others. | personally would | ove
to see a biography witten of the man. Fromwhat little I know, he led a
fascinating life. Not so nuch so when he got older and lived in Gl en
but every literary figure should have his portrait done. But when Marshall

becanme fanous, he |oathed the notoriety that went along with it. 1've always
been convinced that that was part of what killed himso early -- people from
all over hounded him and he just wasn't able to handle it. At all. Anyway,

hi s daught er He stopped and licked his lips. "H s daughter, Anna, is a
very strange worman. She's never really forgiven the rest of the world for the
fact that her father died so early. He was only forty-four, you know. She
lives alone now, out in that big awful house in Galen, and refuses to talk to
anyone about anything that has to do with him Do you know how long |I've tried
to wangl e the manuscript of his novel out of her? Years, M. Abbey. You know
about his novel, don't you?"

| nodded. The | earned hi ographer

"Yes, well, good luck. Besides the fact that it woul d make her a snall
mount ai n of nmoney -- not to sound nercenary -- | think that whatever he wote
shoul d be printed and read. He was the only full-fledged genius | ever cane up
against in this business, and you can quote ne. For God's sake, his fans are
so devoted to himthat sone book deal er downtown told ne the other day that he
sold a copy of _Peach Shadows_ for seventy-five dollars!"

Ahem

"No, M. Abbey, she won't listen to ne or to anyone el se. Marshall never
told her before he died that the book was finished, although in his letters to
me he inplied that it was. But to her it's unfinished, i.e. unpublishable. So



|'ve begged her to let nme put it out with a long note saying that it's
i nconmpl ete, but she just closes her little bee-stung eyes and di sappears back
i nto Baby Anna Land, and that's the end of it.

"But | nust also tell you that Marshall never wanted a bi ography
witten, so naturally she's obeyed that request too. | sonetinmes think that
she's trying to hoard what's left of the man fromthe rest of the world. She'd
probably take all of his books off people's shelves if she could." He
scratched his white, steel-wool hair. "But really -- not publishing the novel
not allow ng a biography, never talking to the journalists who've gone out
there to wite articles on him. . . She's trying to squirrel himaway from
the rest of the world, for Christ's sake!" He shook his head and | ooked at the
ceiling. | looked at it too and didn't see anything. It was quiet and
confortable, and both of us were thinking about this remarkable man who was
such a big part of both of our lives.

"What about the possibility of witing a biography that wasn't
aut horized, M. Louis? | mean, there nust be ways to find out about him
wi t hout having to go through her. Anna."

"Ch, it's been tried. A couple of years ago an eager-beaver grad student
fromPrinceton cane through here on his way out to Galen." He smled a private
snmle and took his glasses off. "He was an outrageously pompous ass, but that
was all right. | was interested to see how he'd fare up against the mghty
Anna. | asked himto wite if anything happened out there, but | never heard
fromhimagain."

"And what did Anna say?"

"Anna? Ch, her usual. Wote ne a venonous letter telling me to stop
sendi ng snoopers out to dig around in her father's life. Nothing new, believe

me. In her eyes, I'mthat New York Jew who exploited her father right into his
grave." He turned both hands pal ms up and shrugged.

| waited for himto say sonmething nore, but he didn't. | rubbed ny hand
on the coarse canvas arm of the couch and tried to think of another question
Here was the nman who had known Marshall France -- talked with him read his
manuscripts -- so where were all of ny questions? Wiy was | suddenly at a
| 0ss?

"Il tell you a little about Anna, Thonmas. Maybe it will give you an
i dea of what you'd be up against if you tried this book. I1'Il tell you just

one instance in nmy never-ending love affair with the |Iovely Anna." He pushed

of f the couch and went over to his desk. He opened a small bl ack |acquer box

-- the kind you see in Russian gift shops -- and took out a cigar that |ooked
like the twisted roots of a tree.

"Years ago | went out to Galen to talk with Marshall about a book he was
working on. It turned out that it was _The N ght Races into Anna_ and that he
was right in the mddle of it. | read what he had and liked it, but there were
parts that needed work. He'd never done a novel before, and it was turning out
to be nmuch nore serious than any of his other work." He puffed his cigar and
wat ched the tip grow orange. He was one of those people who like to tell a
story in fits and starts -- always stopping just when they've reached a
cruci al point and know their audience is panting for themto go on. In this
case, Louis had his interm ssion just after he said that he told Marshall
France that sonething he wote "needed work."

"Did he mind hearing that?" | scrunched around in ny seat and tried to
act as if | could wait all day for his answer. | was also franming in ny nind a
part of the biography where | would say, "Wen asked if France m nded
editorial suggestion, his long-time editor, David Louis, chuckled around his
De Nobili cigar and said . . ."

Puff. Puff. A long | ook out the wi ndow He tapped the ashes into the
ashtray and took a final look at the cigar, held out at armis length. "D d he
mnd? Criticism you nean? Absolutely not at all. | never knew how nuch he
listened to me, but | never had any hesitation telling himwhen I thought that
somet hi ng was wong or needed work."

"And was that often?"



"No. In alnpbst every case, his nmanuscripts cane in to me as finished
products. | did very little editing on Marshall's work after the first book
Usual |y just sone punctuation m stakes and sentence shifting.

"But let ne get back to this novel. Wien | was out there, | took a
couple of days to read it carefully and take notes. Anna was about . . . oh,
maybe twenty or twenty-two by then. She had just dropped out of Oberlin and
was staying hone nost of the time, in her room Fromwhat Marshall said, she
had gone there for their music school because she had had the makings of a
concert pianist, but sonewhere along the line she gave that up and scuttled
back to Galen."

H s tone of voice was hard to describe -- objective but with little bits
of anger sprinkl ed throughout.

"Now, the interesting thing is, she'd been involved in sonme sort of
myst eri ous goi ngs-on in college, and somethi ng had gone wrong or soneone

" He rubbed his ear and sucked in one of his cheeks. " _That's_ right! Someone
had died, |I think. Her boyfriend? I'mnot sure. Naturally Mrshall wasn't any
too clear about it, because it was his daughter in the niddle of it. Anyway,
she was hone on the next train.

"When | was out there, 1'd see her flit around through the house in her
bl ack silk dresses and hair down her back. She'd be hugging a copy of Kafka or
Ki erkegaard to her chest. | kept getting the inpression that she carried them
title out so that whoever | ooked her way would be sure to see what she was
r eadi ng.

"Marshall had these three cats named One, Two, and Three. He'd had them
in the house only a short time, but they owned the place. They'd wal k across
hi s desk when he was working, junp up on the table when we were eating. |
never knew whom he |iked nore, Anna or them His wife, Elizabeth, had died a
coupl e of years before, so it was just the two of them and those three cats in
t hat nonstrous ol d house toget her

"One night after dinner I was sitting out on their porch reading. Anna
cane out with a cat under each arm™

Louis got off the couch again and sat on an edge of his desk, facing ne,
about six or seven feet away.

"I have to act this out or you won't get the full effect. Now, I'm
sitting where you are, Thomas, and Anna's where | am okay? She's got the two
cats up under her arns, and all three of themare glowering at ne. | tried to
smle, but they didn't react, so | went back to the book. Al of a sudden
heard the cats screech and hiss. | |ooked up, and Anna was | ooking at nme as if
| were the bubonic plague. 1'd always thought she was eccentric, but this was
insanity." He was standing and had curved his arns out fromhis body, as if he
wer e hol di ng sonet hing. The cigar was clenched in his teeth, and his forehead
and eyes were screwed up. "Then she canme over to ne and said sonething |ike,
"W hate you! We hate you!''

"What did you do?"

An ash fell on his lapel and he brushed it away. H s face rel axed.

"Not hi ng, because that was the strangest part of all. | could just make
out Marshall standing behind the screen door. He had obvi ously seen and heard
everything. | kept looking at him naturally expecting himto do sonethi ng.

But all he did was stand there for another minute, and then he turned and went
back into the house."

After that strange little nugget, Louis asked if | wanted coffee. The
girl with the Virginia Wolf T-shirt cane and went, and in the neantine we
chit-chatted about nothing. Hi s Anna story had been so odd and unbelievabl e
that for atime | was stymed for sonething to say. | was glad for the coffee
di versi on.

"Who was Van \Valt?"

He stirred sonme honey into his coffee. "Van Walt. Van Walt was anot her
Marshal | France nystery. According to him the man was a recluse who lived in
Canada and didn't want to be disturbed by anyone. Marshall made that so clear
that we finally said all right, and as a result, whatever dealings we had with



hi m were wor ked through France."

"Not hi ng el se?"

"Not hi ng el se. When a witer as inportant as Marshall says to |leave him
al one, we | eave him al one."

"Did he ever tal k about his childhood, M. Louis?"

"Please call me David. No, he rarely said anything about his past.
know that he was born in Austria. Alittle town called Rattenstein."”

"Ratten_berg ."

"Yes, right, Rattenberg. Years ago, | was curious about it, so one tine
when | was in Europe | went there.

"The whole town is on a river that rushes by, and it's nice because just
off in the distance are the Alps. It's all very _gemitlich_."

"And what about his father? Did he ever say anything about his father or
hi s not her?"

"No, not a thing. He was a very secretive nman."

"Well, what about his brother, Isaac -- the one that died at Dachau?"

Louis was about to take a drag when | said that, but he stopped the
cigar inches fromhis lips. "Marshall didn't have any brothers. That's one

thing I certainly know. No, no brothers or sisters. | distinctly remenber his
telling me that he was an only child."
| got out nmy little pocket notebook and flipped through it until | got

to the informati on that Saxony had given ne.

"'lsaac Frank died in -- ""

"lIsaac _Frank_? Who's |saac Frank?"

"Well, you see, the person who does research for me" -- | knew that if
Saxony ever heard nme refer to her like that, she would kill ne -- "found out
that the famly name was Frank, but that he changed it to France when he cane
to America.”

Louis smiled at ne. "Sonebody | ed you down the garden path on that,
Thomas. | probably knew the man better than anyone outside of his imediate
famly, and his name was _al ways_ Marshall France." He shook his head. "And he
didn't have any brothers. Sorry."

"Yes, but --"

He raised his hand to cut me off. "Really. I"'mtelling you this so that
you won't waste your time on it. You can spend the rest of your life in the
library, but you won't find what you're looking for, |I prom se you. Marshal
France was al ways Marshall France, and he was an only child. I'msorry to say
that it's as sinple as that."

W talked a little longer, but his obvious disbelief of what |1'd said
cast a pall over further conversation. A few mnutes later we were standing in
the door. He asked nme if | thought I'd try witing the book anyway. | nodded
but didn't say anything. He halfheartedly wi shed me luck and told ne to stay
in touch. A few seconds later I was going down in the elevator, staring off
i nto space, and wonderi ng about everything. France/Frank, David Louis, Anna

Saxony. Wiere the hell had she gotten that stuff on Martin Frank and a
dead brother who never lived in the first place?

"Do you think I'mlying?"
"Of course not, Saxony. It's just that Louis was so dammed adamant about



t here not being any brother and France's name not being Frank."

| was at a booth on Sixty-fourth Street that had no door and snelled
suspi ciously like bananas. |'d called Saxony |ong distance after getting four
t housand quarters in a drugstore. She listened quietly to nmy adventures wth
Louis. She never got angry when | hinted at the possibility that her
information was all bullshit. In fact it seemed that she was al nost rel axed.
She was talking in a new | ow, sexy voice.

| was a little wary of her cal nmess. There was a long silence while
wat ched a cabdriver throw a newspaper out the wi ndow of his cab

When she spoke again her voice was even quieter. "There's one way that
you can check on this Martin Frank part, Thonmas."

"How s that?'
"The undertaker he worked for -- Lucente. He's still in business
downtown. | checked a Manhattan tel ephone directory a few days ago. Wy don't

you go and ask himabout Martin Frank? See what he has to say about it."

Her voice was so snmooth and sure of itself that | obediently asked her
for the Lucente address like a good little boy and hung up

Things |ike _The Godfather_ and _The Anerican Way of Death_ nake the job
of undertaker sound profitable, if not pleasant, but one | ook at "Lucente and
Son Funeral Home" and you'd have second thoughts.

It was down in a corner pocket of the city near Little Italy. It was
next to a store that sold fluorescent madonnas and stone saints that you put
in your garden to give it a taste of Italy. Wien | first wal ked by Lucente's |
mssed it conpletely because the doorway was small and there was only a tiny
sign in the I ower corner of the front w ndow announcing the fam |y business.

When | opened the door | heard a dog yapping way off in the back
somewhere, and the place was lit by a yellow light fromthe street that cut in

t hrough the hal f-drawn venetian blinds. A green netal chair and desk -- the
kind you see in an Arny recruiting offlee -- a chair facing the desk, a
year-ol d cal endar announci ng August fromthe Arthur Siegel G| Conpany of New
York -- that was all. No soft nusic for the bereaved, no nuted Oiental
carpets to hush the sound of feet, no professional ghouls gliding around,
trying to make you nore "confortable.” It all came back to me fromthe days of
nmy father's funeral

“Ah! Zito!"

The only other door in the roomflashed open and an old man cane out in
a hurry. He flung both arnms up in the air, and | ooki ng back over his shoul der
into the roomhe'd just cone from kicked the door shut.

"What can | do for _you?_ "

For a nonent | asked nyself how I'd feel if my nmother had just died and
I was coming to this place to nake the arrangenents for her. A crazy old man
cones flying out, cursing . . . Sone funeral hone. But |ater when | thought
about it, | had to admt that | sort of liked it. It wasn't fake-y or put-on

Lucente was short and wiry. Hs face was tobacco brown and he had white
hair cut in a to-the-bone crew cut. No nonsense there. Hi s eyes were powder
bl ue and bl oodshot. | thought that he must be in his seventies or eighties,
but he | ooked strong enough and still full of beans. Wen | didn't say
anyt hi ng, he | ooked annoyed. He sat down behind the desk.

"You wanna sit down?"

| sat, and we | ooked at each other for a while. He clasped his hands in
the middl e of the desk and nodded, nore to hinself than to ne. | watched his
eyes and realized that they were too small to contain all the life that was
behi nd t hem

"Yes now, sir, so what can | do for you?" He slipped open a desk drawer
and brought out a long yellow pad and a yellow Bic pen with a black cap

"Not hi ng, M. Lucente. |, uh, | mean, nobody's died in ny famly. 1I'm
here to ask you a few questions, if | may. About soneone who once worked here
for you."

He uncapped the pen and began drawing lazy circles on the top of the
paper, one overl apping the next. "Questions? You wanna ask me about someone



who wor ked for ne?"

| sat up straight in ny chair and couldn't find anypl ace to put ny
hands. "Yes, you see, we've discovered that a man named Martin Frank worked
here for you years ago. Around 1939 or so? | know that that's quite a long
time, but I was wondering if you'd remenber himor anything about him If it's
of any help, not long after he was here he changed his name to Marshall France
and | ater becane a very fanobus witer."

Lucente stopped drawing his circles and tapped the pen on the pad. He
| ooked up once, expressionless, then turned in his chair and yelled over his
shoul der.

"Hey, Violettal"

When there was no answer, he scow ed, dropped the pen on the desk, and
got up.

"My wife's so old now she don't even hear the water running no nore.
gotta turn it off for her half the time. WAit a mnute." He scuffled to the
door, and | saw for the first time that he was wearing a pair of plumcolored
corduroy bedroom slippers. He opened the door but didn't go into the room
I nstead he screaned for Violetta again.

A steel -wool voice rasped back, "Wa'? Wadya want ?"

"You renenber Martin Frank?"

"Martin who?"

“Martin _Frank! "

"Martin Frank? Ah ha ha ha!"

Lucente was smiling crazily when he turned again and | ooked at me. He
pointed off into the dark room and shook his hand as if he'd just burned it on
sormet hi ng.

"Martin Frank. Yeah, sure, we renenber Martin Frank."

The long train ride back gave ne a lot of tine to think about Lucente's
story. Violetta, who | assumed was his wife, never came out of the other room
but that didn't keep her fromyelling things to the old nman. "Tell hi m about
those two midgets and the trains!™ . . . "Don'a forget the butterflies and
that cookie!"

Apparently the first day on the job, Lucente brought in some man who'd
junped off a building and who'd been scraped up with a shovel and shoved in a
box. According to the undertaker, his new enpl oyee took one | ook at the body
and threw up. They tried it a few nore times, but the sanme thing happened.
However, M's. Lucente was a cripple, so they put himto work in their
apartment cleaning and cooki ng and doing the [aundry. Needl ess to say, it
pretty depressing at first to hear that the author of my favorite book in the
worl d was kept on at the job because he cooked a nean | asagne.

But then one day Lucente was working on a beautiful young girl who had
killed herself by overdosing on sleeping pills. He was hal fway through the job
when he stopped for |unch. Wen he returned, the wonman's armwas on her
stomach and she held a big chocol ate-chip cookie in her hand. Next to her on a
smal |l side table was a glass of mlk. Lucente thought it was a great joke --
this kind of black hunmor was traditional in the funeral business. A few weeks
later, a mean old worman from down the block died in her sleep. A big
yel | ow and- bl ack butterfly was taped to her nose the norning after they



brought her to the funeral hone. Lucente |aughed again, but | felt
differently: perhaps Marshall France had been creating his first characters.

The new apprentice not only got over his nausea, but he soon becane a
hi ghly val ued assistant. He bought a copy of _Gray's Anatony_ and studied it
constantly. Lucente said that after six nmonths Frank devel oped an
extraordinary ability to nodel an expression on a face that was as lifelike as
any the old man had ever seen

"That's the hardest thing, you see. Making them | ook alive is the
hardest thing there is. Did you ever |ook in a casket? Sure, one | ook and you
know they' re dead. Big deal. But Martin had it, if you know what | nean. He
had somet hing that nmade even ne jeal ous. You | ooked at one of his jobs and
you' d wonder why the hell the guy was |lying down in therel™

While he was in New York, Frank spent nmost of his tine with the
Lucentes, either at work or in their apartnment behind the funeral honme. But on
Sunday, every Sunday, he went out with the Turtons. The Turtons were midgets.
He net them when he happened into their candy store one day. The three of them
| oved trains and fried chicken, so every week they'd have a big fried-chicken
di nner at a restaurant and then go over to Grand Central or Penn Station and
get on a train to sonewhere nearby. The Lucentes never went with them on these
jaunts, but when Frank returned in the evening he would tell them about where
they' d gone and what they'd seen

Lucente never really understood why Frank quit. The | onger he worked,
the nore fascinated he seemed by the job, but one day he came in and said that
he'd be I eaving at the end of the nonth. Said that he was going out to the
Mdwest to live with his uncle.

One of the kids on the hall was standing in front of my apartnment when

got home. "There's a wonan in your apartment, M. Abbey. | think she got M.
Rosenberg to let her in."

| opened the door and dropped ny briefcase on the floor. | kicked the
door shut and closed nmy eyes. The whol e place snelled of curry. | hate curry.

"Hel | 0?" a voice called

"Hi. Uh, hi. Saxony?"

She came around the corner carrying ny old wooden stirring spoon. it had
a few kernels of rice stuck to it. She was smling a little too hard and her
face was very flushed. | guessed it was half from cooking, half from
nervousness.

"What are you up to, Sax?"

The spoon had noved slowy down to her side, and she stopped smling.
She | ooked at the fl oor

"I thought that since you were in the city all day, you probably didn't
have nuch to eat, with all that racing around . " Her voice petered out,
al t hough the spoon came up again and she waved it around in the air |like a sad
magi ¢ wand. Maybe she wanted it to finish her sentence for her

"Ch, CGod, look, never mnd. It's really nice of you!"

W were both totally enbarrassed, so | beat a hasty retreat to the
bat hr oom

"Do you like curry, Thomas?"

Hal fway through the nmeal ny tongue was a five-alarmfire, but | wi nked
back the tears and nodded and pointed my fork at nmy plate a couple of tines.
" love it." It m ght have been the worst nmeal 1'd ever eaten in nmy life.
First her banana bread, then the curry .

In his mercy, God made her buy Sara Lee brownies for dessert, which
after three glasses of mlk, calmed the fires in ny nouth.

When the di shes were cleared, | began telling her about ny cabdriver
experience. | had gotten to where Tuto ordered ne out of his car when she bit
her lip and | ooked away.

"What's the matter?" | was tenpted to say something like, "I'm not

boring you, amI1?" But by then | knew it was wong and unnecessary.



"I . . ." She |l ooked at nme, then away, at ne, away. "I was really happy
here this afternoon, Thomas. | canme over right after | talked to you on the
phone. | was really happy being here, cooking. . . . Do you understand what
mean?" Her gl are dissolved back into lip biting, but she was watching nme very
careful ly.

"Yes, well, sure. | nean, of course | understand. . . . _Boy_, that
curry was excellent, Saxony."

Later, when | gave her the big book on puppets, she took one look at it
and started to cry. And then she wouldn't pick it up: she got out of her chair
and came over to ne. She put her arnms around nmy neck and hugged and hugged ne.

W started necking, and noved over to the bed. W began undoi ng each
other's clothes as fast as we could. But it wasn't fast enough, so we
separated and undid our own buttons. Although her back was turned to me, |
stopped when | saw her pull her shirt over her head. | love to watch a wonman
undress. No matter if you're going to make | ove to her or you' re peeking at
her through a wi ndow, there's sonething tingly and wonderfully exciting about
it.

| put ny thunmb on the back of her neck and slowy ran it down the
bunp- bri dge of her spine. She | ooked over her shoul der and gave a little
grimace. "Can | ask a favor?"

"Of course.”

"I"'mvery shy about undressing in front of someone. |I'msorry, but do
you think you could close your eyes or | ook away while | do it?"

| leaned across the bed and ki ssed her shoul der. "Sure. | get
enbar rassed about that too."

It was perfect. | hate taking off ny pants in front of a woman | don't
know. So this was great -- 1'd turn ny back to her, pull off ny pants while

she pulled off hers, we'd both slip under the covers at the same tinme, turn
off the light for alittle while . . ,

RRRrriii nnnggg!

I'd just stepped out of ny boxer shorts when the phone rang. No one ever
called ne, especially not at twelve o' clock at night. The phone was on the
other side of the room so, naked, | sprang for it. Saxony |let out a whoop
and unconsciously | turned and faced her. Her green panties were down around
her knees, and fromthe [ ook on her face, she didn't know whether to push them
down or pull them hack up

"Thomas, where have you been? |'ve been trying to get in touch with you
for days!"

" NB?"

"Yes. The only tine | can ever get you is in the mddle of the night.
Did you get those pants that | sent you from Bl ooni ngdal e' s?"

" Pants?_ Ma . . ." | put ny hand over the nouthpiece and | ooked at
Saxony. "My nother wants to know if | got the pants she sent ne from
Bl oom ngdal e' s. "

Sax imredi ately | ooked at the panties in her hand and then at nme. W
both started | aughing. | got off the phone as fast as | coul d.

For the next few weeks we poked around nmore and nore together. W went
down to New Haven to see a play, drove all the way to Sturbridge Village for
di nner one night, and sat out a freak hailstormin a little cottage ny nother
owned on the Rhode Island shore.

One afternoon she sheepishly asked if she could go to Gal en

"Yes, but only if you promise to go with ne."



Part Two

"Saxony, you can't take all of those suitcases! Wat do you think this
is, _\Wagon Train_?"

Al'l she needed was an ancient steaner trunk to conplete her |ineup
There was a delicate yell ow and-red w cker basket, a scruffy knapsack that
bul ged li ke a bratwurst, an old brown | eather suitcase with brass | ocks and
edges. She'd topped it all off with several things just back fromthe dry
cleaner's in plastic wap on netal hangers.

She scowl ed at ne and wal ked around to the back of the station wagon.
She flipped down the gate and laid the first of her many things in.

"Don't you hassle ne, Thomas. |'ve had one | ousy day so far, okay? Just
don't hassle ne."
| tapped my fingers on the steering wheel, |ooked at nmy new haircut in

the rearview mrror, and wondered whether it was worth a fight. For a week I'd
been telling her that | wanted to travel as light as possible on this trip.
Since we had been together al nost every day after ny New York trip, |I'd cone
to believe that she had about three shirts and two dresses and a white snock
that | ooked |ike a peasant castoff. At one point | wanted to buy her an Indian
dress she admired in a store window, but she wouldn't let nme, even when |
insisted. "Not yet," she said, whatever that was supposed to nean.

So what did she have in those bags? Another nightmare grewin ny mnd --
groceries and a hot plate! She was going to cook our neals all the way to
Gal en! Banana bread . . . curry . . . apple tea .

"What ' ve you got in those things anyway, Sax?"

"There's no reason to yell!"

| looked at her in the mrror and saw her with her hands on her hips. |
t hought of how nice those hips were without any cl othes on them

"Ckay, |'msorry. But how conme you're taking so nuch?"

| heard gravel crunch, and then she was standing by ny door. | |ooked up
at her, but she was busy undoing the straps on the w cker basket.

"Just | ook."

It was full of handwitten notes, magazine clippings, blank yell ow pads,
yel low pencils, and the fat pink erasers she liked to use.

"This one is my work bag. Am1| allowed to take it?"

"Sax . . .
"The duffel bag has all of my clothes init. "
"Look, | wasn't saying . "

"And the suitcase has some marionettes in it that |I'mworking on." She
smled and clicked the | atches shut on the bag. "That's the one thing that
you'll have to get used to around me, Thomas: wherever | go, | always carry ny
l[ife around with nme."

"I woul d hope so."

"Ch, you're very funny, Thomas. So clever."

June graduation cerenonies had taken place several days before, so the



canpus of ny school was sunmer-green and silent and kind of sad when we drove
away. Schools without students are always strangely onminous to ne. Al the
roons are too clean and the floors too polished. Wien a phone rings it echoes
all over the place, and it will go eight or nine times before someone feels
like answering it or the caller realizes that everyone's gone and he hangs up
W passed a huge copper beech tree that was a great favorite of mine, and
realized that | wouldn't sit under it again for a long tine.

She reached over and turned on the radio. "Thomas, are you sad that
you' re | eavi ng?"

The last part of "Hey, Jude" was on, and | renmenbered the girl | was
dating on Nantucket when the song first cane out in the sixties.

"Sad? Yes, a little. But I"'mpretty glad, too. After a while you
di scover that you're talking and nmoving in a trance. Do you know that | taught
_Huckl eberry Finn_ for the fourth time this year? It's a great book and all,
but it was getting to the point where | wasn't even reading the stuff anynore.
| didn't have to be able to teach it. That kind of thing's not good."

W sat and listened to the song finish. | guess the station was doing a
Beat | es retrospective, because "Strawberry Fields Forever" canme on next.
drove up a ranp onto the New Engl and Thruway.

"Did you ever want to be an actor?" She pulled a thread off the sleeve
of my shirt.

"An _actor?_ No, not after my father, hell no."

"I remenber being madly in love with Stephen Abbey after | saw himin
_The Begi nners_."

| snorted but didn't say anything. Wat person in the world wasn't in
love with ny father?

"Don't laugh at me -- it's true!" Her voice was al nbst indignant. "I'd
just gone into the hospital for the first time, so nmy parents got ne a little
portable television set. | renenber the whole thing very clearly. It was on
_MIlion Dollar Mvie_, which showed the sanme old filmevery afternoon for a
week. | watched every showi ng of both _The Begi nners_ and _Yankee Doodl e
Dandy_."

" _Yankee Doodl e Dandy_?"

"Yes, with James Cagney. | was nadly in |love with both James Cagney and
your father when | was in the hospital."

"How | ong were you in there?"

"The hospital ? For four months the first time and two the second.”

"And what did they do -- skin grafts and that kind of thing?"

She didn't say anything. | |ooked over at her, but there was no
expression on her face. | hadn't nmeant to pry, and as the silence continued, |
felt like apologizing, but | didn't.

A big thunderstormwas brewi ng up over the hills in front of us, and we
drove into a lowering curtain of snoky pearl clouds. | |ooked in the rearview
mrror and saw the sun still shining down on where we'd just conme from | knew
that nost of the people back there had no idea of what they were in for later
that afternoon.

"When did you fall out of love with ny father?"

"Thomas, do you really want to know about when I was in the hospital ?
I'"ve never liked to talk about it, but if you d like to know, I'lIl tell you."

She said it with so nmuch conviction in her voice that | didn't know what
to answer. She went on before | had a chance to say anyt hing.

"The first time was horrible. They'd put me in these baths so that al
of the dead skin would come off and the new could start to grow. | renenber
that there was this stupid nurse named Ms. Rasnussen who took care of ne and
al ways talked to ne like I was a noron. | don't renenber nmuch el se about it
except that | was scared and hated everything. | guess |I've blocked a | ot out.
The second tinme was a |l ot of therapy, and everyone seemed nuch nicer. It's
probably because they knew |I'd be wal king again. Wien | was in there, |
di scovered that people treat you much nore . . . | don't know, humanely, when
they see that you're going to be all right again."



A snake of yellow lightning skittered across the clouds, followed
closely by one of those quick cracks of thunder that make you junmp a little in
spite of yourself. The radi o had becone al nost pure static, so | switched it

off. Big marbles of rain began to fall, but |I held off turning on the
wi ndshield wi pers until the |last nmonent. My side wi ndow was down, and | could
feel the dying heat and heaviness on the air. | thought about a little Saxony

Gardner sitting bolt upright in a hospital bed with her little-kid Iegs
bandaged all the way up and down. The picture was so sad and sweet that it
made ne smile. If I'd had a kid like that, | would have bought her so nmany
toys and books that she woul d have suffocated under them

"What was it |ike being the son of Stephen Abbey?"

| took a deep breath to put her off for a minute. In the tine that we'd
been together she'd asked ne very few questions about my fanmly, and | was
dammed gr at ef ul

"My nother called himPunch. Sonetinmes he'd walk off a set in the niddle
of the day, come honme, and take us all out to someplace |ike Knott's Berry
Farm or the beach. He'd run around and buy us all hot dogs and Coke and ask us
if this wasn't the best tine we'd ever had in our lives. He got pretty manic
sometines, but we loved it all. If he got too crazy, then my nother would say,
' Take it easy, Punch,' and |I'd hate her for it. He always had to be the life
of the party when he was around, but since he was around so little then, we
all ate himup."

The rain came down in transparent curtains, and you could hear it
sl ooshing up under the wheels. | was driving in the slow | ane, and whenever
someone passed us there was so much water flung across the wi ndshield that the
poor wi pers could barely keep up with it. The lightning and thunder were
si mul t aneous now, so | knew that the stormwas right over us.

"He took ne to the studio once when they were filmng _AFire in
Virginia . In away, it was one of the greatest days of nmy life, | guess. Al
I remenber about it was that someone was always asking me if | wanted an ice
cream and that later | fell asleep and was carried into his dressing room
When | woke up he was standing over ne like a white nountain, snmiling that
famous smile. He had on an all-white shirt and a huge cream panama hat with a

bl ack band." | shook ny head and tapped out a tune on the steering wheel to
swi sh away the menory. A Grand Union trailer truck floated by in slow notion

"Did you |l ove hinP" Her voice was quiet and held back, | guess a little
afraid.

"No. Yes. | don't know -- how can you not |ove your father?"

"Very easily -- | didn't love mine. Hs greatest dreamin life came true
when one of his students got into Harvard."

"What do you nean -- your father was a teacher?"

“Uh- huh."

"You never told ne that."

"Yes. He taught English too."

| slid a quick look at her, and she puffed out her cheeks so that she
| ooked like a squirrel with a lot of nuts in there.

"I guess | shouldn't say this, but he was awful, from everything
renenber about him™" She put her hands on the dashboard and patted out a kind
of soft African beat. She spoke while she patted. "He used to eat sliced
pi neappl e and read _Hi awatha_ out loud to nmy nother and ne."

" Hiawat ha?_ 'By the shores of Gtchy Gummi, / On the bottom of the
| ake, / Hiawatha and his buddies / Playing poker for a stake.'"

"Cee, you nust be an English teacher too."

The sky was so dark that | switched on the headlights and sl owed down to
forty. I had often wondered what she was |like as a kid. That nice, noony-pale
face in miniature. | could see her off in a dark corner of a dark living room
playing with her marionettes until nine, when her nother would tell her to go
to bed. White socks that were falling down, and bl ack patent |eather shoes
wi th gol d buckl es.

"You know, Thomas, when | was little about the only exciting thing ny



famly ever did was to go to Peach Lake on the weekends in the sumer. | used
to get sunburned.”

"Ch, yeah? Well, the only exciting thing that ever happened to ne was
readi ng _The Land of Laughs_ and drinking Hires root beer out of a big glass
bottl e. Watever happened to Hres root beer in a big glass bottle?"

"Ch, cone on, you can't tell nme that your life out there with all of
t hose fanmous people wasn't neat. You don't have to try to make ne fee
better."

"Better? That has nothing to do with it. At |least you had a normal
father! Look, being his son was like living in this birdcage. You coul dn't
open your nouth w thout everyone being fake-nice to you or telling you how
much they |iked your 'Papa's' mnovies! What the hell did | care about his

nmovies? | was a little kid, for Christ's sake! Al | wanted to do was ride ny
bi ke. "

"Don't shout."

"I don't have to . . ." | wanted to say sonething nore, but | saw the

turnoff for a roadside rest stop so | took it instead. It was dark as night
outside as | crept down the exit ranp. The parking lot was filled w th canper
trucks and cars with overfl owi ng | uggage racks. Many of them were open to the
rain, so the exposed suitcases, baby strollers, and bicycles were totally
soaked and shiny. | found a parking space when a white Fiat w th Okl ahona
pl ates alnost hit ne while backing out of it. I switched off the notor and we
both sat there while the rain hammered on the roof. Her hands were folded in
her lap, but mine still gripped the steering wheel. | felt like ripping it off
and handing it to her.

"Al'l right, do you want sonething to eat or what?"

"Eat? Why? We've only been on the road for an hour."

"Ch, well, I'msorry, _dear_ -- |I'mnot supposed to be hungry, huh? I'm
not allowed to eat or anything unless you do, is that it?" | sounded like a
kid who's just discovered sarcasm but doesn't know how to use it yet.

"Just shut up, Thomas. Go outside and have a fishburger or sonething. |
don't care what you do. | don't deserve your anger."

There wasn't rmuch else | could do but go. W both knew that | was making
nore and nore of an ass of nyself, but by then I didn't know howto stop. If

I'd been her, | would have been royally bored by ne.

"Do you want any . . . ? Ch, shit, I'll be back in alittle while."

| opened the door and stepped right into this nonstrous puddle,
drenchi ng both ny sneaker and sock in one plunge. | |looked to see if she'd
been wat ching, but her eyes were closed, hands still folded in her lap. | put
my other, dry foot carefully into the puddle and left it there until | felt

the cold seeping in. Then | paddl ed both feet up and down in my new little
footbath. Splish splat.

"What . . . are . . . you . . . doing?"

Splish splat.

"Thomas, don't do that." She started to laugh. It sounded so nuch better
than the rain. "Don't be crazy! C ose the door."

My back was to her, and | felt her grab a handful of nmy sweatshirt. She
| aughed harder and gave a strong tug.

"WIl you please get back in here? What are you doi ng?"

| looked up into the rain, and it was com ng down so hard and sharp that
it forced ny eyes closed. "Penance! Penance! Al of my fucking life people
have been asking nme what it was |ike to be Stephen Abbey's son. Every tine |

try to answer that question, | sound dunber and dunber.”
| stopped flapping ny feet. | felt so sad, like such an idiot. | wanted
to turn around and | ook at her, but | couldn't. "I"'msorry, Sax. If | had

anything to say, God knows, 1'd tell you."

The wind was blowing the rain right into ny face. A famly wal ked by and
gaped at me.

"I don't care, Thomas." The wi nd gusted and cl osed my eyes again.
didn't knowif I'd heard her right.



"What ?"

"I said that | don't care about your father." She touched ny back wth
the flat of her hand, and now her voice was strong and insistent and | oving.

| turned around and put ny wet arns around her. | kissed her warm neck
and coul d feel her kissing nne

"Hold me tight, you old sponge. You've already got me soaked." She
squeezed tighter and gave ny neck a bite.

| couldn't think of anything to say except for a line fromFrance's book
_The Green Dog's Sorrow : "The Voice of Salt |oved Krang too. Wen it was with
her, it always whispered.”

W had planned to make the trip in tw days, but suddenly we were
stopping at Stuckey's for pralines, Frontier Town or Santa C aus Village or
Reptile Gty whenever we saw them adverti sed, and anywhere in general if we
were in the nood.

"Wait a minute. Do you want to see . . . hold it . . . the site of the
Battle of G een River?"

"I don't know. Sure. What war was it in?"

"What's the difference? Five mles to go. Sax, what's your favorite
France book?"

"It's a toss-up between _Pool of Stars_ and _Land of Laughs_.

" _Pool of Stars?_ Really?"

"Yes, | think nmy favorite scene of all is in there. The one where the
girl goes down to the beach at night. Wen she sees the old nman and the white
bird scooping those blue holes out of the ocean.”

"Jeez, | couldn't say what ny favorite scene is. Something out of _Land
of Laughs_, though. Definitely. But I'd have troubl e choosing between a funny
scene and a magi cal one. In many ways | like the funny scenes nore now, but
when | was little those battles between the Words and the Silence . . . phew"

"Thomas, don't drive off the road."

Sonetimes we pulled off the highway into a parking area and perched on
the hot hood of the car, watching everyone fly by. Neither of us would say a
word, and there wasn't any urge to keep noving, to get there.

The first night out, we stayed in a little town just west of Pittsburgh
The peopl e who ran our notel raised bl ack-and-tan coonhounds, and after dinner
we took a few puppies out onto the front lawn and let thembite us for a
whi | e.

"Thomas?"

"Uh- huh? Hey, catch himbefore he gets away."

"Listen to ne, Thomas, this is serious."”

"Ckay. "

"Do you know this is the first time |I've ever been to a notel with
anyone?"

"I's that right?"

"Uh- huh. And you know what el se? |'mvery pleased." She handed ne a
puppy and stood up. "Wen |I was younger and used to think about ny burns al
the tine, | never thought any man woul d ever want to go to a motel with ne,
the way | | ooked."

The next norning when we were about to | eave, the woman came out of the



of fice and gave us these beautiful |unches she had packed, complete with beer
and M1 ky Way candy bars. She whi spered sonething to Saxony and then went back
into the office.

"What' d she say?"

"She said that you were too skinny and that | should give you ny MIKky
Vay. "

"You shoul d."

"Not hi ng doi ng. "

The whole trip went Iike that -- one nice thing after another -- so by
the tine we got to St. Louis and saw the Saarinen Arch, we were both a little
rueful that we'd already conme this far. We stopped in the mddle of the day in
Pacific, Mssouri, and wandered around the Six Flags anusenent park there.

That ni ght we went back to our air-conditioned notel room and made | ove. She

kept saying nmy nanme over and over again. |'d never been wi th anyone who'd done
that. Things were so nice now. | looked in all the dark corners of ny life and
wonder ed whi ch one of them had sonething up its sleeve. . . . No answer. Not

that | was expecting one.

| pulled into a Sunoco station and a pretty blond girl with a bright red
St. Louis Cardinals baseball cap came out of the garage.

"Fill it up, please. Also, howfar is it to Galen?"

She bent down and put her hands on her knees. | noticed that her
fingernails were short and that two of them were conpletely bl ackened. As if
somet hi ng heavy had fallen on them the blood came up fromthe finger
under neat h and st ayed.

"Galen? On, 'bout four mles. You go straight down this road to the

junction and turn right, and you'll be there in a few m nutes."

She went back to filling the tank, and |I | ooked at Saxony. She was
smling, but she was obviously as nervous as | was.

"well . . ." | flipped ny hand in the air.

"Well . . ." She dipped her head in agreenent.

"Well, kid, we're alnost there.”

"Yes."

" _The_ Land of Laughs . . ."

"Marshal | France Land."

The road had | ong gradual dips and rises, and the ups and downs felt
good after the straight nonotony of the turnpike. W passed a true-to-life
railroad dining car, a |lunberyard where the fresh snell of cut wood was in and
out of the car in a second, and a veterinarian's office with the harsh sound
of scared and sick dogs barking crazily fromwithin. At the junction there was
a stop sign that had been riddled with bullet holes and BB dents that had
rusted orange. A kid was standing next to it, hitchhiking. He | ooked harn ess
enough, although |I admt that a couple of scenes from _In Cold Bl ood_ flashed
t hrough my mi nd.

"Galen."
W told himthat we were going there too and to get in. He had a kind of
linp Afro of red hair, and every tinme | looked in the rearview mrror | saw

himeither | ooking me straight in the eye or his burning bush of hair bl ocking
ny view.



"You guys are going to Galen? | saw that you' ve got Connecticut plates.”
He pronounced it "Con_nect -ticut." "You didn't cone all the way out here to
go to Gal en, didya?"

| nodded pl easantly and | ooked himover in the mrror. Alittle positive
eye contact. The old stare-hi mdown ganme. "Yes, we did, as a matter of fact."

"Ww e, Connecticut to Galen," he said sarcastically. "Sonme trip."

| had had so many twerps like himin class that his rudeness didn't
bot her ne. Boondocks hippie. Al he needed was a "KISS" T-shirt and his
under pants showi ng above his blue jeans to nmake hi m conpl ete.

Saxony turned around in her seat. "Do you live there?"

"Yeah. "

"Do you know Anna France?"

"M ss France? Sure."

| chanced another look in the mrror, and his eyes were still on nme, but
now he was contentedly chew ng a thunbnail

"You guys are here to see her?"

"Yes, we've got to talk to her."

"Yeah? Well, she's okay." He sniffed and noved around in his seat.
"She's a hip lady. Very I aid-back, you know?"

Al of a sudden we were there. Conming over a snmall rise, we passed a
white house with two thin pillars and a dentist's shingle hanging froma
| anppost on the front |awn. Then there was the Dagenai s Lawnnower Repair
Service in a blue-silver tin shack, a Montgonery Ward outlet store, a
firehouse with its big doors swung open but no fire trucks inside, and a grain
store that was advertising a special this week on the fifty-pound bag of
Purina Dog Chow.

This was it. This was where he had witten all of the books. This was
where he had eaten and sl ept and wal ked and known peopl e and bought things
i ke potatoes and newspapers and gas for his car. Mst of the people here had
known him Had _known_ Marshall France.

The main part of the town was on the other side of some railroad tracks.
As we approached the crossing, the safety bars started to descend and a bel
began its warning. | was delighted by the reprieve. Anything that would
post pone our seeing Anna France was wel conme. |'ve always liked to stop and
watch trains go by. | renenber the cross-country trips that my nother and
frequently made on the Twentieth Century and Super Chief when ny parents were
still married.

When we got to the lowered bars | switched off the engine and rested ny
armon the back of Saxony's seat. It felt hot and clammy. It had turned out to
be one of those summer days when the air feels like soft |ead and the cl ouds
can't deci de on whether they want to downpour or just nove on

"You can let me off here.”

"Can you tell us where Mss France |ives?"

He stuck his skinny arm between our two seats and jabbed his index
finger forward while he talked. "Go to the end of this street, It's about
t hree bl ocks. Then you take your right onto Connolly Street. Her house is
nunber eight. If you miss it, just ask anyone around there. They'll tell you.
Thanks for the ride."

He got out of the car, and when he wal ked away | saw that he had
colorful patches sewn onto both of his back pockets. One of themwas a hand
giving you the finger, the other was of a hand giving you the V-for-peace
sign. Both patches were red, white, and blue, and the fingers had stars all up
and down them

The train turned out to be a sl ow moving two-hundred-car-long freight. A
passi ng parade of Erie Lackawanna, Chesapeake & Chio, Seatrain . . . Loud,
even clickety-clicks, the different sounds each car nade when it passed. Then
the coziness of the little brick-red caboose when it passed and a guy in its
hi gh square wi ndow was readi ng a newspaper and snoking a pipe, oblivious of
the world. | liked the whol e thing.

When the train was gone, the red-and-white-striped bars began rising



slowy, alnmost as if they were tired and weren't in the mood to go up.
started the engi ne and bunped the car up and over the tracks. | |ooked in the
mrror and saw that there was no one behind us.

"You see? That's the difference between here and in the East."

"What is?"

"W were just at that crossing for what, five or eight mnutes, right?
Wll, in the East if you were there half that |ong there would be a |line of
cars ten mles long waiting to go. Here . . . wel I, just | ook behind us."

She did, but she didn't say anything. "You see? Not a car. Not one. That's
your difference."

"Uh- huh. Thomas, do you realize where we are on this earth? Do you
realize that we are actually here?"

"I"'mtrying not to think about it yet. It nakes ny stomach ache." An
understatenent. | was quickly on my way to being terrified of talking to Anna
France, but | didn't want Saxony to know that. | kept thinking of every word
Davi d Louis had said about her. Wtch. Neurotic. To avoid any nore
conversation, | rolled ny wi ndow down all the way and took a deep breath. The
air smelled of hot dust and sonet hing el se.

"Hey, |ook, Sax, a barbecue! Let's have sone |unch."

A big green canopy had been set up in an open | ot between Phend's
Sporting Goods and the d ass | nsurance Conpany. Underneath the canopy about
twenty people were sitting at redwood picnic tables, eating and tal king. A
hand- pai nted sign in front announced that it was the annual Lions Cub
bar becue. | parked the car next to a dirty pickup truck and got out. The air
was still and redolent with the smell of woodsnoke and grilled nmeat. A slight
breeze pushed by. | started to stretch, but when | happened to | ook toward the
eaters | stopped in md-flight. Alnpbst all of them had stopped eating and were
| ooki ng at us. Except for one nice-looking wonan with short black hair who was
hurrying by with a couple of boxes of hanmburger rolls in her hands, they were
all frozen in position -- a fat man in a straw hat with a sparerib held near
hi s open nouth, a woman pouring an enpty Coke can into a full cup, a child
hol di ng a stuffed pink-and-white rabbit over his head with two hands.

"What is this, Ode on a Gecian Un_?" | nunbled to no one.

| watched the woman with the rolls spear open a box with a barbecue
fork. The freeze on the rest of themlasted naybe ten | ong seconds, and then a
| oud engi ne noi se which turned out to be a truck carrying a pal om no horse
broke the spell. One of the men behind the grills sniled and waved us over
with a greasy spatul a.

"There's plenty here, folks. Cone on over and support the Galen Lions."

W started over, and the nman nodded his approval. There was space on one
of the benches, so Saxony sat down while | went over to the snoking grills.

My new pal scraped grease off the silver bars into the fire and called
over his shoulder for nore ribs. Then he | ooked at me and tapped the grill.
"Connecticut, huh? You came all this way just to taste ny spareribs, huh?"

He had on a puffy white cooking glove that was stai ned grease-brown on
the palm | sniled stupidly and | aughed through my nose.

"Now, you see, | got the ribs and Bob Schott over there's got the
hanburgers. If | were you, though, | wouldn't eat 'em because Bob's a doctor
and he mght try to poison you so he'll have a couple of new custoners later."

Bob thought that was the funniest thing he'd ever heard. He | ooked
around to see if everyone was |aughing as hard as he was.

"But now, you take sonme ribs fromne, and you'll know what good is,
because | own the market here and this nmeat is fresh off the truck this
morning. It's the best stuff I've got." He pointed at the grilling ribs. They
were basted in a red sauce and dri pped hot grease onto the coals, which in
turn gave of f an al most continual sizzle. They snelled great.

"Sure, Dan, sure. You know that they're just the ones you couldn't sel
| ast week."

When | | ooked over ny shoul der at Saxony to see how all these
knee- sl appers were going down with her, | was surprised to see her |aughing.



"Us dopes's keeping you fromeating, friend. Wat would you and your
[ ady |ike?"

Dan, the master of cerenonies, was shiny-bald except for sone short
brown hair on the sides of his head. H s eyes were dark and friendly and set
into a fat, red, unwinkled face that |ooked as if it had eaten a |ot of
spareribs over the years. He had on a white T-shirt, runpled tan pants, and
bl ack work boots. Overall he rem nded nme of an actor who died a couple of
years ago named Johnny Fox, who was infanous for beating his wife but who
nevert hel ess al ways played the part in cowboy novies of a cowardly small-town
mayor or shopowner. The kind who's afraid to challenge the Dalton gang when
they come into town |ooking to tear everything apart.

My father used to bring home men |ike Johnny Fox. They al ways | ooked
ast oni shed that he had actually invited themto dinner. He would conme in the
front door and yell to Esther, our cook, that there'd be another for dinner

If I was in the roomwith nmy nother, she'd inevitably groan and | ook at
the ceiling, as if the answer were witten up there. "Your father's found
anot her monster," she'd say, and then push herself wearily up and out of her
chair so that she'd at |east be standi ng when he appeared in the doorway with
his new pal in tow

Looki ng sheepi sh and naughty at the sane tine, he'd boom out, "Look
who's in for dinner, Meg, Johnny Fox! You remenber Johnny, don't you?"

Johnny woul d tiptoe forward and shake her hand as if she were an
electric eel about to strike. They were all petrified of her and sensed,
despite her invariable politeness, that she couldn't stand having themin her
house, nmuch less at her table. But the neals went well. There'd be tal k about
the novies they were working on, gossip, tidbits fromtheir world. Then, when
we were done, Johnny (or whoever) woul d beat as hasty a retreat as possible
out the door, thanking Mther obsequiously for the delicious neal. Once a
caner aman naned Wiitey, who'd brained his wife with a toaster and got thirty
days for it, fell back over the rubber wel cone mat and sprained his ankle
trying to get out.

When they'd gone, the fol ks would nmove into the living room where
Fat her would light up a Montecristo cigar and she would go to her place by the
wi ndow, where, with her back to him she'd begin the battle.

Matter-of -factly she'd say, "lIsn't he the one who beats his wife
((robbed a diner, raised killer dogs, ran Mexicans over the border))?"

He' d whoosh out a long gray fan of snmoke and | ook at the cigar, a happy
man. "Yes, that's right. He just got out of the pokey two weeks ago. Bryson
was afraid we'd have to get soneone else to play the mayor. It's lucky his
wi fe decided not to press charges."

"Yes, isn't it?" She tried to shoot out a cynical flanme, but her tongue
or heart wasn't in it, and as a result her words came out sounding |ike she
was really glad for Johnny.

"An interesting guy. An interesting guy. | worked with himabout five
years ago on a picture. He spent the whole tine either drunk or trying to put
the make on this ugly script girl we had."

"Delightful. You pick up all the sweetie pies, Stephen

This would go on for the tinme it took himto snoke his cigar. Then he'd
ei t her nove up behind her and put his hands on her waist or wal k out of the
room Wenever he did that, she'd turn around and stare at the doorway a | ong
tine.

"Ri bs or a burger?"

"Excuse me? Ch, ribs! Yes, ribs will be fine."

Dan scooped up some red sizzlers and put themonto an oversized yel | ow
plate along with two dinner rolls. The grease fromthe ribs ran across the
plate and started soaking into the rolls.

"That'll be two-fifty, and no charge for the entertai nment."

| got two Cokes and went back to the table. A gray old wonan with |ined,



sunken cheeks and a brown-black tooth in the front of her mouth was sitting
next to Saxony and tal king | ow and fast. | thought that was sort of odd, but
Saxony listened intently to whatever the other was saying, and when | put the
food down in front of her she didn't nove. Alittle niffed, | picked up one of
the ribs. It was burning hot and | dropped it on the table. |I didn't think
that 1'd nade that nuch noi se, but when | |ooked up everyone was staring at ne
again. God, how | hate that. 1'mthe kind of person who'll order a steak and
when the waiter brings fish instead, I'Il take it just to avoid making a
scene. | hate arguments in public, birthday cakes brought to you in
restaurants, tripping or farting or anything out in the open that nmakes people
stop and stare at you for the | ongest seconds in existence.

| gave the people around ne my "Ain't | a dummy?" smile, but it didn't
do any good. They | ooked and | ooked and | ooked.

"Thomas?" Good ol d Saxony to the rescue.

"Yes!" | think I answered | oud enough to curdle cream She picked up the
rib and put it back on my plate.

"This is Ms. Fletcher. Ms. Fletcher, Thonmas Abbey."

The ol d woman stuck her hand out over the table and gave ne a strong,
punpi ng shake. She | ooked about sixty-eight or -nine. | saw her running the
town post office or popcorn and candy concession at the novie theater. She
didn't have the dry snakeskin of a person who's old and lived out in the sun
all her life. More white, an inside-living white that had begun to go gray
like an ol d postcard.

"How d'ya do? | hear you're out here to stay maybe for a while?"

| |1 ooked at Saxony and wondered how much she had told Ms. Fletcher. She
wi nked at nme in between bites of sparerib.

"That you nmight want to rent a place?"

"Well, yes, maybe. It's just that we don't know how | ong we'll be here,
you see."

"That doesn't make any difference. |'ve got so nuch room downstairs in
my house that | could rent it out for a bowing alley. Twice." She took a
bl ack- and-gol d-plastic cigarette case out of her handbag. Unsnapping it, she
pul | ed out one of those hundred-nmillineter-long cigarettes and a black Cricket
lighter. Lighting up, she took a huge first drag that quickly burned down into
a long ash. It drooped nore and nmore as she tal ked, but she refused to tap it
of f.

"Dan, these ribs |ook good. Can | have a plate of thenP"

"Sure, CGoosey."

"Notice he calls me Goosey? Al of nmy friends call me that."

| nodded and didn't know whether it would he rude to start eating again
whi | e she tal ked.

"You don't have to worry about not being married or anything with ne."
She | ooked at us separately and tapped the ring finger on her left hand. "That
kind of stuff's never bothered me. | only wish people'd felt that way when
was a girl. | would have had a great time, believe ne!"

| 1 ooked at Saxony for her response to that, but she kept | ooking at
Ms. Fletcher.

The wonman stopped as she was about to say sonething, and drunmed her
fingers on the tahle. "I'Il rent you ny downstairs . . . I'll rent it to you
for thirty-five dollars a week. Now, you can't get that kind of price at any
notel around here. It's got a good kitchen down there, too."

| was about to tell her that we'd have to talk it over when Dan brought
her pl ate.

"What do you say to thirty-five dollars a week for renting out ny
downstairs, Dan?"

He crossed his arnms over his stomach and sucked air in through his
teeth. It sounded like a steamiron

"You people are thinking of staying in Galen for a while, are you?"
didn't knowif | was just paranoid, but | was sure that his voice clicked into
being less friendly.



Saxony spoke before |I had a chance to. "W're trying to see if we can
talk to Anna France. W're very interested in doing a book about her father."
And wasn't there a silence then? Faces that showed a slow, thick

i nterest that noved through the air toward us |ike snmoke on humd air?

"Anna? You say you want to do a book on Marshall?" Dan's voi ce rose out
over the cooking food, the quietness, the breeze that kept com ng up out of
nowhere and dyi ng just as quickly.

I was furious with Saxony. | had wanted to poke around the town for at
| east a few days before | started telling people why we were here. 1'd
recently read an article about an up and conming witer who lived in a small
town in WAashington State. The people in the town were tight-1lipped about him
to outsiders because they |liked himand wanted to protect his privacy.

Al t hough Marshall France was dead, | was sure all along that the people in
Galen woul d hesitate to talk about him It was really the first stupid thing
Saxony had done. The only thing | could attribute it to was her nervousness at
actual ly being here.

Dan turned around and bell owed to one of his buddies, "The nan here
wants to do a book about Marshall France."

"Mar shal | ?"

A worman wearing blue jeans and a man's chanbray shirt at a table across
fromus piped up, "On Marshall, you say?"

| felt like standing up on the bench and announci ng t hrough an
el ectronic bull horn, "YES, FOLKS! | WANT TO WRI TE A BOOK ABOUT MARSHALL
FRANCE. IS IT OKAY WTH YOU?" But | didn't do that. | took a sip of Coke
i nst ead.

" Anna?"

| wasn't sure that | had heard himright. Hi s voice sounded |ike he was
calling a nane rather than stating it.

"Yes?"

The voice canme up frombehind ne, and I felt my bowel s expand and
contract.

Wth nmy back to Anna France, | lived in that nmonentary |inbo that
precedes a drastic change in your life. | wanted to turn around, but | didn't
dare. What did she look |ike, what was her voice like, her eyes, her
mannerisns? The realization that | was the closest |1'd ever cone to Marshal
France suddenly crept up behind ne at a town barbecue, and | was paral yzed.

"Can | join you people?" Her voice was on ny left shoulder like a |eaf.
| could easily have reached back and touched her

"' Course you can, Anna. These people here have been dying to neet you,
fromwhat they say. They came all the way out here from Connecticut."

| heard Saxony slide over on the bench to make way for her. The two of
them munbl ed hello. | had to | ook

It was the woman who'd been carrying the boxes of hanmburger rolls. She
had short bl ack, glossy-clean hair cut in a kind of nonk's bow that came down
over her ears, although the rather large |obes could still be clearly seen. A
smal | nice nose that peaked up a little at the end, eyes that were al npost
Oiental and either gray or dusty green. Her lips were full and purplish and
was sure that that was their natural color, although sonetines they got so
dark you woul d have thought that she'd been eating some kind of grape candy.
She had on a pair of white carpenter's overalls, a black T-shirt, no jewelry
at all, and bl ack rubber flip-flop thongs on her feet. Al in all, she was
great-looking in a kind of hip, clean, youngi sh M dwestern housew fe way.
Wiere the hell was the Charles Addans character David Louis had referred to?
This woman | ooked i ke she'd just had the fanily stati on wagon washed at the
Shel | station.

She offered ne her hand, and it was soft and cool, not sweaty at all
i ke mi ne.

"Are you Thonmas Abbey?" She smil|led and nodded |ike she al ready knew
was. She kept hold of ny hand. 1'd alnost jerked it away when she said ny
nane.



"Yes, uh, hello. How d you -- ?"

"David Louis wote and told me that you were com ng."

| frowned at that one. Wiy had he done that? If she was the Medusa he'd
made her out to be, knowi ng what | was here for would only make her seal off
what ever cracks into her father's life |I mnight have been able to find snooping
around on ny own, incognito. I vowed to send Louis a ten-page hate letter at
the first opportunity. No wonder no bi ographer had ever had any luck with her.
Wth himrunning interference, she had a twenty-mle head start.

"Do you mind if | sit down? |I've been hopping around here so today in
this crazy heat. . . ." She shook her head, and her nonk's cut flipped back
and forth Iike a tight little grass skirt.

| realized that | hadn't properly introduced her to Saxony.

"Ms. France, this is nmy coll eague, Saxony Gardner." Coll eague? \When was
the last tinme I'd used that word?

They smled at each other and shook hands, but | noticed that their
shake was short and barely touching.

"You're a witer too, Mss Gardner?"

"No, | do the research and Thomas will do the witing."

Why didn't she say "Thomas _does_ the witing," rather than put it in
the future tense? It would have sounded so much nore professional

| looked at their two faces and tried not to think that Anna was |ovely
and Saxony was whol esome. Maybe it was just ny nonmentary anger at Sax.

"You want to wite a book about ny father? Wiy is that?"

| thought that by now the best thing to do was give it to her straight
and see how she reacted. "Because he's the best there is, Ms. France. Reading
his books was the only tinme in nmy entire life when | was totally gone into the
worl d of the story. Not that it nakes any difference, but | teach English at a
boy's prep school, and even all of the so-called 'greats' have never affected
me the way _The Land of Laughs_ does."

She seened pl eased by the conpliment but squinted up her eyes and
touched me briefly on the hand. "I have told you a million tinmes not to
exaggerate, M. Abbey." She smled like a little girl absolutely delighted
with herself. The joke and the smle made ne delighted with her too.

What the hell was David Louis tal king about when he pictured her as sone
ki nd of shrewy weirdo who vanped around in black dresses with a candle in her
hand? She was pretty and funny and wore Dee-Cee overalls, and fromwhat 1'd
seen so far, everyone in town knew and |iked her.

"It's true, Mss France." Saxony said it so ardently that we all stopped
and | ooked at her.

"Did David tell you, though, how | felt about a biography of ny father?"

Saxony spoke. "He said that you were very nuch agai nst one being
witten. "

"No, that is not quite true. |'ve been against it because the people who
have wanted to wite about himhave come out here to our town for all of the
wrong reasons. They would all like to beconme the authority on Marshall France.

But when you talk to them it is easy to see that they aren't interested in
what kind of man he was. To themhe is just a literary figure."

A kind of lowlevel bitterness nmoved in over her voice |like a cloud
bank. She was facing Saxony, so | only saw her in profile. Her chin was
angul ar and sharp. Wen she spoke, her white teeth came out from under those
dark, heavy lips in sharp contrast, but then they went back into hiding as
soon as she stopped. She had | ong sparse eyel ashes that | ooked recently
curled. Her neck was | ong and white and incredibly vul nerabl e and held the
only winkles on her face. | guessed that she was either in her forties or
late thirties, but everything about her |ooked firmand healthy, and I could
picture her living to a very old age. Unless she had the sane weak heart as
her father.

She turned to me and started playing with the blue plastic fork they'd
given me for my spareribs. "If you had known my father, M. Abbey, you would
understand why |I'm so sensitive about this. He was a very private person. The



only real friends he had outside of ny nother and Ms. Lee were Dan" -- she
snmi | ed and nodded up toward the grocer; he shrugged and | ooked nodestly at his
spatula -- "and only a few others in town. Everybody knew him and Iiked him
but he hated being in the public eye and worked very hard to avoid it."

Dan spoke, but only to Anna, not any of us. "The thing he liked to do
best was come into nmy store and sit behind the butcher counter with nme on
those little wood-stunp stools that | keep back there, you know? Once in a
while he'd work at the cash register if one of nmy regular people didn't cone
in"

What a great beginning for ny biography! Open it with France working at

the cash register of Dan's store in Galen. . . . Even if the possibility of
t he book was gone, it was a joy to be sitting here with these peopl e who had
been so nmuch a part of his life. | envied all of themincredibly.

"And | could tell when he was back there with ya, Dan. There'd never be
no service up front!"

Dan scratched his head and wi nked at us. There was a thought in my mnd
that woul dn't di sappear. Here was this nice little fat guy, a grocer, who'd
probably spent what anpbunted to years in the conpany of ny hero. Wat coul d
t hey have tal ked about? Basebal | ? Wonen? Who got drunk at the firehouse | ast
night? It was an obnoxi ous and condescending attitude to have, but why
couldn't | have switched places with himfor even one of those afternoons
behi nd the butcher counter? One afternoon shooting the bull with Mrshall

France and nmaybe tal ki ng about books and fantasy . . . about the characters in
hi s books.

"Hey, now, Marshall, how did you ever come up with ((fill in the
bl ank)) ?"

He woul d | ean back against a couple of legs of |anb and say sonething
like, "I knew this sword swall ower when | was a kid. "

Then we'd turn on the radio and listen to the ball game in that sleepy
and cal mway that nmen get when they're bullshitting and | ooking off into
space. We'd tal k about Stan Musial's batting average or Fred's new tractor

| was off in nmy dreamworld chatting with France when | heard Saxony say
"somet hi ng- sonet hi ng- sonet hi ng St ephen Abbey." That brought me around, and
when ny eyes | ocked back into the scene, Ms. Fletcher was staring at ne with
her nmouth w de open

"Your father was Stephen Abbey?"

| shrugged and wondered why the hell Saxony had |let that cat out of the
bag. Ch, we were going to have a lovely talk later on

The soft chai n-saw whi ne of a crying baby cut through the air and
covered the halt in conversation

"The man's father was Stephen Abbey."

That did it. Eyes cane up, hanmburgers went down, the baby stopped
crying. | looked at Saxony with instant death in nmy eyes. Her face fell and
she | ooked away. She tried to get out of it by saying to Anna that since we
both had famous fathers, we probably had quite a bit in comon.

"If that's true, then ny father wasn't in the same | eague as M.
Abbey's." Anna | ooked at nme while she said this. Her eyes noved freely over ny
face. | half-liked, half-didn't-like the inspection

"Then it is true? Your father was Stephen Abbey?"

| picked up a cold sparerib and took a bite. | wanted to play down ny
answer as much as possible, so | thought that a munble through a nmouthful of
meat woul d be a good place to start.

"Yes." Chonp chonp. "Yes, he was." | |ooked hypnotically at the rib and
nmy greasy fingers. Chewi ng was easy, swallowing wasn't. | _ulked_ it down with
half a can of Coke.

"Do you renenber when nme and your father took you to see _The
Begi nners_, Anna?"

"You di d?"

"What do you mean, 'You did?" O course we did. W went over to that
theater in Hermann and you had to go to the bathroomthe whole tine."



"What was it like, M. Abbey?"

"You tell _me_, Ms. France." | gave a two-second nasty-sly smile that
she picked up and shot back at ne.

"Two people with fanous fathers right at the table with us, Dan." Ms.
Fl et cher cl apped her hands, then, laying themflat on the table, rubbed them
back and forth as if sanding it.

"Anna, you gotta get ne nore rolls again!"

She stood straight up, |ooked down the front of her overalls, and
brushed off some crunbs. "Wy don't we talk about this some nore, okay? Wuld
you two |like to come over to ny house for dinner tonight? Around seven-thirty?
Eddie told you the address and how to get there, didn't he?"

| was stunned. We all shook hands and she went off. Dinner tonight at
Marshal | France's house? Eddi e? The hippie kid we'd given the ride to? There
was no way he could have gotten to that barbecue before we did.

We drove Ms. Fletcher over to her house, which was on the other side of
town. It was great. To get there you went up a flagstone wal k that cut through
a garden of six-foot-high sunflowers, chestnut-size punpkins, waternelons, and
tomat o vines. According to her, the only kind of garden she could see was one
that you ate. She didn't hold with roses and honeysuckl e, no matter how good
t hey snel | ed.

You clinbed four broad wooden steps to the kind of shaded porch you
dream of drinking iced tea on in the mddl e of August. Real Nornman Rockwel |
stuff. There was a white hamobck bi g enough for ten people, two white rocking
chairs with green cushions on the seats, and an all-white dog that |ooked Iike
a baby pig.

"Now, that there's Nails. He's a bull terrier, if you don't know the
breed. "

" Nails? "

"Yeah -- doesn't his head | ook |ike one of those wedgi ng nail s? Marshall
France gave himthat nane."

|'ve never been crazy for either dogs or cats, but one | ook at Nails and
it was love at first sight. He was so ugly, so short and tight-skinned -- like
a sausage about to burst its casing. Eyes on either side of his head like a
lizard's.

"Does he bite?"

"Nails? Lord, no. Nails, cone here, boy."

He got up and stretched, and his skin got even tighter. He wal ked
stiff-leggedly over to us and lay right down again as if the effort to get
there had done himin.

"They rai se these dogs in England for fighting. Put "emin a pen or a
pit together and let themtear each other up. People do crazy things, hah
Nai | s?"

The dog's face was expressionless, although his eyes were foll ow ng
everything. Little brown coal eyes stuck deep into a white snowman's face.

"Go ahead and pet him Tom He |ikes people."

| reached out and hesitantly tapped himtw ce on the head as if he were
a bell at the front desk of a hotel. He nmoved his noggin up to ny hand and
pushed into it. | scratched himbehind an ear. | got such a kick out of that
that | put ny bag down and sat down next to himon the porch. He got up
clinmbed halfway into nmy |ap, and pl opped down agai n. Saxony handed ne her
wi cker basket and went back down the steps into the garden to | ook at the
tomat o vi nes.

"Why don't you two stay out here for a couple of minutes while I go in
and straighten things up?" She noved across the porch and went inside. Nails
rai sed his head but decided to stay in ny lap

After Anna had left us at the barbecue, | told Ms. Fletcher that we'd
like to take her "downstairs" for a few days, and that if things worked out
we'd rent it fromher by the week. She agreed and told us again that she



didn't mnd our not being married. | gave her fourteen dollars in advance.
Next to her house was a huge yellow, turn-of-the-century icehouse. It

was both omi nous and pleasing to | ook at. Solid and unnovi ng, yet so

out -of -pl ace eyen in a sleepy little town |like Galen, where | was sure you

could still get sone kind of candy for a penny. The old lady said that they
had been using it for storage right up until a few years before, when a couple
of rafters rotted through and fell, killing two worknen fromtown. A "bunch of

fags" fromSt. Louis came down to look at it to see if it would be possible to

convert it into an antique shop, but the people in Galen |l et them know t hat

they didn't want themthere or their icehouse converted, thank you very much.
As far as ny feelings toward Saxony went, | was so buzzed out by the

t hi ngs that had happened that | didn't think about asking her why she'd

reveal ed so much. But while | sat there petting Nails and | ooking at the

i cehouse, | made an assessnent of what had been acconplished, and | had to

admt that we'd gotten a hell of a lot further in one afternoon in Gl en than

I'd have ever thought possible. W'd arrived, found a place to stay, net sone

of the townspeople _and_ Anna France in one swoop, and -- wonder of wonders --
were going to her house for dinner that night. So how wrong had Saxony been?
O was it all luck that had | anded us so firmy on our feet in the Land of
France?
4

"That's a picture of nmy husband, Joe. | hope you two don't mnd pictures
of the dead around you. 1'll take it down if you want me to."

Ms. Fletcher had her hands on her hips and was squinting scornfully at
Joe. He looked like Larry of the Three Stooges. | could easily imagi ne what

their life together had been I|ike.

"This was his study, see, when he was alive. That's why | got his
picture in here. There's his little TV set, his radio, the desk where he wote
all his policies and letters. " She swept across the room and poi nted out
his TV, radio, desk. There were di plonmas and certificates on the walls,
phot ographs of himholding up a big fish, touching his son's shoul der at the
boy's graduation, being nade an El k. There was a green wai st-hi gh bookcase
agai nst one green wall which was filled with copies of _The Reader's Digest_,
_Popul ar Mechanics_, _Boy's Life_, and a few books. One of the certificates on
the wall thanked himfor being a scoutmaster in 1961. A circul ar red-and-green
rug covered nost of the floor, but Nails lay down near me on the exposed part
of the dark wood as soon as we entered the room He and | were getting al ong
like old pals. There was anot her confortabl e-1ooking rocking chair by the
wi ndow. Standing there, | could easily see being very content in a roomlike
that. The bay wi ndow | ooked out on the still-sunlit vegetable garden in front.

There were three other roonms besides the study. A bedroom where
everything was white as a glacier and snelled like |avender, a parlor wth
giant old Victorian furniture that hul ked everywhere and woul d probably make
me depressed sonetinme, and a conbi ned kitchen-di ning roomthat was big enough
to hold the Denocratic Convention. For thirty-five dollars a week, | wondered
if they had any openings in English at Galen H gh School. Mve in here with
Saxony, get ny Mssouri teaching certificate, and teach days at the school
research and wite the book at night if things finally did work out with Anna.

Nai |l s put his head on my foot and brought me back down to earth.



| realized that while dreaming, | had been staring at the bookcase.
Suddenly | saw what it was | was staring at, and | hotfooted it over there and
started reaching for the book before | arrived.

"Saxony! The Ni ght Races into Anna. Look at this!" | had the book and
t hunbed through it, back to front. "Hey, hey, will you |l ook at this! It has
three nore chapters than your edition, Sax!"

That brought her over. She snatched it out of ny hand.

"You're right, but I don't understand." She turned to ask Ms. Fletcher
but the old woman was gone. W | ooked at each other and then | | ooked out the
wi ndow, which was just over Sax's shoul der. Dwarfed by the noddi ng and swayi ng
yel | ow and- bl ack sunfl owers, our new | andl ady noved across the garden. She was
| ooking toward the wi ndow, toward us.

Saxony sat on the high white bed and kicked off her |oafers. "Do you
mnd if | read it first? I won't he long."

"No, go ahead. | want to take a shower."

But there was no shower. Only one of those seven-or eight-foot-Iong
bat ht ubs with white lion claws holding white balls for legs. | didn't nind a
good soothing soak in tepid water -- in fact, after everything that had
happened today, it sounded good. There was even a brand- new chunky bar of
Ivory soap in the nmetal tray and a thick purple towel and washcl oth slung over
the side of the tub.

| was soaping ny head and singing a Randy Newran song when she cane in.
She had the book in her hand and, w thout saying anything, sat down on the top
of the white wi cker clothes hanper.

"Are you okay, Sax?"

"Yes. | just didn't feel like reading. |I thought | did. Are you mad at
ne?"

"No. Yes. Yes, | guess | was, back there, before, but everything's
wor ked out so well that | can't be mad any |onger."

"Was it because | nentioned your father?"

"Partly. Partly that, and then when you told them about the biography."

She got off the hanper and wal ked to the sink. She | ooked at herself in
t he medi ci ne-chest mirror

"I thought so. Are you excited about going to this dinner with her?"

She spoke in a nonotone that | wasn't used to. She normally had a voice
for every mood, and it was easy to tell how she was feeling by the way she
spoke. Since she canme into the bathroom though, she'd sounded |ike a talking
conput er.

"OfF course |'mexcited! Do you know that if she quote accepts us

unquote, we'll he hal fway there?"
"Yes, | know. What do you think of the town?"
"Saxony, will you please tell me what's wong with you? You sound I|ike

_The Night of the Living Dead_. Wat are you, half asleep? You don't seemto
realize that we have been invited to dinner tonight by Anna France, as in
_the_ Anna France." | guess | was angry and nmy voice showed it. | caught her
eye in the mrror, and she gave me a weak snmile. Then she turned around and
| ooked at ne and | felt Iike some sort of dope there in the bathtub with ny
knees up under mchin and a head full of shanpoo suds.

"I know." She kept |ooking at me and then said it again. "I know " She
nmoved over to the hanper, picked up the book, and left the room
"What the hell was _that_ supposed to nean?" | asked the tub. The soap

squi ggl ed out of ny hand and fell into the water with a plop

I finished ny bath only hal f-conscious of what | was doi ng, because
was trying to figure out what was going on. But when | was done and had
dri pped my way back into the bedroom she was up and at 'em again, so
deci ded to keep quiet.

W wanted to wal k to the France house. Ms. Fletcher was out on the
front porch in one of the rocking chairs, shucking corn. Nails was |ying next



to her, guarding but not eating a big pink-and-white bone. She gave us careful
wal ki ng directions to Anna's, which turned out to be about six bl ocks away.
Goi ng down the porch steps, | was sure that she was watching our every nove
but | didn't turn around to check. It would have been too obvious, and

didn't want to be on bad terns with her. If we decided to stay awhile, her
house was too nice and confortable (and cheap) to make me want to throw it
away sinply because she was odd and nosy.

The sun was setting on the top of the icehouse, but it |ooked pale
conpared to the deep | enon of the building. There were the ghosts of
once-black letters on the side of the place that we hadn't seen when we first
passed it.

"Hey, will you look at that? 'Fletcher and Fanily.' | wonder why she
didn't tell us before that she owned it?"

"Maybe she was enbarrassed to admt to her weal th?" Sax | ooked at ne and
squi nched up her eyes agai nst the sun

"What weal th? She rents rooms in her house and owns a cl osed- up
i cehouse? | think she didn't want to 'fess up to owning a place where people
got killed because of owner neglect."

That idea held the floor for a few silent mnutes of wal ki ng.

It was the beginning of the evening, and the sky had cleared to cobalt
blue with a streak of sharp white airplane exhaust vapor through its center. A
| awnmower whi ned somewhere and the air snelled of cut grass, and of oil and
gasol i ne when we passed Bert Keener's Exxon Station. A guy was sitting in
front of the office in a red aluminuml!|awn chair with a can of beer propped on
a pile of old worn tires nearby. Another Norman Rockwel | painting, this one
titled "Bert's Exxon Station in June." A new white Vol kswagen pulled into the
station and rolled up to the punps. The man inside rolled down his w ndow and
stuck his head out.

"Cet your ass over here, Larry. You gettin' paid to drink beer or what?"

Larry, in the lawn chair, made a face and | ooked at us before he got up
"These guys that buy these little Kraut cars all get to thinking that they're
Htler, you know?"

W wal ked past a closed grocery store with particol ored stickers al
over the wi ndows announcing the weekly specials. | noticed that the prices
wer e cheaper than in Connecticut.

A drive-in hanmburger joint was next, with a ot of bright orange
everywhere and rock nusic piped out over its dirt parking ot via a speaker on
the roof of the squat, square building. A late-sixties Chevrolet was the only
car there, and | noticed that everyone in it was eating big soft-ice-cream
cones.

Wthout knowing it, we had arrived at Anna's street. My stomach, which
had been pretty calmuntil then, said "contact" to the rest of nmy system and

within mlliseconds | was junpy and scared.
"Thomas . "
"Come on, Sax, let's just go. Let's get it over with." | was revving up

and knew that | had to keep going or else ny knees would start shaking and 1'd
becone tongue-ti ed.
"Thomas

"Come _on_!" | took her linp hand fromthe crook of ny el bow and dragged
her down the street.

Everyone must have been either eating dinner or out because no one was
in sight as we wal ked toward Anna's. It was alnmpbst a little eerie. The houses
were nostly white Mdwest-solid. Picket fences and al um num siding and sone
netal statues on the lawn. Mil boxes with names |ike Cal der and Schreiner, and
my favorite -- "The Bob and Leona Burns Castle." | could imagi ne
Christmas-tree lights on these places in Decenber. Christmas-tree lights hung
over the front doors, and big light-up Santa Cl auses on the roofs.

And then there it was. It wasn't hard to make out the house, because
had | ooked at the nmgazi ne picture enough tinmes. Huge, brown, Victorian, ful
of intricate gingerbread woodwork, and on cl oser view, small stained-glass



wi ndows. Hedges in front that were full and carefully trimred. Even though it
was a kind of dark cocoa brown, the house | ooked freshly painted.

My grandnother lived in a house like that. She lived to be ninety-four
in lowa and refused to see any of her son's novies. Wen she died and they
went through her bel ongi ngs, they found el even | eather scrapbooks on his
career that went back to his first film She had wanted himto be a
veterinarian. She kept lots of animals in and around her big farmouse,

i ncludi ng a donkey and a goat. Whenever we visited her, the donkey always bit
me and then | aughed.

" go?"

Saxony was in the crook of my arm again and peering at ne.

"Excuse ne?"

Her expression was tight and flushed, and | assumed that she was as
nervous about this as | was.

"Don't you think we should go? | nmean, | think it's time, isn't it?"

| looked at my watch without really seeing it, and nodded.

W crossed the street and went up the walk to the house. A screen door
a natural -wood nmailbox with just the nane in white block letters (what
i ncredi ble mail nust have been in there at one tine!), and a bl ack doorbel

that was as big as a checker. | pressed it and a deep chimng went off in the
back of the house. A dog barked and then abruptly stopped. | |ooked at the
floor and saw a matching brown mat that said "GO AWAY!" | nudged Saxony and

pointed to it.

"Do you think she nmeans us?"

That's all | needed. | had thought the mat was a funny idea, and then
she had to make it into sonmething else to worry about. Wat if Anna really
didn't want us --

"Hi. Cone in. |I'd better not shake hands with you. I'ma little greasy
fromthe chicken."

"Hey, look, it's Nails!"

It was. A white bull terrier had shoved its head between Anna's knees
and was checking us out with those hilariously tight, slanty eyes.

Anna cl osed her legs tighter and held its head between themlike a
puni shment stock. The dog didn't nove, but | could see its tail waggi ng behind
Anna.

"No, this one is Petals; she's Nails's girlfriend." Anna let her go and
Petal s came right over to say hello. She was as friendly as the other one.
had never seen bull terriers before today, and then the two of themw thin a
few hours. But it made sense, with Nails just down the street.

A wide hallway led straight to a flight of stairs. Halfway up them
above the landing, two big stained-glass w ndows beamed Technicolor |ight
across sone of the lower steps and the last part of the hall. The walls were
white. On the left as you walked in was a big gold fish-eye mrror next to a
bentwood hat rack with two slouchy nmen's hats on them _H s_ hats? Had
Marshal | France actually worn then? To the right of the rack were eighteenth-
and ni neteenth-century ascension balloon and zeppelin prints in expensive
nodern silver frames. Next to them and a big surprise to me because |I'd
pi ctured France as a nodest man, were framed nock-ups of the Van Walt covers

to all of his books. | didn't want to appear too snoopy, so | stopped peeking
at the pictures. Maybe later, when we were all nore confortable with each
other (if there _was_ going to be a later after tonight). | began playing with

Petal s, who kept junping up and down by herself in the mddle of the hallway.
Then she started junping on ne.

"These dogs are incredible. I neyer really knew of them before today,
but now!l think I want one!"
"You'll see a |ot of themaround here. We're a little bull-terrier

encl ave. They were the only dogs ny father ever liked. If she gets to be too
much for you, just push her away. They are the world' s greatest dogs, but al
of them have a tendency to get a little crazy sonmetines. Come on, let's go
into the living room"



| wondered what she was like in bed but suppressed the thought, since it
seened sacrilegious to do it with the daughter of France. The hell with it --
she was sexy and had a great deep voice and she wore the kind of
jeans-and-T-shirt clothes that showed she still had a very nice, full figure.
Wal king into the living room | pictured her in a Paris atelier living with a
crazy Russian painter whose eyes glowed like Rasputin's and who took her fifty
times a day in between painting nude portraits of her and drinking absinthe.

In the incredible France living roomny first amazed inventory took in:
a hand-carved ol ive-wood Pinocchio with noving arnms and | egs, six-foot-tal
department store mannequin fromthe 1920's that was painted silver and | ooked
like Jean Harlow with her hair swept up on her head, Navaho rug. Hand puppets
and marionettes. _Masks! (Mostly Japanese, South American, and African on
first glance.) Peacock feathers stuck in an earthenware pitcher. Japanese
prints (Hokusai and Hiroshige). A shelf full of old alarmclocks with painted
faces, metal banks, and tin toys. A d | eather-bound books. Three square wood
boxes from a Shanghai tea exporter with yellow, red, and black flowers and
fans and wonen and sanpans. A stereo somewhere was playing the score to
_Cabaret . A ceiling fan with wooden bl ades hung unnovi ng.

W stood in the doorway and gasped. He wrote the books, and this was his
living room and it all nade perfect sense.

"People either love this roomwhen they first come in or they are
horrified." Anna pushed between us and went in. W stayed frozen in the
doorway, |ooking. "My nother was very conservative. She |iked antinacassars
and doilies and tea cozies. Al of her things are boxed up in the attic now,
because as soon as she died, Father and | transformed this room W did it
over into what we'd envisioned for years. Even when | was very young, | |iked
the sane things that he did."

"But it's great! When | think of all the books and the characters, and
then all of this . . ." | spread both arns toward the room "It's al
him It's conpletely Marshall France."

She liked that. She stood in the mddle of the room beamng, and told

us to cone in and sit down. | say "told" because whatever she said sounded
either like an order or a definitive statenent. She was not an insecure
per son.

Saxony, however, went right over to a hand puppet that was hangi ng from
a hook on the wall.

"May | try it?"

| didn't think that that was the sort of thing to ask right after you'd
cone in, but Anna said that it was okay.

Sax reached for it, then stopped and stepped back. "It's a Kl ee!"

Anna nodded but didn't say anything. She | ooked at ne and rai sed her
eyebr ows.

"But it's a Paul Klee!" Saxony | ooked fromthe puppet, to Anna, to ne,

totally fl abbergasted. "How did you . . . ?"
"You're very good, M ss Gardner. Not many people know how rare that is."
"She's a puppeteer,” | said, trying to get into the act.

"But it's a Kleel"

| wondered if she was trying to imtate a parrot. She took it off the
wal | and handled it like the Holy Grail. She started tal king, but it was so
quietly that it was either to herself or to the puppet.

"Sax, what are you sayi ng?"

She | ooked up. "Paul Klee nmade fifty of these for his son, Felix. But
twenty of the originals were destroyed when the town of Dessau was bomnbed
during the war. The rest of them are supposed to be at a nmuseumin
Switzerland."

"Yes, they are in Bern. But Father and Kl ee had a great correspondence
goi ng between themfor years. Klee wote first to tell himhow nuch he |iked
_The Green Dog's Sorrow_. \Wien Father later told himabout his collection
Klee sent himthat one."

To ne the puppet |ooked like sonmething froma fourth-grade



arts-and-crafts class.

Sax sank into a nearby |eather chair and went on comruning with the
Klee. | |ooked at Anna and sniled, and Anna | ooked at ne and snmiled. For two
seconds it was as if Saxony wasn't in the roomwith us. For two seconds | felt
how easy and nice it would be to be Anna's lover. The feeling passed, but its
echoes didn't.

"So who are you, M. Abbey? Besides Stephen Abbey's son."

"Who am |?"

"Yes, who are you? Wiere are you coming fromnow, what do you do
o

"Ch, | see. Wll, |'ve been teaching at a prep school in Connecti cut

"Teachi ng? You nean that you are not an actor?"
| took one of ny deep breaths and crossed one | eg over the other. A bit
of hairy ankl e showed between the cuff and the top of my gray sock, so

covered it with my hand. | tried to | augh off her question/statement. "Ha, ha,
no, one actor in the famly was enough."
"Yes, _genug_. | feel the same way. | could never be a witer."

She | ooked at me calmy. Again, that kind of unspoken, just-between-us
intimacy was there. O was | fantasizing? | pulled on my shoel ace and undid
the bow | was tying it again when she spoke.

"Whi ch of Father's was your favorite book?"

" _The Land of Laughs_."

"Why?" She picked an obl ong gl ass paperwei ght off an end table and
rolled it around in her hands.

"Because no one el se ever got that close to ny world." | uncrossed ny
Il eg and | eaned forward, el bows on knees. "Reading a book, for nme at least, is
like traveling in sonmeone else's world. If it's a good book, then you fee
confortable and yet anxious to see what's going to happen to you there,
what' ||l be around the next corner. But if it's a |ousy book, then it's like
goi ng through Secaucus, New Jersey -- it snells and you wi sh you weren't
there, but since you' ve started the trip, you roll up the wi ndows and breat he
t hrough your mouth until you're done."

She | aughed and bent down to pet Petals, who was resting her chunky head
on Anna's foot. "You nean that you finish every book that you start?"

"Yes, it's this terrible habit that | have. Even if it's the worst thing
that was ever witten, once | get started with it, then |I'm hooked until |
find out what happens.™

"That is very interesting, because ny father was the sane way. As soon
as he picked up anything -- even the phone book -- he would read it until the
bitter end."”

"Didn't they make a great novie out of that?"

"Qut of what?"

"The phone book." | knew it was a terrible joke as soon as | said it,
but Anna didn't even attenpt a smile. | wondered if she judged future
bi ographers on their sense of hunor.

"Excuse me for a mnute, will you? | have to go | ook at the dinner." She
left the roomto Saxony and me. Petals |ooked up and wagged her tail but
stayed where she was on the floor. Naturally | junped up and poked around.
France or someone in the house |iked biographi es and aut obi ographi es, because
there were so many of them around, the pages bent over and whol e sections
marked off. It was a strange assortnent, too -- Richard Halliburton's _The
Magi ¢ Carpet _, the notebooks of Max Frisch (in German), Al eister Crow ey,
GQurdjieff's _Meetings with Remarkable Men_, a French priest who fought for the
underground in WNVII, Mein Kampf_ (in German), the notebooks of Leonardo da
Vinci, _Three on a Toothbrush_ by Jack Paar.

A cardboard shoebox with Buster Brown on the side contained a collection
of old postcards. Wen | thunbed through them | noticed that many were of
European train stations. | flipped one of the Vienna Wstbahnhof over and got
the shivers when | | ooked at the signature printed across the bottom --



"Isaac." The date on it was 1933. | couldn't read the German, but | was sorely
tenpted to steal the card and send it to David Louis in New York. "Dear M.
Louis: | thought you might |ike to see a postcard to Marshall France fromhis
nonexi stent brother, |saac."”

"Di nner is ready! Cone and eat everything before it gets cold."

| didn't realize how hungry I was until we wal ked in and saw big
steanming platters of fried chicken, peas, and mashed pot at oes.

"Because this is your first time here, | thought that I would rmake you
my father's favorite neal. When he was alive he was very mad if this wasn't
made for himat |east once a week. If it had been his choice, we would have
had it every day. Please, sit down."

It was a small oval table with three straw place mats. | sat on Anna's
right, Saxony on her left. The food snells were driving ne crazy. Anna served,
| oadi ng down ny plate with two fat legs, a pile of peas, and a heavy yell ow

cl oud of mashed potatoes. | was on the verge of licking nmy |ips and diving
right into themwhen | picked up ny knife and fork and | ooked at them

"Yi pes!"

Anna | ooked over, and seeing what was happening, smled. "I was waiting

to see howlong it would take you to react. Aren't they crazy? They were
Father's too. He had a silversnmith in New York nake them"™
My fork was a silver clown. H's head was bent back and the tines of the
fork came out of his open mouth. My knife was a | ong-nuscled arm hol ding a
ki nd of paddle. Not Ping-Pong or anything like that; nore sinister-looking --
the sort of thing they smack kids with in English public schools. Saxony held
hers up to the light, and they were completely different. Her fork was a witch
riding a broom The tines were the brush part, the shaft the broomstick
"They're incrediblel™

"There are enough for six place settings. 1'll show you the others after
di nner. "

As soon as | started eating, | knew it was going to be a long, |ong
meal . | wondered why | was dammed to eat horrible food fromthe hands of

i nteresting wonen.

Hal fway through the unspeakabl e cof fee, she put her napkin down and
started tal king about France. Now and then she'd pick up her fork and play
with it, running it through her fingers as if practicing to be a nagician. She
wat ched her hands nost of the tine, although once in a while she woul d pause
and | ook at one of us to see, by our expressions, if we understood what she
was tal ki ng about.

"My father loved living in Galen. His parents sent himto America before
the war because they were Jews and they were afraid of Hitler |ong before nopst
peopl e. Father's brother, Isaac, was killed in one of the concentration
canps. "

"David Louis told ne that your father was an only child."

"Do you speak German, M. Abbey? No? Well, there is a little Gernman
saying that suits David Louis perfectly. ' _Dreck mt zwei augen_.' Do you
understand that? ' Garbage with two eyes.' Sone people would translate it 'Shit
with two eyes,' but | amfeeling charitable tonight." She ran the edge of her
fork back and forth over the edge of the table several tines. Until then her
tone had been cal mand amiable, but the "shit" stopped it short. | didn't see
her as a woman who cursed nuch. Wat cane to nind was a picture of Louis in
his office, sitting on the canvas couch telling ne that bizarre story about
Anna and her cats hissing at himwith hatred. Her cats. There were no cats. |
t hought it would be a harm ess enough question to ask to clear the air of the

"shit" that was still hanging there.
"Don't you have cats?"
"Cats? No, never! | hate cats."

"Did your father have any?"

"No, He hated nost animals. Bull terriers were the only kind of furry
beasts that he could stand."

"Real | y? But then how did he know animals so well for his books?"



"Wuld you |ike sone nore coffee?"

| shook ny head so hard it alnost fell off. She didn't offer Saxony nore
tea. | was beginning to think that she wasn't crazy for Sax. But was it
because of Saxony's personality or because she was another wonan? Conpeting
for me? Afraid not. Sonetinmes you meet a person and as soon as you touch hands

with her there's instant dislike, or vice versa She can be brilliant or
beautiful or sexy but you _don't like_ her. If that was the case here, then it
was going to make things very difficult. | decided not to think about it unti

Anna agreed to let us do the biography.

W stood up, and Saxony led the way into the other room It was dark now
except for whatever came through the windows fromthe street. It caught edges
and hal f-shapes of the nasks, mannequin, and other things, and was, uh,
spooky, to say the least. Anna was just in front of ne with her hand on the
light switch, but she didn't click it on

"Father |l oved the roomlike this. | used to catch himstanding here in
t he doorway, |ooking at all of his things in this cat light."

"'Cat light,'" eh? _Green Dog's Sorrow_, eh?"

"That's right. You do know your France, don't you?" She turned on the
light, and the things that went bunp in the night went back to being things,
thank God. | do not like: horror novies, horror stories, nightmares, black
things. | teach Poe only because |I'mtold to by ny departnent chairman, and it
takes ne two weeks to get over "The Telltale Heart" every tine | read it. Yes,
| like masks and things that are different and fantastic, but enjoying the
al nost-real and fearing the nonstrous are very difierent things. Renmenber,
pl ease, that |'ma coward

Saxony sat on the couch and crossed her legs. Petals put a paw up next
to her and then | ooked at Anna for couch approval. When nothing was said, she
took it as a "yes" and worked her way up, one slowleg at a tine.

"When he arrived in New York, he went to work for an undertaker. Ch, I'm
sorry -- would either of you like a brandy or drink of some kind? Sone Kahl Ga
or Tia Maria? |'ve got everything over there."

We both said no, and she sank back down into her chair.

"Al'l of this is a big secret, though. Very few peopl e know about nmny
father's first job."

| |1 ooked at Saxony, but Saxony | ooked at Anna. Then she spoke for the
first time since dinner. "How |l ong did he work for this undertaker?"

It was a | oaded question, because Lucente hinmself had told ne the answer
when | saw him N ne nonths.

"Two years." She had the paperwei ght in her hands again and was rolling
it around and around.

| |l ooked at Saxony, but Saxony | ooked at Anna.

"What did he do for hinP"

"Do?" Anna shrugged and smiled at ne as if the question wasn't worth
answering and wasn't ny friend dunmb for asking it.

"Well, he didn't do any normal things because he got sick every tine he
saw one of the bodies. Really! He said that whenever they called himinto the
roonms where they did their work, he would take one | ook and run out for the
bat hroom Poor Father, he was never nmeant to take care of the dead. No, do you
know what he di d? He cooked. He took care of the kitchen and cleaning the
pl ace."

"He never did any work for the nman? Not even after he'd been there
awhi | e?"

She smled warmy at nme and shook her head. " _Never . My father had
trouble |l ooking at an aninmal killed in the road. But you know, I'll tell you a
funny story for your biography, M. Abbey. Once in a while he would go with
themto drive the truck when they picked up a body. This tinme they got a cal
to pick up a man whose apartnent was on the sixth floor of a wal k-up buil di ng.
There was no el evator. Wen they got up there they opened the door and the
body turned out to be three hundred pounds!"

"Three hundred? What did they use to get himout of there -- a



forklift?" Despite the fact that she was probably |ying about this too, the
i dea fascinated ne.

She liked ny forklift. She snorted and actually sl apped her knee. "No,
not quite. What they did was send Father downstairs to make sure that no one
was on the stairs or coming into the building. Then when he called out to them
that it was all clear, he started back up. Suddenly he heard this big _bunp_.
Then _bunp bunp_. He | ooked up through the stairwell and saw themrolling the
body down the stairs with the toes of their shoes. Can you inmagine that? Can
you i magi ne opening the door to that apartnent buil ding and seeing a
t hr ee- hundr ed- pound body comre bunpi ng down toward you?"

"You can't be serious."

She held up the three mddle fingers of her right hand, pal mout, and
shook her head. "G rl scout's honor,"

"They _rolled_ himdown the stairs? Down _six flights_ of stairs?"

"Exactly."

"Well, what'd they do when they got himthere? Wasn't he all danmaged and
everyt hi ng?"

"Yes, of course, but then they took himback to the funeral parlor and
fixed himw th makeup and those things they use. The next day at the funeral
Fat her said he | ooked as good as new. "

Bal oney or not, it was a good story, and | could detect a bit of her
father's narrative flair.

She put the paperwei ght back down on the side table. "Wuld you like to
see his study? | think you might be interested.”

"Ms. France, you don't _know_how nuch I'd like to see his study!" | was
al ready hal fway out of mnmy chair.

She | ed the way, Petals second, Saxony, then nme. Al ways the gentl enan.

When | was a boy | used to sit with ny brother and sister at the top of
our red-carpeted staircase and watch ny parents get ready to go out for the
evening. W would be in our pajamas and fuzzy brown Roy Rogers slippers and
the hall light would touch just the tips of our warmtoes. The parents were
too far away for us to hear what they were saying to each other, but we were
cozy and sl eepy and they | ooked so sleek and beautiful. That was about the
only tine that | ever saw ny father as anything nore than just "my pop," who
wasn't there nost of the tinme and tried to |l ove us too nuch when he was. |
hadn't thought about that in years -- one of those little Proustian nmenories
that are so easy to forget but so cherished when you happen across them again.
H king up the staircase to France's office brought it all back so clearly that
| had a nomentary urge to sit down on the steps and feel what it was |ike

again. | wondered if Anna had ever done the sane thing with her parents.
A light went on before | got to the top. Just as | arrived, | caught
sight of the three of them disappearing around a dark corner
A voice called out, "Are you still there?"

I qui ckened nmy step and cal |l ed back, "Yes, yes, I'mright behind you."

The floor was a blond, bare wood that had been carefully stripped and
seal ed and remi nded nme of houses in Scandinavia. No tables or chairs or
si deboards here, no pictures on the walls. The house seenmed to have separate
upstairs and downstairs personalities: pure up, cluttered and crazy down. |
turned the corner and saw light spilling out of a narrow doorway. No sound of
voi ces or bodies nmoving around. | came up to it and wal ked through and was
instantly di sappointed. There was literally nothing in the roombut a |arge
oak rolltop desk and a swivel chair tucked into the leg hole. There was a
green blotter on the desk and an ol d orange Parker "Lucky Curve" fountain pen
Not hi ng el se.

"I't's so enmpty."

"Yes, it's very different fromthe living room Father said that
anyt hi ng di stracted hi mwhen he worked, so this is the way he wanted his
room" A phone that turned out to be behind the door rang, and she excused
herself to answer it. Sax went up to the desk and ran her hand over the top of
it.



" _Blinded?_ What do you nean, blinded? It's inpossible. How did it
happen?"

| |l ooked at Saxony and knew that both of us were eavesdropping. Anna's
face was tight, and she | ooked at the floor. She | ooked nore angry than upset.

"Al'l right, all right. Stay there and I'Il come as soon as | can. \Wat?
No, _stay there_." She hung up and ran her hand across her forehead. "I'm
sorry, but one of ny friends was just hurt in an accident. | have to go to the
hospital right away. I'll drop you at your house."

"I"'msorry. Is there anything we can do? Really, we'll be glad to."

She shook her head and | ooked out the window. "No. No, there's nothing."
She turned out the light, and without waiting for us, hurried down the hal
toward the stairs.

"Are you awake?" She touched me very lightly on the shoul der with one
finger.

I rolled over in bed so that | was facing her. The light fromthe ful
nmoon cane in through the wi ndow and cut |ong white patches across her hair and
pal e bl ue ni ghtgown. Even hal f-asl eep, the color renm nded me of |ooking in
France's living room before Anna had turned on the lights.

"Awake? Sax, |'mnot only awake, |'m--"

"Pl ease don't be funny with nme, Thomas. | don't want you to be funny
now, okay? Pl ease?"

| couldn't see her face clearly, but | knew fromthe tone of her voice
what it would | ook Iike. Eyes inpassive, but her lips would be turned down at
the corners, and after a while she would start to blink a lot. It was her
silent sign that she wanted to be touched and held. As soon as you did, she
clutched you twice as hard, and it nmade you sad and it nade you wonder if you
had the strength at the nonent for both of you -- which was what she was
demandi ng.

"Are you okay, babe?" | cupped the back of her head and felt the clean
snoot hness of her hair.

"Yes, but just don't talk now Hold ne, please, and don't talk."

It had al ready happened before. Sonme nights she would get snall and
scared, convinced that anything good in her life was about to disappear and
she woul dn't be able to stop it. |I called it her "night fears." She was the
first to admt that they were stupid and that it was pure masochi smon her
part, but she couldn't help it. She said the worst part was that they'd cone
nost often when she was either conpletely happy or in-the-pits sad and
depr essed.

VWhile | held her, | wondered if |I'd done something to bring themon this
time. | went through a two-second instant replay of the night at Anna's house.
Uh-oh; the cold shoul der from Anna. The | ousy food. No definite answer on the
bi ography. The casual flirting between Anna and ne. What a schmuck | was. |
hugged Saxony to nme and kept kissing the top of her head. The rubbing and
touching and guilt made me want her very nuch. | rolled her gently onto her
back and slid her nightgown up



The next norning the sun sneaked into the room and on across the bed
about seven o'clock. It woke me with its heat on ny face. | hate to get up
early when it's not necessary, so | scrooched around and tried to find a shady
spot. But Saxony had Scotch-taped herself to me during the night, so nmoving
was hard.

To top it all off, the door creaked open, Nails trotted in, and | eaped
up onto the bed. | felt Iike the three of us were on a life raft in the niddle
of the ocean, because we were all three huddl ed up together in the mddle of
the bed, | eaning on the nearest body. | haven't mentioned my cl austrophobia
before, but sealed in between two hot bodies, the sun frying ny head, the
sheet wrapped around ny feet . . . | decided that it was time to get up. |
patted Nails on the head and gave hima little push. He growl ed. | thought
that it was just a little nmorning grouchiness, so | patted himagain and
pushed hi magain. He growl ed | ouder. W | ooked at each other over a thin pink
wave of bl anket, but bull terriers have absolutely no expression on their
faces, so you never know what's what with them

"Nice Nails. Good boy."

"Way is he growing at you? What did you do to hin?" Saxony cuddl ed a
little closer, and | could feel her warm breath on ny neck

"I didn't do anything. | just gave hima little push so that | could get

up. "

"Ww. Do you think that you should do it again?"

"How do | know? How do | know he won't bite ne?" | |ooked over at her
and she bl i nked.

"No, Thomas, | don't think so. He likes you. Renenber yesterday?" She
sounded convi nced.

"Ch, yeah? Well, today's today, and your armis not in jeopardy."

"Then do you plan on staying here all norning?" She smled and rubbed
the flat of her pal macross her nose. Thank God she'd snapped back from | ast
night. "Tomy is a chick-en . "

| looked at Nails and he | ooked at ne. A standoff. The tip of his
prune-bl ack nose poked up from behi nd one of his paws.

"Ms. Fletch-er!"

"Ch, cone on, Thomas, don't do that! Wat if she's still asleep?"

"Too had. | ain't gonna get bit. Niiice Nailsy, good boy! Ms.
Fletch-er!"

W heard footsteps, and a second before she popped her head into the
room Nails junped off the bed to greet her

Saxony started | aughing and pulled the pillow over her head.

"Yes? Good norning."

"Good nmorning. Unh, well, Nails was up on the bed and | gave hima little
push because | wanted to get up, you see, and, uh, he sort of growed at me. |
was afraid that he mght nean it."

"Who, Nail s? Naah, never. Watch this." He stood next to her but kept
| ooking at us on the bed. She lifted a foot and gave hima little shove
si deways. Wthout |ooking at her he growl ed. He al so kept wagging his tail

"What do you two want for breakfast? | decided to throwit in for you on
your first day. | bet you haven't done any shoppi ng, have you, Saxony?"

| sat up and pushed nmy hands through ny hair. "You don't have to do
that. It's easy for us --"

"I know | don't have to do anything. What would you |ike? | nake good



pancakes and sausages. Yeah, why don't you have ny pancakes and sausages."
W decided to have pancakes and sausages. She left the roomand Nails
junped back up on the bed. He clinbed over nmy |egs and settled down hal f way
across Saxony's stonmach.
"Are you okay this norning, Sporty?" | asked.

"Yes. | just get crazy at night sonetinmes. | start thinking that
everything is going to go wong, or that you'll go away soon . . . things |ike
that. I've been doing it all my life. | think it's just because |I'movertired
now. Usually the next morning everything is okay again."

"You've got a little split personality in you, huh?" | pulled a | ock of
hair away from her eyes.

"Yes, conpletely. | know what's going on in ne when it happens, but

there's nothing | can do to stop it." There was a pause, and she took ny hand.
"Do you think I'mcrazy, Thomas? Do you hate ne when it happens?"

"Don't be ridicul ous, Sax. You know ne by now -- if | hated you, | would
have gotten away fromyou. Stop thinking that way." | squeezed her hand and
stuck out my tongue at her. She pulled the pillow over her head, and Nails
tried to shove his head under there with her

| 1 ooked out the window, and the garden was all sunny and novi ng back
and forth in the wind. Bees hovered over sonme of the plants, and a redbird lit
on the porch railing not three feet away.

Early norning in Galen, Mssouri. A few cars drove by, and | yawned.

Then a little kid passed, licking an ice-creamcone and running his free hand
along the top of Ms. Fletcher's fence. Tom Sawer with a bright green
pi stachio cone. | dreanmily watched hi mand wondered how anyone could eat ice

cream at eight o' clock in the norning.

Wt hout |ooking either way, the boy started across the street and was
instantly punched into the air by a pickup truck. The truck was noving fast,
so he was thrown far beyond the view fromour w ndow. When he di sappeared, he

was still going up.

"Holy shit!" | snatched my pants off a chair and ran for the door.
heard Saxony call, but | didn't stop to explain. It was the second tine 1'd
seen someone hit by a car. Once in New York, and the person | anded right on
his head. Going down the porch steps two at a tine, | thought how unreal these

goddamed t hings | ooked. One mnute a person's there, talking to a friend or
eating a green ice-cream cone. The next thing you know you've heard a fast
thunp and there's a body sailing away through the air.

The driver was out of the truck and stooped over the body. The first
thing I saw when | got there was the green ice cream half-covered with dirt
and pebbl es and al ready beginning to nelt on the black pavenent.

No one el se was around. | came up to the man and hesitantly peered over
his shoulder. He snelled of sweat and human heat. The boy was on his side on
the ground, his |legs splayed apart in such a way that he |ooked as if he'd
been stop-franed, running. He was bl eeding fromthe mouth and his eyes were
wi de open. No, _one_ of his eyes was w de open; the other was hal f-shut and

fluttering.

"I's there anything | can do? I'll call an anbul ance, okay? | nean, you
stay here and I'Il go call the ambul ance."

The man turned around, and | recognized himfromthe barbecue. One of
the cooks at the grill. One of the big jokers.

"Al'l thisis wong_ . | knewit, though. Yeah, sure, go get that
anbul ance. | can't tell nothin' yet." H's face was pinched and frightened as
hell, but the tone of his voice was what surprised ne. It was hal f-angry,
hal f-sel f-pitying. There was no fear there at all. No renorse either. It had

to be shock: horrible events make people act crazy and say mad things. The
poor fool was probably realizing that the rest of his Iife was now shadowed,
no matter what happened to the boy. He'd have the guilt of having run over a
child to live with for the next fifty years. God, | pitied him

"Joe Jordan! It wasn't supposed to be you!"

Ms. Fletcher had come up from behind us and was standing there with a



pi nk di sh towel in her hand.

"I know, goddammit! How many things are going to fuck up before we get
this straightened out? Did you hear about |ast night? How many things' ve there
been al ready, four? Five? No one knows _nothin'_ anynmore, nothin'!"

"Cal m down, Joe. Let's wait and see. You going to call that anbul ance,
M. Abbey? The nunmber's one-two-three-four-five. Just dial the first five
nunbers. That's the energency line."

The boy began gurgling and his legs junped and tw tched involuntarily,
like a frog touched by an electric prod in a biology experinent. | |ooked at
Jordan, but he was |ooking at the boy and shaking his head.

"I"'mtelling you, Goosey, it wasn't supposed to be me with this!"

As | turned to run to the phone, | heard Ms. Fletcher say, "Just quiet
down and wait."

The paverent was hot under ny bare feet, and out of the corner of mny eye
| saw the nmelting ice-creamcone again. | ran by Saxony standing on the top
step of the porch, holding Nails by his thick |eather collar

"I's he dead?"

"Not yet, but he's in bad shape. |'ve got to call the anbul ance.™

When it came, a few people were standing around and watching froma
di stance. A white police car was in the mddle of the street with its row of
busy blue lights on the roof flashing back and forth.

The short bursts of people's voices fromits radio filled the air with a
staccato crackl e that was both adamant and annoying at the same tine.

W watched fromthe porch while they gently lifted the flaccid body onto
a stretcher and slid it into the back of the van. Wen it was gone, Joe Jordan
and the policeman stood in front of our house and tal ked. Jordan kept running
his hand across the lower part of his face, and the cop rested both hands on
the front of his w de black belt.

Ms. Fletcher noved away from a bunch of onl ookers and joined the two
men. They tal ked for several mnutes, and then Jordan and the policeman drove
of f together in the patrol ear. Ms. Fletcher stood there and watched them go.

After a while she turned around and waved ne over to join her. | wal ked down
the steps and across the warm fl agst ones.

"You saw it all, eh, Ton®"

"Yes, unfortunately. The whole horrible thing."

The sun was high and directly over her shoulder. | had to squint to | ook
at her.

"Was the boy | aughing before he got hit?"

"Laughing? | don't know what you nean."

"Laughi ng. You know, | aughing? He was eating that pistachio cone, but
was he | aughi ng too?"

She was totally serious. What the hell kind of question was that?

"No, not that | remenber."

"You're sure about that? You're sure that he wasnt | aughing?"

"Yes, | guess so. | saw himright up until he got hit, but | wasn't
really paying that much attention. No, |'mpositive about that, though. Wy is
it so inportant?"

"But he was touching the fence with his hand, right?"

"Yes, he was touching the fence. He was touching the top of it with his
free hand."

She | ooked at me. | felt very confused and unconfortable. To get out
fromunder those X-ray eyes, | |ooked around, and everyone was staring at ne
with that same inpassive gaze that had made nme feel so squirmnmy the day before
at the barbecue.

An old farmer in a rust-red Corvair, a teenager with a bag of groceries
under his arm a doughy-Iooking woman with her hair up in hot pink curlers and
a cigarette dangling unattractively fromher lip. Al giving ne the gaze.



About an hour later, Ms. Fletcher and Saxony went off to shop for
groceries. They said they woul dn't be back until the early afternoon.
secretly wanted to go along with them but they didn't ask me, and |'ve al ways
felt strange inviting nyself to things. Anyway, | thought that it would be

good for us to be separated for a while. | wanted to work on sone notes that
I'd had floating around in ny head since we'd arrived. First inpressions of
Galen and all that. |I also wanted to start reading sone of the literary

bi ogr aphi es we had brought along to see how it was supposed to be done.

I changed into a pair of corduroy shorts, T-shirt, and sandals and got
anot her cup of coffee fromthe kitchen. Nails followed ne everywhere, but |
was al ready getting used to that. | had all but decided that no matter what
happened with this book, as soon as | got back to Connecticut | was going to
buy one of these |oony dogs. Maybe 1'd even buy one here and have a relative
of one of Marshall France's dogs. If | couldn't have a biography, at |east |
could have a bull terrier

| sat down on one of the rocking chairs and put the coffee cup on the
floor within easy reach. Nails tried a tentative sniff or two at ny java, but
| gave hima bop on the head and he |lay down. | opened the book and began
reading. | had gotten through about half a page when the imge of the boy
lying in the street floated up into nmy mind and stayed there. | tried to think
of Saxony, of Saxony in bed, of what ny book had just said about Raynond
Chandl er, of how nice a day it was, of what it would be like to go to bed with

Anna France . . . but the boy in the street refused to |leave. | got up and
wal ked over to the porch railing to see if | could nake out the spot where he
had been hit. To see if there was still blood or any other sign that an hour

ago we'd all been out there watching himdie.

| remenbered that |1'd al so been sitting on a porch when | heard that ny
father had been killed. The night before, 1'd been on the living-roomfl oor of
Ay Fischer's house with Any Fischer watching himin M. & Ms. Tine_. | was
much nore interested in undressing Anmy than in his performance, which |I'd seen
countless tines. Since Any's parents weren't there, she let nme do whatever
want ed. The whole time we were at it, | kept hearing his voice behind ne, and
| even | aughed once or twi ce because it felt strange screwing in front of ny
father. The gray-white fromthe tel evision washed in different, changing
patterns over our bodies, and when we were done we |lay side by side and
wat ched the end of the film The next norning Amy deci ded that we shoul d have
breakfast out on the porch. W set the table together, and she even brought
out her portable radio so that we could listen while we ate. "Massachusetts"
by the Bee Gees was playing, and | was slunped down into the hamock when the
news bulletin cut through the song and announced that Stephen Abbey's plane
had crashed in Nevada and that there were no survivors. | didn't nove when the
| ast part of the song cane back on. Any wal ked out of the house with a frying
pan full of scranbl ed eggs and Canadi an bacon. She called ne over to eat. She
hadn't heard the bulletin yet, and as | said, you end up doing strange things
when somnet hing horrible has just happened to you. What did | do? | sat down at
the tabl e and ate everything on ny plate -- | even had seconds on the eggs.
When | was done | put ny fork down beside my enpty orange-juice glass and
said, "My father was just killed in an airplane crash.” Those were the days in
prep school when every other word out of your mouth was cynical, so sweet Any
Fi scher shook her head at ny bad taste at the breakfast table and went on
eati ng.

Whenever | turn on the television and _M. & Ms. Tine_ is playing, the
first thing that comes to mind is that disgusted | ook on Ary's face and the
way she kept eating her yell ow scranbl ed eggs.

It was several seconds before | realized that a car had stopped in front
of the house. | couldn't see the driver, but | could see a big white bl ob of
somet hing pressing its nose against the hal f-open glass of one of the back
wi ndows. The car was an ol d gol d-and-white Dodge station wagon |ike the one
_Leave It to Beaver_'s nother used to cart the famly around in. | tried to
focus on the driver, but the white bull terrier was now hoppi ng back and forth



fromthe front seat to the back, and | assuned that it was Anna and Petal s.
The driver's door opened and that perky head of black nonk's hair energed. She
shaded her eyes and | ooked toward the house.

WHL

| waved ny book at her and felt enbarrassed about my shorts and T-shirt.
| don't know why, because |'ve succeeded so well at repressing nmy chil dhood
sel f-consci ousness that I'musually indifferent to what people think of the
way | dress.

She stood agai nst the door and tal ked with one hand cupped to the side
of her nout h.

"I came over to see if you two survived last night. I'mso sorry that |
had to | eave like that."

Pet al s pushed her nose up against a wi ndow and started barking in our
direction. Nails perked up his ears but didn't |ook overly thrilled by the
sound. He stayed where he was.

"Ch, that was okay. It was a fine night, Anna. | was going to call and
thank you." For the chicken a |a Dead Sea Scroll, the bumis rush out the door
"Well, then, | don't feel so guilty. You are telling the truth, aren't

you?"

Pet al s di sappeared fromthe wi ndow, and then Anna di sappeared down into
the car. There was sone scuffling and slurred voices, and then the dog was out
and flying up the garden path, full tilt. She tried to | eap too many porch
steps with one bound and fell flat, but she was up in a flash and on her way
over to her boyfriend. Nails's indifference di sappeared and the two of them
wal t zed back and forth across the porch in a | eaping frenzy of delight and
bites. They barked and bit each other's heads and kept falling down every
three steps.

"Petals is cuckoo for Nails. Ms. Fletcher and | take themover to the
hi gh-school football field once or twice a week and let themrun all of that
energy out of their systens."

She stood at the bottom of the porch steps and beaned up at me. She was
wearing a scarlet T-shirt that said CODASCO across its front. The shirt
accused her of having rmuch bigger breasts than | had originally thought. A
pair of faded blue Levi's that were tight in a nice, sexy way, and ratty bl ue
tenni s sneakers that were holey and confortable -1 ooking.

| was about to say something about how good she | ooked when she pointed
at me. "Wat does your T-shirt say?"

| 1 ooked down at it and unconsciously put nmy hand over the huge white
letters. "Uh, "Virginia ls for Lovers.' |, um a friend gave it to ne."

She stuck her hands in the back pockets of her jeans. "So you are a
| over, huh?" She said it with a naughty-nasty smile that made nme feel two feet
hi gh.

"Yes. Very famous too. I"'mwitten up in _Ripley's Believe It or Not_."

"I don't." Her snile got bigger

"Don't what?" M ne got smaller

"Believe it."

Appropriately, Nails chose that nonment to start hunping Petals, and
was enbarrassed but glad for the distraction. | pulled himoff. He grow ed.

t hi nk both of them grow ed.

"Where i s Saxony?"

"She and Ms. Fletcher went shopping.”

"That's too bad. | was going to ask if you two would like to cone
swiming. It's going to be a hot day."

"I"'mnot really in the nood for it, to tell you the truth. Did you hear
about what happened here this norning?" | pointed the book out toward the
r oad.

"The Hayden boy? | know. That was terrible. Did you see it?"

"Yes, the whole thing." | put the book down on the railing and crossed
my arns over ny chest. The dogs had coll apsed a foot away from each other and



were panting like little steam engi nes.

"Then why don't you come out for a ride with me? I'msure that it wll
take your mind off things. W'Ill take the dogs with us."

The two of themjunped right up, as if they understood.

"Ckay, sure, that would probably be very nice. Thanks, Anna."

| went back into the house, got ny wallet and keys, and wote Saxony a
note. | didn't know how she'd take my not being there when she canme back, so
i nstead of rubbing salt into the wound by saying that | was with Anna, | wote
only that | was going out with Nails for a while. Anyway, why not? And why
should I feel guilty?

Weren't we here to wite a book on Marshall France, and so wasn't al
contact with his daughter helpful? Bullshit -- | felt guilty witing the note
because | was excited about whatever was going to happen with Anna today, and
not only because she was his daughter

The car was full of things. Enpty cardboard boxes, a yell ow garden hose
an old soccer ball, a case of Al po dog food. The dogs got in back, and Anna
pressed a button which |lowered the window in the tailgate for them

"I think that the popul ation of Galen has increased by ten people in the
| ast few years." She took a piece of bubble gum out of her pocket and offered
it to me. | said no, and she started peeling it for herself. "Farm ng is about
the only thing that people can do around here, but like so many pl aces, the
kids don't want to farm anynore. As soon as they get ol d enough, they go to
St. Louis and the bright lights.”

"But you've stayed?"

"Yes. | don't have to work because the house was paid for a long tine
ago. The royalties frommy father's books are nore than | need to pay for
everything el se.”

"Do you still play the piano?"

She bl ew a bubble and it popped al nbst as soon as it cane out of her
mouth. "Did David Louis tell you that? Yes, | play once in a while. | had a
passion for it at one tinme, but as |'ve gotten ol der " She shrugged and
bl ew anot her bubbl e.

She chewed the gumlike a kid -- mouth open, popping and cracking it

until | thought that | would go crazy. Winen | ook terrible chewing gum Any
worman, | don't care who she is. Luckily, she took it and threw it out the
wi ndow.

"I don't like gumwhen the taste's gone. Did David tell you about the
ot her man who came here and wanted to do a bi ography of ny father?"

"Yes, the man from Princeton?"

"Yes, what an _ass_. | invited himto dinner and he spent the evening
telling me how heuristic _The Land of Laughs_ was."

"What does that nean?"

"Heuristic? You' re the English teacher, you should know. "

"Ch, yeah? | don't even know what a gerund is."

"Isn't that terrible? Wiat's our educational system com ng to?"

| rolled down ny wi ndow and wat ched a bunch of heal t hy-I ooki ng cows
whisk flies away with their big ropy tails. Far off behind them a tractor
worked its way across a flat brown field, and an airplane noved at a pinpoint
craw .

"We'll be there in a few mnutes.”
"Where? Am | allowed to ask where we're goi ng?"
"No, you'll see. It's a big surprise.”

W drove on for three or four nore miles, and then, wi thout putting on
the blinker, she took a sharp left off onto a narrow dirt road and into a
forest so thick that | couldn't see nore than fifteen feet into the trees on
ei ther side. The car becane cooler, and a rich, full smell of wood and shade
took over. The road got bumpy, and | could hear rocks banging up into the
wheel wells.

"I never thought of M ssouri as being very foresty."

Sunl i ght sneaked in and out of the trees. A deer appeared and



di sappeared through the trees, and | | ooked over at Anna to see if she'd seen
it too.

"Don't worry, we're alnost there.”

When she stopped, | | ooked around but saw not hi ng.

"Let me guess: your father planted all the trees in this forest, right?"

"No." She switched off the notor and dropped the keys on the floor

"Uh . . . he used to go wal ki ng here?"

"Now you're getting closer.”

"He wote all of his books on that stunp?"

"No. "

"I give up."

"You didn't try hard enough! Okay. | thought that you would like to see
where the Queen of GI Ilived."

"Where she |ived? What do you nean?"

"Aren't people always asking witers where their characters come fron?
Fat her got his Queen from someone who lived in these woods. Cone on, |'Ill show
you. "

Getting out of the car, | started phrasing the whol e passage in nmy mnd
for the biography. "The road that led to the Queen of G |'s house snaked its
way through a forest which appeared out of nowhere. France had di scovered the
mai n character for _The Land of Laughs_ in the heart of a woods that should
never have been there in the first place."

Boy, that was pretty bad. Wiile Anna led the way into Sherwood Forest, |
tried to conme up with a couple of other beginnings, but then gave up. The dogs
ran everywhere after each other. Anna wal ked about ten feet in front of ne,
and | divided ny tinme between watching where | was goi ng and wat chi ng where
her very nice rear end was goi ng.

"I keep expecting to see Hansel and Gretel out here."

"Just watch out for wolves."

My mind noved over to the time nmy father went hunting in Africa with
Hem ngway. He was gone for two nonths, and when he came back ny nother
wouldn't et himin the house with all the rhino heads and zebra skins and
what not he had brought hone to be nounted.

"There it is."

If 1'd been expecting a gingerbread house with snoke fromthe chi mey
that snelled |ike oatnmeal cookies, | was wong. The house, if you could cal
it that, was a crudely built wood thing that sagged to one side as if a giant
had | eaned on it. If there had been glass in the two wi ndows, it was gone now,
repl aced by pine boards nailed across in an X pattern. There was a crude porch
m ssing several floorboards. The step leading up to it was split in half.

"Wat ch your step.”

"You did say that no one's living here now, didn't you?"

"Yes, that's right. But it was very nuch like this when she was alive,

t oo.

"And who was _she ?"

"Wait a mnute and 1'll show you."

She pull ed out one of those |ong ol d-fashioned keys and stuck it into
the | ock under the rusted brown doorknob

"You need a key to get in?"

"No, not really, but it's better this way."

Before | had a chance to ask her what she neant, she had shoved the door
in and a huge snell of danmpness and cl ean decay noved out to neet us. She
started to go in but then stopped and turned to me. | was right behind her
and when she turned we were face-to-face. She noved back half a step. My heart
did a hop when it realized how cl ose we'd been for half a second.

"Stay here for a minute and I will light a lanp in there. The floor is
full of holes, and it's very dangerous. Father once sprained his ankle so
badly that | had to take himto the hospital ."

| thought about holes in the floor and snakes and spiders, and | yawned.
| usually yawn when |'m nervous, and it either nmakes people think that |'m



very courageous or stupid. Sonmetimes | can't stop yawning. Wen | thought
about it, it was ridiculous: one of the great nonments of ny adult life --
going with the daughter of Marshall France to the house of the person who had

inspired himto create his greatest character in nmy favorite book . . . and |
was yawni ng. Before that | was scared, and before that | was thinking about
her ass. Not about Anna France, daughter of . . . , but about Anna's ass. How

di d bi ographers ever manage to keep their lives separate fromtheir subjects?

"You can come in now, Thomas, everything's all right."

The walls were covered with newspaper turned yell ow and brown from
danpness and age. The kerosene |anmp and light fromthe open door nade the
newsprint | ook |ike whole col onies of bugs wal king around the walls. I'd seen
Wal ker Evans's phot ographs of Southern sharecroppers who had "decorated" their
houses the sane way, but when you were faced with the real thing it all becane
sadder and smaller. A raw wood table was in the center of the room and two
dying chairs were neatly shoved up to it on either side. In one corner was a
metal cot with a gray wool blanket folded at the foot and a thin uncovered
pillow at the head. That was it -- no sink, no stove, doodads, plates, clothes
on hooks, nothing. The hone of a recluse on a big diet or a nadwoman.

"The wonman who |ived here --"

A voice |like a sonic boom pushed its way in from outside. "Wo the
hell's in there? If you neasly little fuckers broke that |ock again, |'m going
to break your fuckin' heads!"

Foot st eps cl unked across the wooden porch, and a man came in carrying a
shotgun in his left hand like it was a flower he'd picked on the way over.

"Richard, it's nme!"

"You little fuckers . He was | ooking at ne and bringing the gun up
across his chest when Anna's words penetrated his thick skull.

" Anna?"

"Yes, Richard! Wiy don't you | ook before you start cursing at people?
This is the third time this has happened. Really, one day you are going to go
too far and shoot soneone!"

She was angry, and you could i mediately see how it affected him Like a
big guard dog that grow s and then gets hit on the head by its master, he got
all sheepish and enbarrassed. It was too dark in there to tell, but I was sure
t hat he was bl ushi ng.

In his defense he whined, "Christ, Anna, how m 1 supposed to know t hat
it's you in there? Do you know how many tines them damm ki ds have gotten in
here --"

"I'f you'd _look_ once, Richard, you would see that the door was
unl ocked. How many tines will we have to go through this? That is why | unlock
the door every tine!l" She took me by the sleeve and marched ne past him out
onto the porch. As soon as we were there, she let go.

When he came out, | recogni zed himfromthe barbecue too. A red, prickly
farmer's face that |ooked half-tired and hal f-nmean. He had a self-inflicted
hai rcut that wobbled around his big head, a nose and eyes that stuck out too
far fromhis face. | briefly wondered what kind of inbreeding his famly had
been up to for the past few generations.

"Richard Lee, this is Thomas Abbey."

He nodded absently but didn't offer to shake hands.

"You was at the barbecue yesterday, weren't you." A statenent.

"Yes, uh, we were." | couldn't think of anything else to say to him |
wanted to, but | was blank

"Richard's nother was the Queen of QI."

| looked at Anna as if to say, "Are you kidding me?" but she nodded to
reaffirmwhat she'd said. "Dorothy Lee. The Queen of GI."

Ri chard sm | ed and showed an incongruously bright white set of perfect

teeth. "That's right." He pronounced it "rat." "And if | didn't know your
father as good as | did, Anna, | woulda said that he had something going on
with ny mama. You know what | nean -- those two spent nore time out here in

this house than any of us ever did."



"Fat her would wal k out here fromtown two or three tines a week to see
Dor ot hy when he was witing _The Land of Laughs_. He would put on his black
sneakers and walk in the fields by the side of the road. No one would ever
of fer hima ride because they knew how nuch he liked the wal k. "

Ri chard | eaned his shotgun against the wall and scratched his stubbly
chin. "And ny mama knew exactly when he was coming, too. She'd have us go out
and pick a big bow of berries, and then she'd sprinkle themw th powder
sugar. When he got out here the two of themd sit out here on the porch and
eat the whole damm bow ful. Right, Anna?

"Hey, you're the one who wants to wite the book on Marshall, aren't
you. "

"That's what we have been tal king about, Richard. That's why | brought
himout here to see your nother's cabin."

He turned toward the open door. "My papa built this for her so's she
could come out here and live a little in the woods. There were so nmany kids in
my famly that she said she needed a place to rest up once in a while. |

couldn't blane her. | got three sisters and a brother. But I'mthe only one
left living in Galen now. " He | ooked at Anna.
"Thomas, |'msorry, but | have an appointnment in town in half an hour

Wuld you like to stay here or come back with nme?"

I couldn't see hanging around in the woods and jawing with Richard, even
though | knew that I'd want to talk to himlater if Anna ever okayed the book
I'd guessed that she would after dinner at her house and this little trip, but
she still hadn't said anything definite one way or the other, and I was stil
too chicken to push her for a definite answer.

"I guess |'d better go back with you in case Saxony is there."

"Are you afraid she'll worry about you?" Her voice verged on being a
taunt.

"Ch, no, not at all. I --"

"No, don't worry. We will have you back in tinme. Back in time for your
tea. Richard, what about you? Do you need a ride?"

"No, | got ny truck, Anna. | gotta get a couple of things out here. |'ll
see you all later." He started to go inside, but then stopped and touched her
sl eeve. "That Hayden thing's bad, isn't it? After last night, that's the
fourth thing that's gone wong. And now, one so close after the other

"We'|l talk about it later, Richard. Don't worry about it now " Her
voi ce was a qui et nonot one

"Wirry? How the hell _don't_ you worry? | pissed in ny pants when
heard. That poor sucker Joe Jordan's up shit creek.”

| watched Anna's face during the exchange, and it hardened nore and nore
as Lee tal ked on.

"I said that we would talk about it later, Richard. Later." She held up
a hand as if to push himaway. Her |ips had tightened.

He started to say sonething nore but stopped, nouth open, and | ooked at
me. Then he blinked and sniled as if sonething had dawned on himthat nade
everything clear. "Ch, right! Jesus, listen to ne and ny big nmouth!" He smled
and shook his head. "I'msorry, Anna. You watch out for her, buddy. she can
get pretty damm grouchy on you sometines."

"Come on, Thomas. Good-bye, Richard."

The path was w de enough for us to wal k side by side.

"Anna, | don't understand sonme of what's going on here."

She didn't stop and she didn't | ook at ne. "Like what? You mean about
what Ri chard was sayi ng?" She pushed a hand through her short hair, giving ne
a glinmpse of sweaty forehead. | |love to see sweat on a woman. It's one of the
nost erotic, inviting things I can think of.

"Yes, what Richard was saying. And then Ms. Fletcher kept asking ne
this nmorning if the Hayden boy was _I| aughing_ when he got hit by the truck."

"Was t here anything el se?"

"Yes, there was. That man who hit him Jordan? Joe Jordan? He kept
saying that it wasn't supposed to be him and that nobody knew anyt hi ng



anynore." | didn't want to push her, but | did want to know what was

happeni ng.
She sl owed down and kicked a stone up the path. It hit another and
caroned off into the woods. "All right, 1'Il tell you. Some terrible things

have happened in town in the last six months. A nman was el ectrocuted, a store
owner was shot in a holdup, an old woman was blinded [ast night, and then this
thing with the boy today. Galen is Sleepy Town, USA, Thomas. You can see that
already, |'msure. Things just don't happen here. W're the kind of place
peopl e j oke about when they tal k about hayseeds. You know -- 'Wat do you
peopl e do around here for fun? Ch, we fish illegally or go down to the
bar ber shop and watch them give haircuts.' Suddenly, these nightrmares are
happeni ng. "

"But what did Jordan nean when he said it wasn't supposed to he hinP"

"Joe Jordan is a Jehovah's Wtness. Do you know anythi ng about then?
They think that they are the chosen few God would never let this happen to
one of them and besides that, what would you say if you had run over a child
and killed it?"

"The boy di ed?"

"No, but he will. I nean, he probably will, fromwhat |'ve heard."

"Al'l right, that nmakes sense, but then what was Ms. Fletcher talking
about when she asked ne if the kid was | aughing before he got hit?"

"CGoosey Fletcher is Galen's crazy old lady. You' ve seen that already,
I'"msure. She orders everyone around and asks crazy questions and is perfectly
at home in her nutty little head, God bless her. She was committed to an
i nsane asylum for three years after her husband died."

W had reached the car, and she went around back to |l et the dogs in.
Everyt hi ng sounded reasonabl e enough the way she explained it. Yes, it sounded
fine. So why did | turn and take a long last | ook back into the woods? Because
I knew that what she had said was sonmehow a bunch of bullshit.

She dropped Nails and me off at Ms. Fletcher's and said that she would
give me a call in a day or two. She wasn't brusque, but she wasn't adorabl e,
ei ther.

As | reached the porch, Saxony |oomed up into view behind the screen
door.

"Ah, darling, you are a vision in wire nmesh!"

"Were you with Anna?"

"Wait a minute." | unclipped Nails fromhis | eash and he sat down on the
top step. "Yes. She took ne out to the Queen of OI's house.”

"\What ?" She opened the door and cane outside.

"Yes. Some old worman naned Dorothy Lee who was supposedly the
inspiration for the Queen. She lived in an old dil api dated shack about three
or four mles out of town in this big forest. Anna cane by and asked if 1'd
like to see it. | did until Dorothy Lee's son appeared and al nost shot us for
trespassing. Richard. He rem nded me of Lon Chaney Junior in O Mce and
Men_. "Tell me 'bout the rabbits, George.' One of those guys, you know?"

"What was the house |ike?"

"Nothing. A rickety dunp decorated with old newspapers. Very
uni nspi ri ng.

"Did Anna say anything nore about the book?"

"No, not a word, dammit. | think she's into this big teasing thing, you
know? She'll tell ne all these things about her father and al ways phrase it,
"Here's sonething el se for your book.' But she's never yet said whether she
will let me doit or not."

Saxony shifted her stance and tried to sound nonchal ant when she spoke.
| loved her for the failed effort. "Wat do you think of Anna? | nean
per sonal | y?"

| fought a smile down and reached out and ran ny hand down her freckly
cheek. | saw that she had gotten some sun when she was out shoppi ng. She
pul | ed away and caught hold of nmy hand in hers. My smle cane up anyway. " No,
really, Thomas, cone on, don't be funny. | know that you think she's pretty,



so don't lie about it."

"Way would | lie about it? And she certainly isn't what David Louis
pai nted her. Christ, he had me thinking that we were about to rendezvous wth
Li zzi e Borden."

"So do you like her?" She kept hold of ny hand.

"Yes, so far | do." | shrugged. "But 1'll tell you sonething, Sax. |
al so think that there's sone kind of big weirdness going on around here that |
don't like nuch."

"Li ke what ?"

"Li ke, did you know. . . ?" | stopped at the last nmonent and | owered ny
voice to a whisper. "Did you know that Goosey Fletcher was in the booby hatch
for three years?"

"Yes, she told ne about it when we went shopping today."

"She di d?"
"Uh- huh. We started tal ki ng about novies because of your father, and she
asked me if I'd seen _One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest_. | said yes, and she

told me that she'd been in an asylumonce. She said it like 'So what?""

"Hmm " | took nmy hand back and pl ayed the dog | eash through ny fingers.

"But what's the matter with that?"

"Did you buy stuff for |unch?"

"Yes, all kinds of good things. Are you hungry?"

"Starved. "

| make the world's nost delicious grilled cheese sandw ch, bar none.
VWhile | flitted around the kitchen whipping us up a couple of masterpieces,
filled her in on ny woodland idyll wth Anna.

"How great, you got whol e-wheat bread! Now, now, now, a |lee-tle boot-er

"Do you really think that Richard Lee woul d have shot you?"

"Saxony, | not only think so, |'ve got sweat stains to prove it. That
man was not kidding."

"Thomas, you said that David Louis told you that crazy story about Anna
screaming at himto get out, and that she wote himnean | etters whenever he
sent someone out here to wite about her father?"

"Louis didn't send anyone out, Sax, he would just answer their
guestions. They cane out of their own accord, |ike us."

"Al'l right, they canme out on their own. But didn't he say that when they
did come out, she would send himletters telling himthat it was all his fault
and that he had no right doing it?"

| nodded and sl apped the spatula on the counter

"Al'l right, then tell me this: Wy is she being so nice to you? If she
hat es bi ographers so nuch, why did she invite us to dinner and then drive you
out to the Queen of G |I's house today?"

"That's one of the strange things that | was tal ki ng about, Sax. Either
David Louis is screwy in the head, or else he just detests Anna France for
some reason. Al npost everything he said about her so far has proven wong."

"But renenber that she did lie about her father a few times |ast night,
didn't she?" Her voice was triunphant.

"Yes, she did. She wel comed us with open arnms and then started |ying
when she was tal king about him" | flipped the spatula in the air and caught
it by the handle. "Don't ask ne about these things, dear, | only work here."

"It's interesting, you know?" She wal ked to the cabi net and got out two
bri ght blue plates.

"Yup." | scooped the sandwi ches out of the skillet at exactly the right
monent and slid themonto a piece of paper towel to take up the extra grease.
The secret of the perfect grilled cheese.



The next few days not hing much happened. | poked around town and tal ked
to peopl e. Everybody was very nice, but no one told ne nuch that | didn't
al ready know. Marshall France was a good old boy who |iked to hang around and
shoot the breeze just like any other nortal. He didn't |ike being fanous, no
sirree: a good fam |y man who maybe spoiled his daughter a little now and
then, but what's a father for?

| went to the town library and reread all of his books. The librarian
was an old lady with oyster-shell-pink rhinestone glasses and puffy, rouged
cheeks. She bustled around as if she had a mllion things to do every mnute
of the day, but | saw that the bustling was all busywork and that what she
really liked to do was sit behind her big oak desk and read.

A couple of kids were plagiarizing reports out of the _Wrld Book
Encycl opedia_, and a very pretty young woman was gl ued behind a nmonth-ol d copy
of _Popul ar Mechani cs_.

I went over all the France books with a nmental magni fying glass to find
paral | el s between them and Gal en, but the search was uneventful. | assuned
t hat what France did when he wote was to take a grain from sonething real and
then drastically reshape it for his own purposes. So Ms. Lee had been a blob
of human clay that he had scul pted into the Queen of GI.

When | was done investigating, | pushed away fromthe desk and rubbed ny
face. | was working in the magazine room and when | came in |I'd noticed a
surprisingly good selection of literary magazi nes on the periodical shelves. |
got up to get a copy of _Antaeus_. The librarian caught my eye and crooked her
finger for me to cone over to her desk. | felt like the bad kid who's been
caught naki ng noises in the back of the stacks.

"You're M. Abbey?" she whispered sternly.

| nodded and smil ed.

"I"ll make up a tenporary card for you if you' d |ike. Then you can take
books out instead of having to read themin here."

"Ch, that's no problem thank you anyway. It's a nice roomto work in."

| thought my charmwoul d at |east make her smile, but she kept a kind of
primfrown. She had those little vertical |ines under her nose that come from
alifetime of pursed lips. Everything on her desk was orderly too. Her hands
were crossed in front of her, and she didn't nove or drumor tw ddl e them when
she talked. | was sure that she'd kill anyone who put a book back on the w ong
shel f.

"There have been peopl e who cane before to wite about Marshall, you
know. "

"Yes?"

"Anna didn't like any of them especially the man who wanted to wite
t he bi ography. He was so rude . . ." She shook her head and clicked her
t ongue.

"Was that the man fromthe East? The man from Princeton University?"

"Yes, he was the one who wanted to wite the biography of Marshall. Can
you i magi ne? They tell me that Princeton is an excellent university, but if
they're turning out graduates |like that man, they wouldn't get my vote."

"Do you happen to renmenber his nanme?"

She cocked her head to the side and rai sed one chubby hand fromthe
desk. Tapping her chin with a finger, she never took her eyes off ne.

"Hi s nane? No, | never asked himand he never offered it to ne. He cane
in here Iike M. Micky-Mick on a high horse and started asking nme questions
wi t hout so nuch as a please.” If she were a bird and had had feathers, she
woul d have ruffled themthen. "Fromwhat |'ve heard, he was that sane way wth



everyone in town. | always say that you can be rude, but don't be rude on ny
doorstep. "

| could picture the toad fromPrinceton with his little Mark Cross
bri ef case, a Sony tape recorder, and a deadline on his thesis, going from
person to person trying to punp themfor information and getting exactly
nowher e because they didn't feel |ike being punped.

"Wuld you like to see one of Marshall's favorite books, M. Abbey?"

"I would love to, if it isn't too nuch trouble for you."

"Well, that's nmy job, isn't it? Getting books for people?"

She cane out from behind the desk and noved toward the back shel ves.
assuned that she was heading toward the children's section, so | was taken
aback when she stopped at the shelf marked "Architecture." She carefully
| ooked all around to see if anyone was nearby. "Between you and ne, M. Abbey,
I think she's going to let you try. Fromeverything |I've heard, she's going to
let you."

"Ch, yes?" | wasn't sure | knew what she was tal ki ng about. Her voice
had fallen back to its front-desk whisper

"Do you mean Anna?"

"Yes, yes. Please don't talk so loud. |I'd put noney on it that she'l
let you try."

It was heartening news even if it did conme fromsuch a strange source.
What | coul dn't understand was why we had to cone all the way back here for
her to tell me that she thought Anna was going to let me wite the book

Sonebody came around the corner and | ooked at us. The librarian reached
out and took a book about railroad stations off the shelf.

"This is the one I've been | ooking for! Here you are." She opened the
back cover of the book, and sure enough, France had taken it out five or six
times. Very few other names were on the card. \When the other person got the
book he wanted and left, the librarian closed the train-station book and slid
it under nmy arm "Walk out with it like this. That way no one will suspect
that we've been tal king back here." She | ooked around and peered through a
shel f to the next aisle before speaking again. "It's Anna's decision is all |
know. We all know that. But it's hard not to be inpatient. Ever since --" The
sound of approaching feet stopped her in md- sentence again. This time for
good, because a young woman with a little girl in tow came up and asked for a
book on raising goldfish that she hadn't been able to find.

| took nmy book back to the table in the magazi ne room and ski nmed
through it. Picture after picture of Anerican railroad stations.

The guy who wrote the acconmpanying text was a little overenthusiastic
about things like the "grandeur" of the Winer, M ssissippi, "antebellum
masterpiece,”" with its three ticket wi ndows instead of one. But | spent sone
time with my nose in the book because |I could envision France doing it and
because, for whatever reason, it was a subject that interested him |
renmenbered Lucente tal ki ng about his Sunday train rides and the postcards of
train stations at his house. On ny third time through I flipped past Derek
Pennsyl vania. A half-second |later ny eyes widened and | frantically turned
back, alnpbst afraid that it mght not he there when | got to it. But it was.
Soneone had pencil ed extensive notes all along the border of the page. | had
seen France's handwiting only a couple of tinmes, but this was it. The sane
careful up and down letters. The notes had nothing to do with either Derek
Pennsylvania, or its train station. In true artistic fashion, it |ooked |ike
my man had been inspired and had witten his inspiration down on the first
scrap of paper he could find.

It was a description of a character naned Inkler. | couldn't make out
some of the words, but essentially Inkler was an Austrian who decided to wal k
around the world. To raise noney for his journey, he had picture postcards
printed up of hinself and the white bull terrier he would take al ong for
conpany. Underneath the picture it stated Inkler's nane, where he canme from
what he intended on doing, how far it was (60,000 kil oneters), that it would
take four years, and that the card was his way of raising noney for the trip.



Wul d you pl ease donate a little to this worthy cause?

There were notes on what he would | ook Iike, the name of the dog and
what it | ooked like, which places they would pass through, and sonme of their
adventures along the way. The entry was dated June 13, 1947.

| copied all of it down on ny pad. For the first tine, | felt | had
really come across buried treasure. There was no Inkler in any of the France
books, so | was one of the only people in the world who knew about this

particul ar France creation. | was so greedy about it that for a nonent or two
| deliberated on whether or not to tell Saxony. It was mine and Marshall
France's. Marshall's and mine. . . . But goodness prevailed and I told her

She was excited too, and we spent a happy second day in the library poring
over all of the other books that he |iked, according to the librarian. W nade
no ot her discoveries, but little friend Inkler would end up being quite enough
to handl e.

The next day, we were in the kitchen having breakfast when | wondl ered
out | oud where France got the names for his characters. It was somnething
especially liked in his books.

Saxony was hal fway through a piece of toast snpbthered in orange
mar mal ade. She took another bite and nunbl ed, "The graveyard."

"What are you tal king about?" | got up and poured nyself another cup of
t he hi deous chamonile tea she'd bought. My nother used to soak her feet in
chanonmile tea. But it was either drink that or el se some kind of decaffeinated
heal t h-food coffee from Uranus that Saxony had gotten on Ms. Fletcher's
suggesti on.

She brushed her hands together and a hail of breadcrunbs flew
everywhere. "Yes, fromthe graveyard here. | took a walk through town the
other day to get the lay of the land. There's a very nice church down past the
post office that rem nded ne of one of those old English churches that you see
i n cal endar pictures or on postcards. You know the kind -- dark and dignified,
a stone wall going around it. . . . | got interested, so | wandered up and
noticed a small graveyard behind it. Wien | was a child | used to do a | ot of
gravestone rubbings, so I'malways interested in them™

Sitting down at the table, | w ggled nmy eyebrows up and down |ike Peter
Lorre. "Hee . . . Hee. Heeee! So am |, ny dear. Rats and spiders! Spiders and
rats!”

"Ch, stop it, Thomas. Haven't you ever done stone rubbings? They're
beautiful. _Thomas_, will you stop drooling? Your inmtation is marvel ous,
okay? You're a wonderful vanpire. Do you want to hear about this or not?"

"Yes, my dear."

She put two nore pieces of whol e-wheat bread into the toaster. The way
she ate, | sonetines wondered if she had been starved in a previous existence.

"I was wandering around, but sonething was wong, you know? Just off, or
wrong, or not right. Then | realized what. Al of the nanes that | saw there
on the stones, or alnost all of them were the names of characters in _The
Ni ght Races into Anna_."

"Real | y?"

"That's right. Leslie Baker, Dave MIller, Irene Weigel . . . Al of them
were there.’

"You' re kidding."

"Nope. | was going to go back with a pad and wite all the names down,
but then | thought that you would probably want to go too, so | waited."

"Saxony, that is fantastic! Wiy didn't you tell nme about it sooner?"

She reached over the table and took ny hand. The |onger we were
together, the nore it seened that she liked to touch and be touched. Not
al ways a sexy or loving touch, but just contact. Alittle electrica
connection for a second or two to let the other know that you're there. |
liked it too. But business was business and France business was big stuff, so
| made her gulp down what was |eft of her toast and we headed out to the
graveyard.

Fifteen mnutes later we were standing in front of St. Joseph's Church



Wien | was little | had a |lot of Catholic friends who crossed thensel ves
whenever they went past their church. | didn't feel like being left out, so
they taught nme how, and | did it too whenever we went by the church together
I was with ny nother one day in the car. She drove by St. Mary's, and like the
good little Catholic I wasn't, | unconsciously crossed nyself in full view of
her horrified Methodi st eyes. My anal yst went crazy for weeks after that
trying to dig out of me where the inmpul se came from

Whi |l e Saxony and | stood there, the front door opened and a priest cane
out of the building. He noved quickly down the steep stone steps and, giving
us a clipped, formal nod, noved on by in a hurry. | turned and watched him
slide into a burgundy O dsnobile Cutl ass.

Saxony started toward the church and | followed. It was an especially
nice day. The air was cool and a strong wi nd had been gusting and whi ppi ng
t hrough the trees, raising sumer dust everywhere. Overhead, it zipped all of
the clouds by as if they were in a speeded-up novie. The sun was a sharp and
clear seal in the nmiddle of a cobalt-blue envel ope.

"Are you coming? Don't worry, the little men under the graves won't bhite

you.

"Yes, ma'am"” | caught up with her and took her hand.

"Look." She pointed to a gravestone with her foot.

"Hah! Brian Taylor. How do you like that! And | ook -- Anne Megi bow. Boy,
they are all here. Wiy don't you start taking nanmes down, Sax, and |'ll have a
| ook around."”

To tell the truth, | wasn't happy with the discovery. Romantic or not, |
wanted nmy heroes to be struck by inspiration in every aspect of their work.
Stories, settings, characters, names . . . | wanted it all to be conpletely
their owmn -- to have conme only fromthem not a graveyard or a phone book or a

newspaper. This sonehow nade France | ook too human.

Once in a while sone crazily devoted fan got by the security guard at
our house in California. My father's favorite story was the "Wnman Wo Rang
the Doorbell." She rang it so long and hard that ny old man thought that there
was sone kind of emergency. He made it a point never to answer the door, but
this time he did. The woman, hol ding an ei ght-by-ten photo of him took one
| ook at her god and staggered back off the front step. "But why are you so
_short?_" she wailed, and was dragged away in tears.

Saxony was right about the gravestones: they were intriguing and |ovely
in a sad way. The inscriptions told the stories of so much pain -- babies born
August 2, died August 4. Men and wonen whose children all died |ong before
they did. It was so easy to envision a niddl e-aged couple sitting in a dunpy
gray house somewhere, never talking to each other, pictures of all their dead
sons and daughters on the mantel pi ece. Maybe the woman even call ed her husband
"Mster" for all the years that they were narried.

"Thomas?"
| was setting a squat glass jar of flowers straight on soneone's
headst one when Saxony called. | guess that they had been orange nari gol ds

once, but now they looked like tired little crepe-paper balls.

"Thomas, cone here.”

She was of f on the other side of the graveyard, which sloped dowward in
her direction. She was squatting by one of the graves and bal anci ng hersel f
with one hand flat on the ground behind her. | got up fromwhere | was, and ny
knees cracked like dry sticks of wood. M. Physical Fitness.

"I don't know if you're going to be very happy about this. Here's your
friend Inkler."

"Ch no."

"Yes. Cert Inkler. Born 1913, died 19 . . . Wit a second." She reached
out and rubbed her hand across the face of the gray-pink stone. "Died in 1964.
He wasn't that old."

"That's what you get from wal king around the world. Dammit! | was sure
that we'd made this great discovery. A Marshall France character that never
appeared in any of his books. Now all he turns out to be is some stiff in the



| ocal graveyard."

"You sound |ike Hunphrey Bogart when you talk like that. 'Sone stiff in
the graveyard.'"

"I"'mnot trying to sound like him Saxony. Excuse ne for being so
unoriginal. W're not all great creators, you know "

"Ch, be quiet, Thomas. Sonetimnmes you pick fights just to see if I'll
shap at your bait."

"M xed netaphor." | stood up and rubbed my hands on ny legs to get the
dirt off them

" Sorry_, M. English Teacher."

W threw hal fhearted insults back and forth until she saw sonethi ng
behi nd me and stopped. In fact, she not only stopped, her whole face shut down
like an airport in a snowstorm

"This is a nice place to have a picnic."

| knew who it was. "H ya, Anna."

This time she wore a white T-shirt, brand-new tan khakis, and her
scruffy sneakers: a cutie.

"Why are you two out here?"

How di d she know that we were there? Chance? As far as | knew, the only
one who had seen us was the priest, and that was only a few mnutes before.
Even if he had called her and told her, how had she gotten there so quickly --
by rocket ship?

"We're doi ng sone research. Thonas di scovered where your father got the
nanes for the characters in _The N ght Races into Anna_. He brought ne out
here to show ne."

My head swi vel ed around on ny neck like Linda Blair's in _The Exorcist_.
| _ discovered?

"And were you surprised?”

"Surprised? Ch, at this? Yeah. No. Uh, yeah, | guess so." | was trying
to figure out why Saxony had lied. Was she trying to make me | ook good in
Anna' s cool eyes?

"Who are you visiting? Gert Inkler? Father never used himin a book."

"Yes, we know. The nman who wal ked around the world. Did he ever do it?"

The smile slid right off her face. And Christ, could her eyes get small
and nean. "Were did you hear about that?"

" Railroad Stations of America ."

My answer didn't bring the sunshine back. Her | ook rem nded nme of the
way she had treated Richard Lee in the woods the other day. It wasn't the sane
kind of fire-and-brinmstone fury that David Louis had portrayed, but kind of a
turn-to-ice, stone-cold anger

"The librarian in town gave ne a book that your father |iked. The one on
train stations in Anerica? | skimed through it and found a description of
Inkler in one of the margins. | have it at honme if you'd like to see it."

"You two are really doing your homework on this already, aren't you? But
what if | don't authorize the biography?"

She | ooked straight at ne first, then flicked her eyes over ny shoul der
to Saxony.

"If you weren't going to let us do it, then why have you been so nice to
us all this time? David Louis said that you were a nonster."

Good ol d Saxony. Tactful, sensitive, always there with the right
conpliment at the right tine. The born dipl omat.

| was tenpted to put nmy hands over ny head to protect nyself against the
Battle of the Titans, but astonishingly it never cane. |Instead, Anna sniffed,
shoved her hands down into her pockets, and nodded like a doll with its head
on a spring. Up and down and up and down .

"Saxony, you are right. | nust admit that | do enjoy taunting people
sometines. | wanted to see how | ong you would wait before you becane annoyed
with ny little ganes and just _asked_if you could do it."

"Ckay, can we do it?" | wanted the question to sound forceful

convinced, but it crawed out of nmy throat as if afraid of the daylight.



"Yes, you can. The book is all yours if you want to wite it. If you

aren't too mad at ne, I'll help you in whatever ways | can. |'m sure that
there are ways that | can help."
| felt a surge of triunph. | turned to Saxony to see how she'd taken it.

She smled, picked up a little white pebble, and threwit at my knee.

"Well, Mss Sporty?"

"Well what?" She picked up another pebble and threwit.

"Well, | guess we're all set." | reached out and took her hand agai n.
She squeezed it and sniled. Then she turned and smiled at Anna. France's
daughter stood there in all of her adorabl eness, but that nonent was for
Saxony and me, and | wanted her to know how happy | was that it had come and
that she was there with ne.

"Be careful that you don't break your neck going down these stairs. One
of Father's favorite unkept prom ses was that he would fix them one day."

Anna had the flashlight, but she was in front of Saxony, who was in
front of ne. As a result, all | saw of the weak yell ow beam was a strai ght
snake of it here and there as it darted around their |egs.

"Why do all basements snell the sane?" | reached out to touch the wall
for balance. It was crunbly and damp. | remenbered the snell out at the Lee
house in the woods.

"What's the snel|?"

"Li ke a funky | ocker roomafter the team has taken a |ot of showers."

"No, that's a clean snell. Basenents snell secretive and hidden."
"Secretive? How can sonet hing snell secretive?"

"Well, | know it doesn't snell like a |ocker room"

"Wait a minute, here is the light."

A click and then the sanme kind of piss-yellow light illumnated the

| arge square room

"Be careful of your head, Thomas, the ceiling is lowin here."

| hunched down and | ooked at the room An armny-green furnace |oomed over
in a corner. The walls were rough plaster and uneven. The floor was a step
away frombeing dirt. There weren't nmany things down there besides sone tied
bundl es of ol d magazi nes. _Pageant_, _Coronet_, _Ken_, _Stage , _Gentry . I'd
never heard of any of them

"What did your father do down here?"

"Wait a minute and I'll show you. Follow ne."

When she noved, | noticed for the first time an open doorway t hat
apparently led to another room A snick of a light switch and we went in.

There was a school bl ackboard on the wall about three feet high and
maybe six feet long A chal k hol der was attached to one end of it, and it was
filled with I ong, brand-new sticks of' white chalk. It nmade ne feel right at
hone. | had to restrain a mad urge to go up there and di agram a sent ence.

"This is where he began all of his books." Anna picked up a piece of
chal k and started to doodle in the middle of the hoard. A kind of crude, not
very good rendition of Snoopy fromthe _Peanuts_ comc strip.

"I thought that you said he worked upstairs?"

"He did, but only after he had nmapped out all of his characters here on
hi s board."



"He did it for every book?"

"Yes. He woul d hide down here for days and create his next universe."

"How? I n what way?"

"He said that he always had a main character in mnd. For _The Land of
Laughs_ it was the Queen of OIl, Richard Lee's nother, He would put her nane
at the top of the board and start listing other people' s names under it."

"Nanmes of real people, or ones that he had made up?"

"Real people. He said that if he thought of the real people first, then
the things he wanted to use fromtheir personalities cane right to his nind."

She wote "Dorothy Lee" on the board and then "Thomas Abbey" under it.
She drew arrows from both of our names out to the right. Then she wrote "The
Queen of G 1" next to the first, "Father's Biographer,” next to mne. Her
handwiting was nothing |ike her father's -- -it was squiggly and w de and
messy, the kind 1'd corment on at the bottom of an essay after |'d read it.

Then under "Thomas Abbey -- Father's Biographer," she wote: "Fanous
father, English teacher, Cever, Insecure, Hopeful, the Power?"

| frowned. "Wat do you nmean by 'the Power?'"

She waved the question away. "WAit. I'mdoing it the way he did it. The
things that he didn't know about, or didn't know if he wanted to use, he would
put a question mark next to."

"Are all the rest of the things up there me too? Insecure, hopefu

"I'f I were ny father, | would wite down what | felt about you and what
| thought was interesting enough to use. These things are just my own
i npressions. You aren't angry with ne, are you?"

"Who, nme? Nooo. Not at all. Nooo. Not a --"

"Ckay, Thonmas, you made your point."

"Nooo. Not --"

" Thomas! "

Anna | ooked at Saxony. | guess she didn't believe me. "lIs he mad at ne?"

"No. It's just the '"insecure' and 'fampus-father' parts that got him |
t hi nk. "

"You have to renenber too that I'"'mme and not nmy father. If he were
going to use you, he mght have seen totally different things about you."

"Seriously, Anna, | think this would be a really nice beginning to the
book. In the prologue, I'd sinply describe your father com ng down those
creaky stairs by hinself, turning on the lights, and starting to work on one
of the books by doing this thing at the bl ackboard. The whole first few pages
are both the beginning of his book and the begi nning of nmine. What do you
t hi nk?"

She put the chalk down for the first tine and erased Snoopy with the
flat of her hand. "I don't like it."

"I _think it's an excellent idea, Thomas." | didn't know whet her Sax
said it because she did like it or because she wanted to pick a fight with
Anna.

"But you don't like it, Anna."

She turned fromthe board and dusted her hands agai nst each other. "You
don't really know anything yet, Thomas, and you're already trying to cone up
with all of these clever little tricks to use. C

"I wasn't trying to be clever, Anna. | honestly thought that --

"Let me finish. If | amgoing to let you do this book, you have got to
do it carefully and beautifully. Do you know how many terribl e biographies
I'"ve read that don't even begin to bring their subject back to life, much |ess
make theminteresting or intriguing? You cannot inmagine how inportant it is
that this book be well done, Thomas. |'m sure that you care enough about ny
father to want to do it right, so any kind of cleverness is out. Any kind of
cl everness or shortcuts or paragraphs that begin with ' Twenty years |ater

' There can't be any of that. Your book has to have it all, or else he won't

Her tirade had been so kooky and heartfelt and |loud that | was taken



of f-guard when she stopped in md-sentence.

| swal |l owed. "Anna?"

"Yes?"

Saxony interrupted. "Anna, are you sure that you want Thomas to wite
this book? Are you really sure?"

"Yes, now | am Positive."

| took a deep breath and let it out loudly, hoping it would sonehow
break the tension that was hovering in the air up around A-bonb | evel.

Saxony went to the bl ackboard, picked up some chal k, and began draw ng a
cartoon near where our names -- Ms. Lee's and mine -- were witten. | knew
she was a good artist fromthe sketches | had seen of her puppets, but she
outdid herself with this one.

The Queen of Ol -- a very good, quick rendering of the famous Van Walt
illustration -- and | stood over the gravestone of Marshall France. Up above
us, France | ooked down froma cloud and worked puppet strings that were
attached to both of us everywhere. It was certainly well done, but it was also
a disturbing picture in light of what Anna had been sayi ng.

"I don't think you are positive, Anna." Saxony finished sketching and
put the chal k back in the holder at the end of the board.

"Ch, you don't?" Anna's voice was | ow. She watched Sax intently.

"No, | don't. | think a biography is very nuch a witer's interpretation
of his subject's life. It shouldn't just be '"he did this and he did that.""

"Did | ever say that it should be?" Anna's voice dropped its urgency and
sounded . . . anused.

"No, but you have already nade it pretty clear that you want to call al
the shots on it. | get the distinct feeling already that you want Thomas to
wite your version of the life of Marshall France, and not Thomas Abbey's."

"Cone on, Sax. . . ."

"No, you conme on, Thomas. You know that |I'mright."

"Did | say anything?"

"No, but you were about to." She licked her lips and then rubbed the
side of her nose. Her nose got itchy when she got really angry.

"That's a rather rude thing to say, Saxony, considering who | am and how
much | have at stake in this matter, wouldn't you say? Yes, of course | am
biased. I _do_ think the book should he done in a certain way. "

"What'd | tell you?" Saxony |ooked at me and nodded ruefully.

"I did not nmean it that way. Don't misinterpret what |I'm saying."

Both of them had their arms crossed, _|ocked , over their chests.

"Hey | ook, ladies, cool it. |I haven't even started on page one yet, and
you're already at battle stations." They wouldn't | ook at me, but they were
listening. "Anna, you want the book with everything in it, right? So do I
Sax, you want me to wite it my way. So do |I. So will someone please tell ne
what the big problemis here? Huh? What is it?"

VWhile | talked, | kept thinking that it was the kind of scene ny father
woul d play. Maybe a little too hammy, but enough to stop their attacks.

"Al'l right? Ckay, look, | want to nake a proposal. May | have the floor?
Yes? kay, here it is: Anna, you give me all the information | need to wite
the first chapter of the book _my_ way. However long it takes ne, you can't

look at it -- any of it -- until I'mfinished and satisfied with it. Wen I'm
done, I'Il give it to you and you can do whatever you want with it. Cut it,
rearrange it, throwit out . . . | don't know, maybe you'll even like the way
|'ve done it. Anyway, if you don't, and end up hating it, then | pronise Il
work as closely with you as you want after that. | won't tape you or anything,
but it'll be a collaborative effort of the three of us fromstart to finish

I"msure this idea is totally unprofessional and any publisher would pull out
his hair if he heard about it, but | don't care. If you agree to it, then
that's the way we'll do it."

"And what happens if | like the first chapter the way it is?"

"Then | get to wite the whole thing ny way and bring it to you when |I'm
done. ™



How rmuch fairer could | be? If she hated ny first chapter, we would work
toget her fromthe very beginning. If she hated the final product, then she
woul d have the right to -- gasp -- throwit all out and have either nme or
someone el se start it again. | didn't want to think about that prospect.

"Al'l right." She picked up the black felt eraser and di sappeared
Saxony's drawing in two sharp swi pes.

"Al'l right, Thomas, but | amgoing to give you a time limt: one nonth.
One nonth to work conpletely on your own, and then the first chapter has to be
done. There isn't nuch time to spare these days."

Saxony spoke before I had a chance to. "Ckay, but then you've got to
gi ve us access to everything we want. No nore hol di ng back and no nore |ying
about things."

Anna arched an eyebrow at that one. | half-admred, half-despaired at
Saxony' s bl unt ness.

"If you are going to do it chronologically . . . | assune you are?
will give you everything about himuntil his arrival in Arerica. You won't be

covering nmore than that in your first chapter."

And that was that. True to her word, books and diaries, letters and
post cards poured out of the France house. It was all we could do to keep track
of themin the beginning, nuch | ess make sense of them

France had apparently saved everything, or else someone did it for him
and gave it to himlater in his life. There was a manila envel ope bulging with
uni nteresting children's draw ngs of horseys and cows. The naster, age four. A
not ebook with ratty-1ooking old wildfl owers and weeds pressed in the pages,
which all fell out when you held the book at any kind of angle. In a child's
unsteady script, all of the remaining weeds and petrified petunias were
| abel ed in German. One shoebox contained ol d gol d-and-red ci gar bands,
mat chboxes, cancel ed boat and train tickets. Another had nore of those old
pi cture postcards that he seened to like so nmuch. Lots of themwere of the
mount ai ns and old _huttes_ where the clinbers stayed. It was amazing to see
the kind of clothes they wore then for hiking -- the wonen in |ong, Daisy
MIler dresses and fruit-salad hats, men in tweed kni ckers that ball ooned at
t he knees and comical Tyrolean hats with swooping feathers on the side. Al of
them | ooked at the canmera with either maniacal smiles or ny-wfe-just-died
frowns. Never the in-between expression that you so often get in nobdern
phot ogr aphs.

The postcards were from school friends and famly, according to Anna. In
t he shoebox was a little brown school notebook which on further inspection
turned out to be a record of postcards received. It was hilarious, especially
when you renenbered that it was being kept by an eight- or nine-year-old kid.
From whom from where, the date, even the places where he was when he got each
one.

"Anna, why _did_ he change his name from Martin Frank to Marshal
France?"

"Didn't you see the address on sone of those old postcards? ' Marshall
France in care of Martin Frank'? Wen he was about eight years old he nade up
this character naned Marshall France. He was a conbi nati on of D Artagnan, Beau
CGeste, and The Virginian. He told ne that he refused to be called by any ot her



nane for years. Everyone he knew had to call him Marshall or el se he refused
to answer." She chuckl ed. "He nust have been an obsessive little boy, huh?"

"Yes, well, that's fine and all, but why did he make that his name when
he came to Anmerica?"

"To tell you the truth, Thomas, | don't really know for sure. You nust
renenber though that he was a Jew running fromthe Nazis. Maybe he thought
that if they ever got around to invading the United States, with a Gentile
nane |i ke France there was | ess of a chance that he would he caught." She bent
over to tie one of her shoelaces. | could barely hear her when she spoke.
"\What ever the reason, it's perfect for you, isn't it? He becane one of his own
characters, right? _Very synbolic_, Doctor." She tapped her tenple with a
finger and told me that she would see nme | ater

Saxony and | spent at |east a week |ooking over everything. W tal ked
for along time afterward, and al though we argued over a couple of things, we
did agree that France had been one strange little boy.

W tal ked about the best way to go at witing the test chapter. | had
had a creative-witing instructor in college who brought a small child's dol
to class the first day. He held it up in front of himand said that nost
peopl e woul d describe the doll fromonly the nbpst obvious angle if they were

asked to do it. He drew an invisible horizontal line fromhis eye to the doll
But the real witer, he went on, knew that the doll could be described from

any number of different, nore interesting angles -- from above, below -- and
that that was where good creative witing began. |I told the story to Sax and

said that one of those strange angles was what | was | ooking for here. She
agreed with that too, but we ended up having a gigantic fight about what
strange angle. She said that if she were witing the book, she would begin by
describing a funny little boy sitting in his roomin an Austrian Al pine town
maki ng careful entries in his postcard book. Then she woul d have hi m go out
and pick flowers for his flower book, draw a picture of a cow, etc. An

i ndirect way of saying that the kid was artistic, eccentric, and sensitive
fromDay One of his life.

| thought it was an okay idea, but since Anna had pooh-poohed ni ne about
com ng down the stairs to begin _The Land of Laughs_, | was afraid that she
woul d torpedo Saxony's for being too "clever" too. Sax grow ed but then agreed
that it mght be too creative for Anna.

| wasted a few nore days being tired and confused and depressed. Saxony
steered clear of ne and hung around out in the garden with Ms. Fletcher. She
liked the old woman a lot nore than | did. Wiere she saw good old M ssouri
honesty, | saw a lot of hot air and conservatism W didn't tal k about her
because we knew t hat the subject would cause a fight. So suffice it to say
that Hot Air Fletcher gave me the idea for the first Iine of the book

| had given up one norning and was sitting on the top step of the porch
wat chi ng the two wonen fool around with the tomato plants. The day was cl oudy
and thick, and | was hoping for a nonster thunderstormto come through and
clean of f the world.

Good old Nails anmbled up the stairs and sat down next to me, panting out
a kind of quick "Kaa-kaa-kaa" sound. W watched the tomato pickers and | put
nmy hand on his rock head. Bull terriers have rocks for heads; they only
pretend that they are skin and bones.

"Do you |ike tomatoes, Ton®?"

"Excuse ne?"

"I asked ya if ya liked tomatoes?" Ms. Fletcher straightened up slowy
and, shadi ng her eyes, |ooked over toward Nails and ne.

"Tomat oes? Yes, | |like themvery much."

"Well, you know Marshall? He hated 'em Said that his father nmade him
eat themall the tinme when he was a boy, and ever since then, he woul dn't
touch one. Wuldn't eat ketchup, tomato sauce, nothin'!" She dropped a handf ul
of fat red ones into a wooden bushel basket that Saxony was hol ding for her

Suddenly | knew that | had the first sentence and an idea for the
chapter.



Saxony cane into the bedroom an hour |ater and, sliding her hands over
nmy shoul ders, |eaned down and asked what | was doing. Although it was totally
unnecessary and theatrical, | snatched the first page that 1'd witten out of
nmy not ebook and handed it to her w thout stopping nmy scribbling.

""'He didn't like tomatoes.' That's going to be the begi nning of your
book?"

"Read on." | kept witing.

"'He didn't like tomatoes. He collected picture postcards of railroad
stations. He found nanes for his characters in a small M ssouri graveyard. He
began hi s books on a school -size bl ackboard in a nmusty roomin his basenent.
He kept everything he had ever accunul ated as a child, and when he cane to
America from Europe, changed his nane to that of an imaginary character he had
created when he was a boy. He spent his free tine working in a grocery store
as a clerk at the cash register. n

She stopped, and after a nmonment's silence as deep as a canyon, | stopped
pretending to wite.

"Do you see what I'mtrying to do? Put it all in a gun and blast it
straight out at the readers. Let them catch whatever they want fromthat first
shot and then I'lIl go over all of it slowy and carefully in the chapters that
follow I'Il tell Anna all that, but why not let this chapter grab the readers
by the neck and literally drag theminto France's |life? That's what we've been
avoi ding the whole time, Sax. Sure, we said that he was a strange kid, but he
was al so a goddammed strange man! He's the perfect eccentric artist. Look at
his house, this little town he |oved, the books he wote! W have been dancing
clear of that fact all along because we didn't want to admit to ourselves that
our man was a weirdo. But what an incredible weirdo!"

"How do you think Anna will react to your calling her father that,
Thomas? She woul d put himon Munt dynpus if you gave her half a chance.”

"Yes, | know that there's that too, but | think that if | do it right,
she'l'l understand what |'mtrying to get at."

"You're willing to take that kind of chance?"

"Hey, Sax, you were the one who said that it had to be ny book above
anyone el se's!"

"Yes, that's right."

"Well, then, this is the way | want to do ny book. | know it now, and
|'ve got to wite it this way."

"Until Anna sees it."

"Come on, Sax. A little moral support now and then, huh?"

The thunderstormthat | wanted cane through and decided to stay. For the
next week it rained on and off. Saxony went to the library and brought back an
arm oad of fanous children's books. She said that the librarian had told her
to tell me, "I told you so."

W had decided to read and reread as many of the classics as we could in
case there was anything there for conparison or contrast with the work of the
King, as | called him

_The Hobbit_, _The Lion, The Wtch and the Wardrobe_, _Through the
Looking Gass_ . . . Half of our tine was spent out on the porch reading in
Ms. Fletcher's danp wicker chairs. The rain was nild and pl easant and turned
everything either blue or shiny green

Qur | andl ady must have known how i nvol ved we were, because she wasnt
around nuch. For that matter, neither was Anna, whomwe didn't see at al
after she delivered the boxes of France nenorabilia. She had told nme to cal
her if | needed her, but | didn't.

Bet ween the reading, witing, the rain, and fooling around with Saxony
(she said that bad weather made her feel sexy, and so our sex life got better
and better), the days were full and passed like an express. Before | knewit,

I had finished The House at Pooh Corner , Charlie and the Chocol ate
Factory_, _The King of the Golden River_, and the first draft of my chapter



It had taken a little over two weeks. W cel ebrated that evening with Shake 'n
Bake chicken, a bottle of Mateus rosé, and nmy father's _Train Through Gernmany_
on television, which was one of his better flicks.

The next day | woke up and felt so good that | |eaped out of bed and did
twenty push-ups on the floor. For the first tine in a very long time, | didn't
need a map to see where | was going. It was damed ni ce.

After nmy push-ups | sneaked over to the desk and flicked on the little
Tensor lanp that |'d bought at Wade's Hardware Store in town. There were the

pages. _My_ pages! | knew that | would end up rewiting thema dozen tines,
but that didn't matter. | was doing exactly what | wanted with whom | wanted,
and maybe, just maybe, Anna France would actually like themand . . . | didn't
want to think about that part yet. | would do it first and see.

| heard sniffing sounds fromthe other side of the door. It creaked open
and Nails cane in. He junped up on the bed and | ay down. He usually joined us
now for his last forty wi nks before getting up for good in the nmorning. Ms.

Fl etcher had a nice old battered | ove seat for himout in the hallway, but
since we had arrived he'd taken to spending nore and nore tine with us, both
day and night. One night we were just about to nake | ove when he junped up and
ran his freezing nose up ny bare leg. | banged ny head on the side of the bed
and | ost ny erection sonewhere between fury and | aughter

| |1 ooked over ny shoul der and saw that he had once again perched on
Saxony's chest. She was smiling and trying to push himoff, but he wasn't
having any of it. He nade no attenpt to nove. He closed his eyes. Qut to
lunch. | wal ked over fromthe desk to the bed.

"Beauty and the Beast, huh?" | patted his head. "Hi, Beautiful."

"Very funny. Don't just stand there like that. He's crushing ne!l"

"Maybe he's a sex maniac and is really giving you sone kind of nasty dog
caress. "

"Thomas, will you please just get himoff ne? Thank you."

After he had been shifted-westled over to ny side of the bed (his head
right on nmy pillow, no |less), Saxony |ocked her hands behi nd her neck and
| ooked at ne. "Do you know what |'ve been thinking?"

"No, Petunia, what have you been thinking?"

"That after you finish this book you should do a biography of your
father."

"My father? Way would | want to do a book about hinP"

"I just think that you should." Her gaze shifted away fromme up to the
cei ling.

"That ain't no reason."”

Her eyes slid back to mine. "Do you really want me to tell you?"

"Yes, of course | do. You' ve never said anything about this before."

"I know, but |'ve been thinking recently about how inportant he is in
your life, whether you know it or not. Look, do you realize how often you talk
about hi n?" She held up her hand to stop ne from saying anything. "I know, I
know -- he drove you crazy and nost of the tine he wasn't even around. Okay.
But he's _in_ you, Thomas. Mdre so than any kid-parent relationship that 1've
ever known. Wether you like it or not, he's staked out a big part in your
guts, and | think it would be very inportant for you to sit down sonetine soon
and just wite about him It doesn't matter if it turns out to be an actua
bi ography or just your menoirs.

| perched on the edge of the bed with ny back to her. "But what good
would it do?"

"Well, | never understood a |ot of things about my nother, you know?
|'ve already told you about her."

"Yes, you said that she could make anyone feel guilty about anything."

"That's right. But then one day nmy father told ne that her nother had
conmitted suicide. Do you know how many things becanme clear to ne after that?
How much made sense? | didn't actually _like_ her that much nore, but |
suddenly saw a different person.”

"And you think that if | find out about my father's life, then it'll



make ny relationship with himclearer to nme?"

"Maybe, maybe not." She reached around and put her hand on my leg. "I do
t hi nk, though, there's too nuch unresolved stuff that has ended up maki ng you
| ove and hate himat the same tine. Maybe if you really dug into who he was,
it would clear the runway for you. Do you understand what | nean?"

"Yes, | guess so. | don't know, Sax. | don't really want to think about
it now There's too much else that has to be done these days."

"Ckay. I"'mnot telling you to drop everything and do it this mnute,
Thomas. Don't take it the wong way. | just think that you shoul d consider
it."

"I will. Sure."”

Nai | s shoved his nose into her neck, and that got her up and out of bed
fast. | was glad that the conversation ended there.

The sun was out, and after breakfast we decided to take a walk into
towmn. It was still early, and everything glistened |like wet glass fromthe dew
and the leftover rain. By now we nore or |ess knew a few people -- store
owners and others -- who waved when they drove by. That was another pl easant

thing about living in a small town: there weren't enough of you around so that
you could afford to ignore anyone. You might have to buy a cabbage from one of
t hem or have himwork on your car that afternoon

When we got to the library, ny friend "I told you so" was wal ki ng toward
us on the other side of the street. | assuned that she was about to open the
library. "There you are! The hernmit. Wait there a mnute. Let me cross." She
| ooked so carefully both ways, you woul d have thought that she was crossing
the San Di ego Freeway. A Toyota puttered by, driven by a woman | had often
seen in town but didn't really know But she waved too.

"I"ve got sone nore books for you, M. Abbey. Are you ready for then"
The rosy rouge on her cheeks made nme very sad for sone reason

"Thomas hasn't finished _The Wnd in the WIllows_ yet, Ms. Aneden. As
soon as he does, I'll bring the whol e bunch back to you and pick up the new
ones."

" The Wnd in the WIlIlows_ was never one of ny favorites. How can you
have a hero who is a greasy little frog?"

| cracked up. She | ooked at me sternly and shook her blue-gray head.
"Well, it's the truth! Frogs, little creatures with hair on the tops of their
feet like the hobbit. . . . Do you know what Marshall used to say about that?
' The worst thing that can happen to a man in a fairy tale is to be turned into
an animal. But the greatest reward for an animal in one is to be turned into a
man.' Those are ny sentinents exactly.

"Anyway, don't get me going on that subject. How is your book going?"

The nore we talked with her, the nore it seened that everyone knew
everyt hing about everyone in that town: the librarian knew about the test
chapter, how much information on France his daughter had given us, and the
one-nont h deadl i ne. But why? Sure, l|ike Anna, the townspeople had a kind of
cl aimon France, since he had spent so nuch of his |life anong them but did
Anna tell them everything because of that, or was there some other, nore
cl oudy reason?

A picture flashed across my mind -- Anna, naked and tied with | eather
straps to a bar in soneone's basenent playroom being whi pped again and again
with a bullwhip until she told all of the deadpan Gal en faces around her what
they wanted to know about Saxony and ne.

"Did you give himthe train-station postcards too?"

"No, never! Aaugh, yes, yes, | gave himeverything!"

Then (this is the sane picture), the plywood door expl odes and | cone
flying in with two Bruce Lee kung-fu chains whirling around in ny hands |ike
ai rpl ane propellers.

" t he house?"

"Thomas!"

| started and saw that the two wonen were waiting for an answer from ne.
Saxony squi nted daggers and sneaked in a killer pinch under ny arm



"I"msorry. \What were you sayi ng?"

"He _is_a witer, isn't he? Head floating around in the clouds
just like Marshall. Did you know that Anna took away his car keys a coupl e of
years before he died? He bunped into nore trees with that old station wagon.
Dream ng, he was. Just plain old dreamng."

Everyone had at |east ten Marshall France stories to tell. Marshal
behi nd the wheel, Marshall at the cash register, Marshall and his hatred for
tomatoes. It was a biographer's paradise, but | had begun to wonder why they
had paid so nmuch attention to him and why there was so nuch contact anong
them | kept thinking about Faul kner in Oxford, M ssissippi. Fromwhat | had
read, everybody in that town knew him and was proud that he lived there, but
it wasn't any big deal to them-- he was just their well-known witer. But the
way peopl e tal ked about Marshall France, you woul d have thought that he was
either a mniature God in a kind of down-home way, or at the very |east the
brother that they were closest to in the fanily.

W decided to skip the library and finish our walk into town instead,
partly because | didn't feel |ike |ooking at any books that norning, and
partly because there were a few places that | hadn't visited for a few days.

The Abbey Cui ded Tour began with the bus station with its flaking white
park benches outside and bus schedul es posted right above them so that you
al nrost had to sit in soneone's lap to find out when the St. Louis express cane
through. A fat, pretty wonan sat behind the tiny Plexiglas w ndow and sold you
your ticket. How many novies began with dusty bus stops like this in the
m ddl e of nowhere? A Greyhound conmes slowy down Main Street and stops at Nick
and Bonnie's Café or the Tayl or bus depot. Above the wi ndshield where the
glass is tinted green, the sign says that this one is going to Houston or Los
Angel es. But along the way it's stopped in Taylor, Kansas (read Gal en
M ssouri), and you want to know why. The front door hisses open and out steps
Spencer Tracy or John Garfield. He's either got a battered suitcase in his
hand and he | ooks like a bum or else he's dressed in fit-to-kill city
clothes. But either way, there is no reason in the world for himto be way out
here.

Favorite place nunber two was a macabre store a couple of steps down
fromthe bus dl epot. Inside, hundreds of spooky white plaster statues: Apoll o,
Venus, M chelangelo's _David_, Laurel and Hardy, Charlie Chaplin, jockeys
hol di ng hitching rings in one outstretched hand. Christmas weaths waited in
ghostlike rows for people to buy them The man who owned the place was an
Italian who did all the work in the back of the store and who rarely appeared
when you cane in to | ook around. | had seen only two or three of his pieces in
peopl e's houses or out on their lawns in all of the time that | had been in
Gal en, but | assuned that he made enough nmoney fromthemto survive. \Wat was
so omi nous about it was the total whiteness of everything. Wen you entered
the store, it was like stepping into clouds, only here they were John F
Kennedy and crucified-Christ clouds. Saxony hated the place and al ways went to
the drugstore instead to see if any new paperback books had cone in. | had
vowed to myself that before we left, | would buy sonething fromthe guy just
because | spent so much tine wandering around in his joint. Not that there was
ever anyone else in there.

"Hey, M. Abbey! | was hopin' that you'd be in soon. | got sonmethin' for
you that | done special. Wait here."

The owner di sappeared into his workroom and cane out a few seconds | ater

with a wonderful small statue of the Queen of GIl. Unlike the others, this one
had been painted to match the colors of the book illustration
"Fantastic! It's wonderful. How did you -- ?"

"Naah, naah, don't thank me. It was strictly a commi ssion job. Anna cane
in here about a week ago and told ne to make it up for you. You want to thank
anyone, thank her."

Very cleverly, | slipped the statue into ny pocket and decided for the
time being that 1'd hide it fromSax. | wasn't in the nmood for a heavy
di scussion. | had a couple of mnutes before | had to nmeet her at the



drugstore, so | popped into a phone booth and rang up Anna's nunber.

"France." Her voice sounded |ike a sl edgehamrer on an anvil .

"Hell o, Anna? This is Thomas Abbey. How are you?"

"Hi, Thomas. |I'mfine. Wat's happening with you? How is the book
goi ng?"

"Good, okay. | finished the first draft of the chapter and | think it
turned out all right."

"Congratul ations! M. Tom Terrific! You' re way ahead of schedule. Are
there many surprises?" In an instant her tone of voice switched fromhard to
coy.

"Yes . . . | don't know. | guess so. Listen, | just went to Marrone's,
and he gave ne your present. | love it. What a great idea. |'mvery touched."
"And what did Saxony think of it?" Her voice nobved again, back to

shifty.

"Umn well, | didn't show her yet, to tell you the truth."

"I didn't know if you would. But why don't you go ahead and tell her
that it is a present to both of you. Tell her that it's alittle sonmething for
havi ng finished the chapter. She wouldn't get mad at you for that, would she?"

"Way would | do that? You gave it to ne, didn't you?"

"Yes, | did, but please don't msunderstand."” Her voice stopped and hung
there out in space, indicating nothing.

"Yes, but look, if you gave it to ne as a present, | wouldn't think of
sharing it." | realized that | sounded offended.

"But you wouldn't really be sharing it. You and | would know

W actually went on and had an argunent about it. The upshot was that |
was di sappointed, to be totally honest. Maybe getting it had created all kinds
of Anna-and-ne fantasies in ny head. Then hearing her brush it off so lightly
was a cold shower over everything. Anyway, she said that Petals had an
appoi ntnent at the veterinarian for shots, so the rest of the conversation was
short. At the end she repeated that she would be glad to help i f we needed
anyt hi ng nore, and then she was gone. | hung up but didn't take my hand off
the bl ack receiver once it was hooked back in its cradle. Wat the hell was I
doi ng? | had just that norning been thinking about how nicely ny life was
going, then two hours later | was slammi ng phones down because | couldn't foo
around wi th Anna France.

| left the booth and trotted over to the drugstore.

"Hey, Sax, what's up? Wat are you doi ng?"

"Thomas! Eek, you're not supposed to see any of this."

The man behind the counter stood in front of her and smled beatifically
at me. He had a couple of mascara containers in his hand.

"Since when did you start wearing mascara, Sax?"

"I"'mjust _trying_it, don't get excited."

| wanted to tell her that | |liked her eyes the way they were, but I
didn't want to sound like a character out of _My Little Margie_in front of
the druggist. He had a little white nane tag on his jacket: Melvin Parker. He
rem nded nme of one of those Mornmon nissionaries that come to your door
preachi ng t he gospel

Behi nd us somet hi ng banged and | turned around to see Richard Lee finish
off a quart bottle of Coke in one |oud glug.

"Hiya, Mel. Hiyya, Abbey. Hello there." The |last was for Saxony. He said

it so gallantly that | expected himto tip his baseball cap. | felt alittle
pi ng of jeal ousy.
"Mel, come over here a minute, will ya?"

The druggi st wal ked over to "Prescriptions"” and Lee joined himthere.
Mel reached under the counter and brought out a gigantic red-and-white box of
unl ubri cated Trojan condonms. Lee hadn't said a word to himabout what he
want ed.

| don't want to sound like an elitist, but Trojans were the kind of
rubber you kept in your wallet for three years when you were twelve or
thirteen because they were so strong and thick. The word was that nothing



short of a truck driving through one could put a dent init. And yes, they
were strong, but when the magic nonment arrived and you actually used it, it
was |ike screwing inside the Gaf Zeppelin.

Lee bent closer to Parker and whi spered sonmething long and lowin his

car. | tried not to pay attention but it was either them or Saxony's eyel ashes
in the counter mrror.

""Now if I can only find ny goddamm keys I'Il drive us both outta here
in my bulldozer!"" | assumed that it was the punch line to a dirty joke,

because Lee reared up like he'd been stung by a wasp in the fanny.

The two of them had a good | augh, although Lee's was nmore forced and
rough and went on much | onger than Parker's.

The Trojans di sappeared into a brown paper bag and were paid for with a
dirty twenty-dollar bill.

Putting the bag under his arm Lee got his change and turned toward ne.
| have a bad habit of judging people as soon as | neet them Unfortunately |I'm
wrong about thema lot of the tine. 1'malso stubborn, which nmeans that if |
don't like a person right away -- even if he is an angel in disguise -- it
takes a hell of along tine for me to see that I'mwong and to begin dealing
with himdifferently. | didn't like Richard Lee. He | ooked as if he wal ked
around all day in his underpants and took baths on alternate Thursdays. There
were gold sleep nuggets in the corners of both of his eyes, which is the kind
of thing that makes ne want to reach out and w pe them away. Like a crunb on
soneone's beard that he hasn't noticed.

"I heard that Anna's letting you do the book. Congrats to you!"

My heart melted a little when he stuck out his big mtt for a shake, but
then it froze again when | saw himleering at Saxony.

"Why don't you two conme over to my house tonight? | can show you
pi ctures of nmy nother and some other things like that. Wiy don't you conme over
and have dinner? | think we got enough for all of us."

| looked at Sax and vaguely hoped that she would conme up with an excuse.
But | knew that | had to talk to this nman sooner or |ater because of the
i mportance of his nother.

"It's fine with me. Thonas? We're not doing anything, as far as | can
remenber. "

"No. Yeah. No, that's great. That would he terrific, Richard. Thanks a
| ot for asking."

"Good. I'mgoing fishing this afternoon, and if we're lucky we'll be
havi ng fresh catfish right off the line."
"Hey, that's great. Fresh catfish." | tried to nod enthusiastically, but

if my expression betrayed ne it was only because | was thinking about the
whi skers on catfi sh.

He left and then Saxony decided to buy the Max Factor. | went to the
counter to pay. Wiile he rung it up, Mel the Druggist shook his head.
"Personally, | never liked catfish. The only reason they're always so fat is

that they eat anything. Real garbage fish, you know? That will be
t wo- oh-seven, sir."

There were crosses on top of crosses. Jesus bled all over the roomfrom
fifty different places, each showi ng himsuffering some new kind of agony. The
whol e house snelled of frying fish and tomatoes. Except for the couch I sat
on, which snelled |ike wet dogs and cigarettes.

Lee's wife, Sharon, had the kind of innocent but odd pink face that you
often see on mdgets. She never stopped smiling, even when she tripped over
their bull terrier, Buddy, and fell down. The daughters, M dge and Ruth Ann,
were just the opposite: they slunped around the place as if the air were too
heavy for them

Ri chard brought out his handgun collection, his rifle collection, his
fishing-pole collection, and his Indian-head nickel. Sharon brought out a
photo al bum of the fanmily, but nost of the pictures were either of dogs they



had had t hrough the years or, for some reason, pictures of the fam |y when
they were injured. Richard sniling at his leg in a thick white cast, M dge
merrily pointing to an ugly blue-black eye, Ruth Ann on her back in what was
obvi ously a hospital bed, and in apparent pain.

"My God, what happened there?" | pointed to this one of Ruth Ann.

"When was that? Let ne think. Ruth Ann, do you renmenber when | took that
one of you?"

Rut h Ann scuffed over and breathed on ny head while she | ooked at it.
"That's when | slipped that disk in gym Daddy. Don't you renemnber?"

"Ch, that's right, Richard. That one's of the slipped disk she got."

"Hell yes, now | renmenber. That cost nme about three hundred bucks to put
her up in the hospital. Al they had down there was a seniprivate room but I
put her in anyway. Didn't |, Ruth Ann?"

_Tobacco Road_-y as they sounded (and | ooked and were), you could tel
that they |iked each other very much. Richard kept putting his armaround the
girls or his wife. They loved it; whenever he did, they would snuggle up into
himwith little peeps of delight. It was bizarre to think of this bunch
together in their sad white house | ooking at pictures of Ruth Ann in traction
but how many famlies do you know that are happy and enjoy each other's

conpany?
"Di nner's ready, everyone."
As guest of honor, | got the biggest catfish, its mouth open in a fina

rictus. Stewed tomat oes and dandelion greens were there too. No matter how
much | cut or pushed the catfish to the farthest corners of ny plate, |
couldn't lose it. | knewthat the battle was lost and that | would have to eat
sone.

"Have you got a lot of work done on your book?"

"No, we're really just beginning. It will probably take quite a I ong
tinme."

The Lees | ooked at each other across the table, and there was a pause of
a coupl e of seconds.

"Witing a book. That's sonething |I'd never do. In school sonetines I
liked to read."

"You read now, Richard. What are you tal king about? You' ve got all kinds
of subscriptions.” Sharon nodded at us as if to reaffirmthe truth of what she
had sai d. She hadn't stopped smling once, even when she was chew ng.

"Yeah, well, Marshall sure could wite though, huh? That guy had nore
dammed stories in his little finger " He shook his head and picked up a
drooling tomato fromhis plate. "I think you' ve gotta be a witer when you've
got so many crazy ideas and stories to tell. You'd blowup if you didn't get
t hem down. What do you think, Ton?" He put the whole tomato in his nouth and
tal ked through it. "Sone guys got stories, all right, but all they got to do
to keep fromexplodin' is to tell them Talk themout and then they feel okay
again. Like Bob Funo, right, Sharon? This guy Bob can tell you the dammedest
stories all night |Iong and then wake up the next norning and tell you a

hundred nore. But he just tells themand then he's done. | guess guys like you
have got it a | ot worse, huh?"

"And a lot slower." |I smled at nmy plate and pushed some nore of the
fish around with nmy fork.

"Slower's right, boy. How long do you think it'll take you to finish off
this one about Marshall?"

"It"'s really very hard to say. |'ve never witten a book before, and
there are a lot of things that 1'll have to know before | can really get going
onit."

Again there was a pause in the conversation. Sharon got up and started
to clear the table. Saxony offered to help but was quickly sniled down.

"Did you hear that that Hayden boy that got hit out in front of your
pl ace the other day died?" There was no expression on Richard' s face when he
said it. No concern, no pity.

But | felt a whonp in ny stomach, both because | had seen it happen and



because it was a little boy who had been happy two seconds before he had been
splattered all over the road.

"How are his parents handling it?"

He stretched and | ooked at the kitchen door. "They're okay. There's not
much you can do about it, you know?"

How can peopl e do that? When a boy gets killed, how can you not want to
punch sonething or at |east shake your fist at God? Farmers and guys |ike that
are of another breed, sure, they see death all the tine, everybody's heard
that story, but human is human, dammit. How do you not mourn the death of a
child? | hoped that Lee was just being stoic.

"My God, | just renmenbered sonmething! Anna _told_ ne that he would die.
Isn't that strange?"

Saxony, who had devoured her fish, tomatoes, and dandelion greens,
twi ddl ed a spoon. "What do you nean, she told you? How coul d she know t hat
he' d die?"

"Don't ask ne, Sax. All | renenber is that she said he would. | nean, it
wasn't any kind of big Svengali thing -- he was in very bad shape when they
pi cked hi mup."

"What do you think Anna is, Tom the Amazing Kreskin? Did you ever see
that guy on _Johnny Carson_? The nmgi ci an? You can't believe what he does up
t here. "

The kitchen door swung open and Sharon cane in with a big hot pie on a
bl ack nmetal tray.

Now. This is what | saw, and you can draw your own concl usions. But |
did see it. No, Saxony said she didn't. She thought | was crazy when | told
her afterward; then she got really solicitous when | kept insisting that it
was true. It _was_ true.

There is a character in _The Green Dog's Sorrow_ named Krang. Krang is a
mad kite that has decided that the wind is its eneny. It begs to go up every
day so that it can continue its war on its constant battlefield, the sky. The
Green Dog falls in love with the face painted on the kite. Wen he runs away
fromthe house where he lives, the house where "Yawns owned everything that
men thought was theirs,"” he steals Krang fromthe closet, ties her white
string to his collar, and the two of them go off together

The first thing | saw when Sharon Lee canme out of the kitchen was Sharon

Lee. | blinked, and when | |ooked again, | saw Krang com ng out of the kitchen
hol ding a hot pie on a black netal tray, The Van Walt illustration: the w de
enpty eyes that betray the joy in the nouth's full, happy smle. The red
checks, red lips, circus-yellow skin . . . At first |I thought that it was sone

ki nd of remarkable mask that the Lees owned. And |'d thought that they were
dunb? Anyone who owned a mask like that, much less put it on at that perfect
monent, was brilliant. Nutsy-brilliant, but brilliant, It was like a Fellin
nmovi e or a funny-bad dreamthat you don't really want to wake up from even
though it is frightening.

"That's incredible, Sharon!" | said it twelve times too |oudly, but I
was astoni shed. Then | |ooked to ny right to see how Saxony was taking it. She
frowned at ne

"What' s incredible?"

"Sharon! Come on, Sax, it's anmazing!"

She | ooked past me and smiled in Krang's direction. "Yes, yes!" she
finally piped up, but then nuttered to me under her breath, "Don't overdo it,
Thomas, it's only a pie.”

"Yeah, ha ha, pie-shny. Very funny."

"Thonas . " Her snmile went away and her voice had a warning in it.

Sonet hi ng was wong. | whi pped around and saw good ol d Sharon cutting
the pie. Not Krang. Not a single Krang in the house. Not nobody but smiling
Sharon Lee and her fanobus hot peach pie.

"I guess that that Tomwants a big piece, huh, Ri chard?"

"I guess that that's about the |oudest hint | ever heard. Maybe you
shoul d gi ve himthe whol e thing, honey, and nmake up a batch of popcorn for the



rest of us!"

They all | aughed, and Sharon served ne an enornous piece. My nouth hung
open. It _was_ Krang, dammit. The sane everything fromthe Van \Walt
illustration. | checked it out later to be sure. |I checked it several hundred

tinmes later.

But there was no mask either. It was Sharon and then it was Krang and
then it was Sharon. | was the only one who saw it happen. | was the only one
it happened to. If | had been working night and day on the biography, it would
have nade a kind of sense: Biographer A leaps into the life of Author B and
gets so deeply into it that soon he's seeing B's characters all over the

pl ace. Ckay, okay, the idea has been overcooked a mllion times, but in ny
case | hadn't even started the book yet, really, much less been at it for a
[ ong time,

| had lunch with Anna a couple of days |ater when Saxony went off
shopping again with Ms. Fletcher

| told her about ny "vision," with a dismal chuckle.

"Krang? Just Krang? No one el se?" She passed ne the scranbl ed eggs.

"Just Krang? Jesus Christ, Anna, at this rate, next week I'Il have al
of the characters riding Nails around the backyard."

Petal s heard his nane and her tail thunped twice on the floor. She was
sitting next to Anna, waiting for any table scraps that m ght come her way.

Anna ate sone chutney and smled. "I guess Sharon Lee isn't mnuch |ike
Krang, is she?"

"Hardly. The only things that they've got in conmon are those vacuous
smiles.”

"I'"ll tell you sonething though, Thomas, that m ght make you fee
better. Did you know that Van Walt was ny father?"

"Van Walt was your . . . You mean to say that your father illustrated
hi s own books? Those are all his draw ngs?"

"The real Van WaAlt was a chil dhood friend of his who was later killed by
the Nazis. Father took his name when he started doing the drawi ngs for the
books. "

"So, hypothetically, Sharon Lee in sone kind of crazy way m ght have
been the inspiration for Krang?"

"Ch, yes, it's possible. You said yourself that they have the sane
snmle." She brushed her lips with her napkin and put it down next to her
plate. "Personally, | think it's a good sign for you. Father is becomi ng your
little dybbuk, and now he'll haunt you all the time, night and day, until you
finish his book."

| 1 ooked at her over the fresh white tablecloth. She fluttered her eyes,
| aughed, and slipped Petals a piece of egg under the table. It took ne a
nmonent to realize that her | ooking at me |like that gave ne a terrific
erection.

If this story were a forties novie, then the next shot would be of a big
calendar. Its pages would begin to flip by a day at a time, Filmand' s way of

showi ng you that time is passing. | worked like a dog, cleaning and cutting
and polishing. On alternate days | loved it and hated it. Once | got up in the
m ddl e of the night after naking |ong, exhausting |ove with Saxony. | wal ked
over to the desk and just stared like an idiot at the dammed manuscript in the
moonlight. | gave it the finger for at least a mnute before I got back into
bed without feeling any better. | wanted it all to be so good -- better than
anything | had ever dreamed of doing. In a way, | secretly knewthat it was a

kind of last chance for ne. If | didn't give it everything | had, it would
make nuch nore sense to go back to Connecticut in ny station wagon and teach
_The Scarlet Letter_to tenth-graders for the rest of nmy life,

In the nmeantine, between researching and readi ng and our constant
di scussi ons, Saxony had found time to begin work on a new narionette. | didn't
pay much attention, | nust admt. W got into the habit of getting up early,
eating a light quick breakfast, and then disappearing into our respective
hi deaways until |unchtine.



| finished-finished two days before nmy month was up. | capped ny
Mont bl anc, quietly closed nmy notebook, lined the pen up right alongside it, |
put my hands on top of the book and | ooked out the wi ndow | asked nyself if |
wanted to cry. | asked if | wanted to junp up and dance a few jigs, but that
got vetoed too. | smiled and picked up the big chunky Montblanc. It was shiny
bl ack and gol d and wei ghed much nore than a fountain pen should have, | had
corrected a fewmnmllion essays with it, and nowit had witten part of ny
book. Good ol d Montblanc. Someday they would have it under glass in a museum
with a white arrow pointing to it. "This is the pen Thomas Abbey used to wite
the France biography." | felt like I'd float right up out of my chair and
around the roomon the slightest breeze, My mind |l ay down and put its hands
behind its head. It |ooked up at the sky and felt pretty good. Pretty
goddammed good.

"You're really done.™

"I"'mreally done."

"Conpletely and totally?"

"The works, Saxolini. Everything." | jigged ny shoulders and still felt
as if | weighed two pounds.

She was sitting on a high chrom um stool, sanding what | ooked like a
rough wooden hand. Nails was under the table snuffling around a big bone we'd
gotten himthe day before.

"Wait a minute," She put the hand down and got off the stool. "Go out of
the kitchen for a little while. I'll call you when | want you to conme back
in"

Nails and | went out on the porch. He dropped the bone where | stopped,
and |lay down on top of it. | |ooked out at the still garden and enpty street.
| literally had no idea of what day it was.

"Ckay, Thomas, you can conme back in now "

Wthout a word fromnme, Nails picked up his bone and wal ked to the
screen door. He waited there with his nose pressed to the wire nesh. How did
he know things like that? Nails the Wnder Dog.

"I"'mnot conpletely done with it yet, but | wanted you to have it
t oday. "

From one of the photographs of Marshall France, she had carved a
nmeticul ously detail ed mask of the King. The expression on his face, the col or
in his eyes, his skin, lips . . , it was all awesonely real. | turned it over
and over in ny hands, looking at it fromevery conceivable angle. | loved it
but was al so very spooked by it.

A Queen of G| from Anna, a Marshall France from Saxony, ny chapter
done, and the fall had just about arrived -- ny favorite season of the year

Anna | oved the first chapter

| gave it to her and spent an hour quivering and tw tching and hoppi ng
around her living room touching everything in sight and sure that she would
hate everything that | had witten and would want nme out of town on the next
freight. When she cane back into the roomwith it stuffed up under her arm
like an old newspaper, | knew that it was curtains. But it wasn't. Instead she
wal ked over, handed it to ne, and kissed ne hard on both cheeks as the French
do.

" Winderbar! "

"It is?" | smled, frowned, tried to smile again, but couldn't.

"Yes, it nost certainly is, M. Abbey. |I didn't know what you were doing
when | first began reading, but then the whole thing opened up like those
Japanese stones that you throw in water and they suddenly bl ossomup |ike
nmoonfl owers. Do you know what | nean?"

"I guess so," | was having trouble swallow ng.

She sat down on the couch and picked up a black silk pillowwth a
yel l ow dragon on it. "You were right all along. The book must open up like a
peacock's tail -- whoosh! It would have been wong for it to start in
Rattenberg. 'He was born in Rattenberg.' No, no. 'He didn't |like tomatoes.'
Perfect! The perfect beginning. How did you know t hat? He hated tomnatoes. He



woul d have howl ed, _howl ed_ with laughter if he had known that his official
bi ography woul d begin like that. It is wonderful, Thonmas."

"It is?"

"Stop saying, 'It is?" O course it is. You know that as well as | do.
You' ve caught him Thomas. |If the rest of your book is this good" -- she waved
t he manuscript at me and then kissed the damed thing -- "he'll be living and
breat hing again. And you will have done it for him | amnot going to say

anot her word about how | think it should be witten."

If it had ended there, the credits would have come up over a picture of
young Thomas Abbey taking his manuscript fromthe alluring Anna France,
wal ki ng out of the house and down the road to fame and fortune and the | ove of
a good woman. A Screen Gens Production. The End.

What happened instead was, two days after that, a freak |ate sunmer
t ornado whi pped through Gal en and made a total ness of everything. One of the
only human casualties was Saxony, who got a conmpound fracture of her left leg
and had to he taken to the hospital

The t ownspeopl e were unruffled by the tornado, although the Laundromat
was | eveled, as were parts of the elenentary school and new post office.

Whet her it was M dwestern stoicismor what, no one noaned or groaned or made
much of a fuss about it. A couple of times people told me that you had to
expect that kind of thing out here.

I mssed having Saxony around, and | noped through the house for a
coupl e of days doing nothing, but then | forced nmyself to create a daily
schedul e that woul d be both confortable and productive. If nothing else,
knew t hat she woul d have yelled at me if she found out that | wasn't working
on the book while she was in the hospital

| got up around eight, had breakfast, and worked on the book until noon
or one. Then | nade up a couple of sandwi ches and drove over to the hospita
intine to have a leisurely lunch with Sax. That lasted until about three or
four, when | went home and either did some nore work if | was in the nood, or
started preparing my bachel or dinner. Ms. Fletcher offered to cook for ne,
but that meant having to eat with her. After dinner | would type up what 1'd
witten that norning, then round off nmy day with sone tel evision or reading.

The second chapter went very slowy. It was the one where | first
started retracing nmy steps through France's life. | knewthat it would be best
to go back to his childhood, but the question was, where in his chil dhood?
Begin at the beginning with himhowing in the cradle? O as a kid collecting
postcards, a la Saxony's idea? | wote up two or three involved outlines and
read themto her, but we agreed that none of themfit. | decided to change ny
tack -- | would just begin witing, as 1'd done with the first chapter, and
see where it took me. I'd base it on his days in Rattenberg, but if it
wandered off, 1'd let it go, like a divining rod. If worse came to worst and
it got crazy, | could always throw it out.

At night, in between shows |ike _The Streets of San Francisco_ and
_Charlie's Angels_, | also began thinking about doing the book on ny father
Si nce Saxony had nentioned it, | realized how often |I did talk and think about
him Literally every day sonme kind of Stephen Abbey ectoplasm materialized,
whet her it was an anecdote, one of his filnms on television, a quality in him
that 1'd renenber and then recognize in nyself. Wuld | be exorcised of
St ephen Abbey if | wote about hin? And how would ny nother react? | knew that
she was in love with himlong after he drove her away with his nanic
| ooniness. If | wote about him 1'd want to tell everything that I
renmenbered, not |like those offensive "I Renenber Daddy" things that fanpus
people's kids wite all the time and are usually the worst kind of phony
adoration or ghost-witten hatred and abuse. | called ny nother to wish her a
happy Septenmber 1 (a little tradition we had), but | didn't have the nerve to
broach the subject.

| was sitting in the kitchen at the table one night witing down sone
nmenori es when the doorbell rang. | sighed and capped ny pen. | had filled four
sides of ny long yellow paper and felt 1'd only gotten started. | gaped at the



pad and shook nmy head. "Life with Pa-Pa," by Thomas Abbey. | got up to answer
t he door.

"Hi, Thomas, |'ve cone to take you out on a mdnight picnic."
She was dressed all in black, ready for a commando raid.
"Hi, Anna. Come on in." | held the door open, but she didn't budge.

"No, the car is all packed and you have to conme with me right now. And
don't say that it's eleven o' clock at night. That is when picnics like this
get started.”

| looked to see if she was kidding. Wen | saw that she wasn't, | turned
off all the lights and got mny jacket.
The days were cooler, and sone of the nights were pure fall-cold. 1'd

bought a bright red macki naw at Lazy Larry's Di scount Center. Saxony said that
| looked like a cross between a stoplight and Fred Flintstone in it.

The nmoon was a werewol f's delight -- full, gravel-white -- and seened
half a mle away. The stars were out too, but the nobon held center stage. |
stopped before | got to the car and stared up at it while | buttoned every
button on ny coat. My breath msted white on the still air. Anna stood on the
ot her side and propped her black el bows on the roof of the car

"I can never get over how clear the sky is out here at night. They nust
have filtered out all of the inpurities."

"N nety-nine and forty-four one-hundredths pure M ssouri sky."

"Exactly."
"Let's go. It is cold out here."
The station wagon snelled of apples. | turned around and saw two bushe

baskets filled with themon the backseat.

"Can | have an appl e?"

"Yes, but watch out for worns."

| decided not to have an apple. She smiled. In the car's blue darkness,
her teeth were as white as the stripe on the road.

"What's a 'mdnight picnic' ?"

"You aren't allowed to ask any questions. Sit back and enjoy the ride.
You' || see everything when we get there."

| did what | was told. | let nmy head fall back on the seat and | ooked
down nmy nose to the night road novi ng by.

"You have to be careful out here at night. There are always cows or dogs
or raccoons on it. | once hit a female opossum | got out of the car and ran
back, but it was already dead. What was worse was that all of these little
baby possuns cane crawling out of her stomach pouch as soon as | got there.
Their eyes were still closed.”

"N ce."

"I't was ghastly. | felt Iike such a rmurderer.”

"Uh, how s old Petal s? Nails sends her his love."

"She's in heat, so | have to keep her |ocked away for two weeks now. "

The road snaked up and down and around. | was tired, and the heat
bl owing up fromthe floor nade ny eyelids feel |ike heavy vel vet curtains.

"Thomas, can | ask you a question?"

"Sure. Can | turn down the heat?"

"Yes, press the middle button. Do you mind if it's personal ?"

| pressed the wong mniddle button, and the bl ower huffed into high gear
She reached down, and going over ny hand, pressed the right one. The huff died
away, and | could hear the sound of the engine and the wheels for the first
tine.

"What's your personal question?"

"What is your relationship with Saxony?"

Here we are -- Saxony safely ensconced in the hospital, my little black
ni ght commando at the wheel right beside me . . . | could have answered her
guestion so many different ways. What did | want her to think -- that | was a

happi |y unmarried man? That | was just passing time with Sax until the right
someone came al ong? That | wanted Anna to be the right soneone, even if that
was taking the whole thing too far?



"My rel ationshi p? Do you nean do | |ove her?"
Al'l alone. If sonething happened out there between the two of us that
ni ght, no one would ever know. There was no way Saxony would be hurt if I told

a small lie about what went on in that darkness. Inpossible. It was el even
o' clock at night, Anna was there and | was there and Saxony wasn't there .
and what | ended up saying was, "Yes, Anna, | love her." Then | sighed. Wat
the hell else could | do? Lie? Yes, | know | could have, but | didn't. Aren't

| wonderful ?

"Does she | ove you?" She kept her hands on the top of the steering whee
and her head facing forward.

"Yes, | guess so. She says she does.” Wth that, | felt sonething in ny
body let go and deflate. It made nme feel calmer and less on edge. As if the
jig was up and ny main energy center could shut down for the rest of the night
because | wouldn't be needing it anynore.

"Why are you asking, Anna?"

"Because |'minterested in you. Is that so surprising?"

"That depends. Professionally interested or personally?"

"Personally." That was all. That was all she said in this Lauren
Bacal | -deep "if-you-need- anyt hi ng-j ust-whi stle" voice. "Personally." | didn't
dare turn to her. | closed ny eyes and felt ny heart beat throughout the upper
part of ny body. | wondered if | would die soneday of a heart attack. |
wondered if | was about to have a heart attack. Two seconds before, | had been
about to fall asleep

"Uh, what am | supposed to say to that?"

"Not hi ng. You don't have to say a word. | was only answering your
guestion. "
"Ch." | took a deep breath and tried to find a confortabl e position on

the plastic seat for both me and ny el even-foot-1ong erection.

| ampretty inept at seduci ng wonen. For years | thought that the best
way to do it was to have three-hour-long heart-to-heart tal ks where you ended
up saying right out front that you wanted to go to bed with her. That way
wasn't compl etely successful, however, especially when | was in college and
the girls that | |liked were nostly "intellectual s" who carried around copi es
of _Nausea_ or Kate MIlett and used a Renoir postcard to mark their place.
The great problemthat arose then was that | would have drunk so nuch
i mage-bui |l di ng bl ack cof fee or poi sonous espresso that if the magi c nonment
ever did arise, | would have to keep slipping off to the toilet to piss it al
out. I'msure that | also bored any nunber of themto tears, because one day a
girl said, "Way don't you stop talking so nuch bullshit and just _take_ ne?"
It was a good lesson at the tine, although |I often tried it later and was
pushed away nore often than | was welconmed. As a result, even at this late
date | never knewif (1) a woman wanted me or not, (2) if she did, how | was
supposed to "take her," (3) . . . It's not necessary, because | think the
picture is pretty clear. Luckily, with Saxony it had been nutual -- and, Cod,
| was thankful for that. But Anna? Anna France, sweet-nmanma daughter of ny
hero? Was she saying here that she wanted ne, or was she flirting and trying
to see how far she could go before I nmade nmy nove and she woul d have to shoot
me down?

" Anna?"

"Thomas?"

"I don't know what you want ne to do. | don't know if you're saying what
I think I'm hearing. Do you know what | nean?"

"Yes, | think so."

My hand was shaking when | lifted it toward her. It was ny left hand. |
chose it because if she didn't want ne to touch her she could push it away and
I'd have it back on nmy side of the seat quicker. Then |I didn't know where it
shoul d go when it reached her, now that it was hal fway there. Her knee,
breast, arn? But it knew that it had to go to her face. Slowy, still shaking,
| touched her cheek and found it hot. She took my hand in hers, and bringing
it around to her lips, kissed it. She squeezed it tightly and brought it down



to rest on her right knee. | felt as if ny head was about to expl ode. W rode
the rest of the way to her "picnic" like that.

The best description would be to say that Anna totally gave herself to
me. Not that she was into any kind of bondage or kinky stuff, but when | made
love with her | instantly got the feeling that she would |l et ne do anything
wanted to her, or that she would do anything | asked her to. She didn't |eap
around or set fire to the ceiling, but she was so _there_ that sonetines |
felt 1 had gone all the way through her and would have to work all the way
back before either of us was done, nuch |ess satisfied. Later, when | asked
her if this had been the real purpose of the picnic fromthe beginning, she
sai d yes.

| even got her to talk a little about herself that night. Mking | ove
brought down sone of the barriers, and by the tinme the sun began to come up
(we had adjourned to her doubl e sl eeping bag, which we put near the car on a
high hill that overl ooked neadows and cows), | knew that she'd gone through
much of the same fampus-father crap that | had. She kept repeating that her
experi ences were nothing conpared to nine, but her stories about playnates,
hi gh school, special treatnent fromothers, etc., rang so many bells that ny
head al nost fell off from nodding so much.

| told her about nyself and didn't feel strange or unconfortable doing
it.

W went to a diner out on the highway, and both of us had a "Trucker's
Speci al " for breakfast -- eggs and pancakes, sausages, toast, and all the
coffee you could drink. | was fam shed and ate everything. Wen |I'd finished
and | ooked her way, she had swept her plate clean too, back to its origina
red and white stripes. She put her hand on ny knee and asked MIlie, the
waitress, for nore coffee for both of us. | wanted the other people in the
di ner to know that Anna France was with me and that only a few hours before we
had made | ove again and again on top of a hill two niles away fromthere.
was exhausted and happy and | wasn't thinking about Saxony.

After that, until Sax cane hone, | spent at |east part of every night at
Anna's. Either she would cook dinner (God forbid) or | would come over |ater
and we would talk or watch tel evision, but then inevitably we ended up in bed.
Later on | would stagger out of there at one or two in the norning and drive
hone in ny freezing car

At the beginning it was an incredible ego trip. Lovely, charm ng Anna
France wanted ne. The great-I| ooki ng daughter of Mrshall France wanted ne,
_me_, not the son of Stephen Abbey. That had happened nore than once with
ot her women -- as soon as they knew who | was, it was like a switch being
throwmn in them if | can't have the father, then why not the son? Do you know
what it's like to screw someone who you know is not doing it with you but with
someone you represent?

Wth Anna | assuned that if there was any other, nore bl oodl ess reason
it was that | was her father's biographer, and liking what 1'd al ready turned
out, she wanted me to continue witing at the same pitch. Her body, if |
really wanted to be cruel and cynical, was being thrown in as an added
i ncentive to do a good job.

| didn't want to think about all of the conplications that were due to
hit the fan nmomentarily. | worked in the norning, and worked well, visited the
hospital in the afternoon, and went to France at night.

The doctors had had to put some kind of special pin in Saxony's |eg,
whi ch prol onged her stay in the hospital. The news nade her very depressed,
although | did what little | could to cheer her up. | brought her everything
that | had witten and asked her to proofread it and make corrections and
suggestions. She asked for a box of big black D xon Begi nners pencils and made
her comments everywhere on the manuscript. She had turned into an excellent
editor, and nore often than not our thoughts were on the same wavel ength. \Wen
she wasn't at it with her pencil, she was readi ng bi ographi es of everyone --
Andrew Carnegie, Einstein, Delnore Schwartz -- and taking pages of notes on
them |'msure that the nurses thought that we hated each other, because we



argued all the tinme. She would sit propped up in bed with her big white cast
sticking out fromthe sheets and |l ecture ne froma bl ack-and-white schoo
not ebook she kept. | had a matchi ng notebook (another couple of treasures from
Lazy Larry's), and |I'd nmake an occasional note in mne, though not as often as
she said | shoul d.

| don't know if she felt helpless there or if she sensed sonething
different in me. Whatever it was, although she was often crabby and short, she
seened nmore fragile and fallible than | had ever seen her. It made ne | ove her
like crazy, but the love didn't keep ne away from Anna.

| had never felt so high and expl osive before in ny life. Every, every
day had twenty different reasons for being there. Getting into bed late at
night, | could hardly fall asleep -- tired as | was because the thought of
tomorrow was so exciting. | loved leading all of ny different lives -- witer
researcher, Anna's lover, Saxony's man. But | knew too that that totally
conveni ent world would end any nonent, and that then | m ght be junping around
as if the floor were on fire, trying to sal vage whatever | could. Ask ne,
t hough, about the nost incredible tinme in nmy life, and unquestionably it was

those weeks in the fall in Galen before the winter and the dead began
Part Three
1

La-de-da-de-da -- | was waltzing on over to Anna's one night, a little
earlier than 1'd told her 1'd come. Saxony was due back in a couple of days,
but I still wasn't going to worry about that until the time came. | got to

within a house of Anna's when | saw her porch [ight go on and the front door
open. She cane out with Richard Lee. They were | aughing and she had her hand
on his shoulder. He was facing away from her, but at the last mnute he turned
around and took her in his arms. They kissed right under the light. It went on
and on and on. Richard Lee. For CGod's sake -- _Richard Lee! _ Wen they pulled
apart, he put both hands on the front of her white bl ouse, and she | aughed at
somet hing he said. She lifted one of his hands to her mouth and kissed it. He
turned and wal ked down the porch steps. Petals followed himall the way to his
truck, which was parked just in front of the house.

"So tonmorrow s okay, Anna?" he bell owed over the roof to her

She nodded and smiled. He slapped the top of the truck happily and laid
a patch of rubber in the street as he pulled away.

When | "arrived" a few mnutes later, she seenmed pleased that | was
there so early. Her cheeks also seenmed flushed as hell. | dragged her up to
t he bedroom and rmade love to her as if she were a tackling dumry. When we had
finished it wasn't two seconds before | was over her again and working even



harder. We very rarely said anything when we fucked, but this tine | asked her
if she was doing it with other nen.

She rocked and noved under nme, and her fingers squeezed and pi nched ne
wherever they were. Her eyes were closed and her nmobuth was open in a lovely
sensual smle.

"Yes. Yes. Yes.'

She squeezed my neck very tightly and groaned in ny

ear. She didn't open her eyes but she kept smiling. | know because | was
wat chi ng.

" _Who?_" | had her breasts in ny hands, rubbing her plumcol ored nipples
roughly with ny thunbs. | didn't know if | wanted to hurt her or screw her to

death or run away or what.

"Yes. Yes. Yes." She rocked and nodded and spoke all at the sane tine.
The words nmoved with her hips.

" _Who?_"

"Richard Lee." Her eyes stayed cl osed. "You-and-Richard. On!

You- and- Ri chard!"

Way the hell did it have to be hin? Wiy had she chosen that slob in a
basebal | cap? Had he bought that huge box of Trojans that day to use on Anna?
A hundred cheap rubbers janmm ng away in her?

She said nothing nore about it, but | was sure that she woul d have
answered any ot her questions | had about "them" That openness only confused
me nmore. | spent the night there for the first tine.

"Home again! Are you in seventh heaven?"

She was on those ol d-tiney wooden crutches. Her face had a hospita
pal |l or. She hobbled over to our bed, put the crutches across it, and sat down
hard. The springs sproinged and spi nged.

"Could | have a glass of water please? Nails, will you please _stop_ ?"

He had been danci ng around the room ever since she canme in. At first she
had been tickled by his joy at seeing her, but it quickly turned into
full-blown anger when he kept getting in her way. | didn't say anything,
al t hough | thought she was being a little oversensitive about the whol e thing.
He coul dn't hel p bei ng happy.

"l bought you some tomato juice, Sax. Whuld you like ne to fix you up a
Virgin Mary? W' ve got sone Wrcestershire sauce and pepper.”

"I feel so tired already. God, it's so stupid. | just got out of the
hospital about ten minutes ago and | feel like collapsing."

| went over and sat down next to her. | put my hand where her knee had
turned to hardened plaster. "Listen, that happens all the tine when you're in
bed for a long tinme. Your body just gets used to being horizontal. It's no big
deal . What do you think you have to do, go out and run the Boston Marathon?"

"Tell me all about it, will you, Thomas? Like maybe | don't know what

it's like to be in a hospital? Li ke maybe |I haven't spent half of ny goddamed
l[ife in one?"

"Take it easy, Sax. Don't have a coronary."

| fled the roomat the first possible chance, Nails hot on ny heels.
hadn't seen her this edgy since the first day we'd net and 1'd wanted to buy
the France book from her

The kitchen was drowning in sunlight. It was cold as hell outside, but



our apartment was toasty-warm and the sun coning in nade it feel alive and
cozy.

| got out a glass and held it up to the light; Saxony had a fetish about
eating off either dirty plates or silverware. The gl ass passed the Abbey
i nspection and | went to the refrig for the can of tomato juice -- her
all-time favorite drink

C ump-clunp-clunp fromthe other room and then she was in the doorway,
| eani ng heavily on her crutches.

"Thomas?"

"Yes, nmy buddy?" | speared the can with an opener and turned it so that
I could punch a hole on the other side.

"I hated being in that hospital. I"'msorry if |I'mstupid and w ought -up
now, but I'mjust so glad to be back here with you and Nails and everything
that it's all coming out of nme the wong way. |I'mbeing a bitch and I'm

sorry."

| put the opener down and | ooked at her. The doorway rmade a big white
frame around her in her pine-green dress. Her face | ooked both tired and
guarded at the sane time. A flash of Anna, naked and under Richard Lee,
crackl ed across ny nind.

"Sax, do you want to make love? | nean, would it make you feel better if
we di d? More rel axed? Maybe that's the best way to break the ice. Just not say
anything nore and go right to bed. Get it all out of us."

"Could you do it with this thing on nme? Wouldn't it be too hard? That's
another thing | was worrying about when | was in there." She | ooked at the
floor and shook her head. "You have so nuch damed time to think about stupid
t hi ngs, and then you create all kinds of new worries. | was afraid that we
woul dn't be able to do our funny business for nonths with this thing on ny
leg. "

| picked up a spoon and held it in ny hand like a cigar. | wiggled ny
eyebrows |i ke Goucho Marx. "My little dandelion, the only thing hard will be
keepi ng ne away from you once this tango has begun!™ | wiggled ny eyebrows
again and tapped the ash off my cigar. | had no desire to nmake |ove. "Say the
secret word and the bird comes down and pays you fifty dollars!"”

| went over, and bending at the knees, hefted her up and over ny
shoul der. She felt warm and heavy and soft, and she smelled |ike clean
laundry. | did a Tarzan hoot and, stunbling a bit, wobbled off to our bedroom

And then how was it? Okay. Good. Fine. No, the exact truth of the matter
was that it was all right. Very all right. It had nothing to do with the cast,
ei ther.

Suddenly everyone in Galen was nice to ne. | didn't know whether it was
because they knew that Anna had |iked my first chapter or because they knew
that we were lovers (or rather that I was one of her lovers). In any event, |
was sure that Ms. Fletcher knew what was happeni ng, because she often nade it
easy for nme to get out of the house and over to Anna's after Saxony had
returned fromthe hospital

The two woren spent a lot of tinme together. | often saw them touch or
laugh with the famliarity of a nother and daughter. Saxony was giving her
wood- carvi ng | essons, and Goosey was teaching her how to cook "country



things." | was torn between a kind of jealousy and relief by the rel ationship.
| had never really felt close to any ol der person, not even to my nother, who
was sweet but too neurotic and possessive to put up with for any | ength of
time. But Sax and Goosey giggled and baked and whittled together, and nuch of
the tine were like two little girls over in the corner of a room playing those
crazy secret ganes that girls do. | knew about those ganes because | used to
spy on my sister and her friends when they were up to sonething. They were

al ways so happy and content that | would stonp away from her keyhole or the
crack in the door, screaming at the top of nmy lungs that I'd seen _everything_
and was going to tell on them Not that they were ever doi ng anything.

In the nmeantine, over on the other side of town, Anna gave ne the run of
France's files, and | often spent whol e afternoons up there, working at his
desk, poring over his early papers, notes, sketches, etc.

Gradual ly, out of a fog of words | began to get a real picture of the
man. The facts that we had originally turned up on hi mbecane hol |l ow and
uni mportant. \Were he was born, what he did in 1927, where his famly went on
their vacations . . . | duly noted it all, but | began to think of these
details as his clothes, and what | wanted to do was reach inside and touch the
skin beneath. | wanted to know himso well that | could know what kind of
t hought s he woul d have had when he was twelve or twenty-five or forty. Did
want to be hinP Sonetines. | wondered if that wasn't true about al
bi ographers. How could you want to i merse yourself in a person's life and not
have at |east a secret hankering to be that person?

Wiat was so attractive to ne about Marshall France? Hs vision. H's
ability to create one world after another that silently enchanted you,
frightened you, made you wi de-eyed or suspicious, made you hide your eyes or
clap your hands in glee. And he did it continually. | told all of this to Anna
one day, and she asked ne what was the difference between her father's books
and a good novi e, which basically does the sane thing to you. In a way she was
right, but the difference for me was that | had never seen a novie that cane
as close to ny sensibilities as any of the France books did. He coul d have
been ny anal yst or greatest friend or confessor. He knew what made ne | augh
what scared me, howto end a story just the right way. He was a cook and knew
exactly what spices | liked in ny neals. Wien you realize that hundreds of
t housands of other people out there felt the sanme way about the works of
Marshal | France, you could only marvel at what the man had acconpli shed.

Sonetimes in the afternoon when | cane home Saxony woul dn't be there. |
never asked her where she went, but | assunmed that she was with Ms. Fletcher
The house would be cold and dark, with only the saddest kind of October-gray
light lying tiredly on the floor and on the furniture near the w ndows. The
whol e air of the place nmade me feel wintry and sad. To conbat the enptiness
that went along with it, | would nove nmadly around, turning on all the lights.
| resented her not being there, but | would catch nyself for being such a
hypocrite. Especially when | had just gotten back fromworking half the
aft ernoon and making | ove to Anna the other half.

There was a lot of sex then. | didn't knowif | was trying to punish
Anna for Richard Lee or trying to show her that | was better. But then
started to see himas only a kind of shadow, his hands appearing out of a
darkness. It was what | knew she was doing in return, returning in real life
t he caresses of this shadow, npaning and noving to him wanting him That was
what drove the white spi ke through ny imagination every time | thought about
her .

It was on one of those absently sad afternoons that | found out about
Nails. Anna and | had really gone through the floor with our fucking. It was
i ntense and the orgasmwas crazy, but | hadn't done any good work that day,

and afterward | felt tired and depressed. | was | ooking forward to spending
the evening with Saxony. W were going to watch a Ronald Col nan cl assic on
tel evision that we had been anticipating all week. As a surprise treat, | had

stopped at the market on the way hone and bought all the fixings for hot-fudge
sundaes.



Wal king up the steps, | sawthat the lights were off in our part of the

house. | grimaced and hi ked the bag of groceries higher on nmy chest. Driving
hone, | had worked out a whole nice, silly scene: flinging the door open,
woul d race to wherever Sax was. | would tell her to drop everything because

"The Great Thomas" had arrived. "Treasures fromthe Mysterious East, lady."
Qut woul d cone the chopped wal nuts. "Frankincense and nyrrh fromthe Caves of

Zanzi bar," the maraschino cherries next. Then sone other dunb line -- the
creme de la crene or sonething -- and the fudge sauce would junp onto the
counter. | had even gone to two places to find the kind she |iked nost.

But it didn't make any difference anyway, because she wasn't there.
opened the front door and closed it quietly behind me. The house snelled of
dusty heat fromthe radiators and a kind of danmp wood funk that canme up from
the floors in winter. |I started to reach for the |ight but hung back when
heard soneone tal king or murrmuring in the bedroom Ah ha! Saxony was having a
snooze.

Wal king on the toes of ny sneakers fromthe kitchen to the bedroom |
heard a voice murrmuring again. It was alnost unfamliar. A nost too high and
di sconnected for it to be hers. | opened the door as slowy as |I could to
avoid any creaks it mght nake. The shades were drawn all the way down. The
only thing on the bed was an ethereally white, totally famliar lunp with its
back turned to nme. Nails. Very adorable, but a |lousy substitute at the noment

for Saxony.
H s legs stuck out stiffly in front of him He twitched a few times and
his jaws snapped at the air. | thought he was just having another Nails

ni ght mare. Then he spoke.
"The fur. It is. Breathe through the fur."
A chill needle ran up ny spine to ny neck. The fucking dog tal ked. The

fucking dog talked. | couldn't nmove. | wanted to hear nore, | wanted to run
l'ike hell.
My eyes raced past the corners of the room W were alone. | was al one.

Wllie Mrris's menmoir of Janes Jones was on the night table, my other
pair of stringy black sneakers was outside the closet door, the dog was on the
bed.

"Thomas. Yes, Thonas."

| screeched. | didn't leap in the air when he said ny name, but a spasm
flicked dowmn ny backbone at the sane tine as | yel ped.

There was a flurry of white notion, a couple of sharp barks, and then he
was standing on the bed | ooking at ne, tail wagging. He | ooked like lovely old
dunmb Nail s.

"I heard you!" Scared as | was, | felt like an idiot talking to himlike
that. He kept on wagging his white whip tail. It slowed for a split second
when | said that, but went right back up to its fast wi ndshiel d-w per speed

"Don't you shit around with ne, Nails. I'"'mtelling you -- | heard you!"

What the hell was | doing? He played out the whole bad-doggie bit: the tai
went between his | egs and his ears pressed down close to his head.

"Goddami t, goddammit, dog. | heard everything. Don't fuck around wth
me! | heard what you said. 'Breathe through the fur.""

| was about to say nore when he did an odd thing. He closed his eyes for
along tine, then sat back on his legs |ike a frog, |ooking resigned.

"Well? Huh? Well, say something nmore. Go ahead. Just don't fool around!”
I honestly didn't know what | was saying. He opened his eyes and | ooked ri ght
at ne.

"They're home," he said. "They' |l be in here in a mnute." H's voice was
cl ear and understandable, but it sounded like a dwarf's -- high and squeezed
up through his throat. But he was right. Car doors slammed and | heard the
munbl e of voices fromoutside. | |ooked at himand he blinked.

"But who _are_ you?"

He said nothing nore. The front door clicked, and seconds later the
house was filled with Iight brown shoppi ng bags, cold cheeks, and Nails's
bar ks.



| wanted to tell soneone, but every tine | got up enough nerve to talk
to Saxony, | remenbered the Janes Thurber story about the unicorn in the
garden. A nousy little nman discovers a unicorn in his garden. He tells his
nmonstrous wi fe. She laughs it off the way she | aughs off everything he says.
The unicorn keeps conming to visit, but it only visits him In turn he keeps
telling the old battle-ax about his nice new friend. Finally she gets fed up
and calls for the guys in the white coats with the butterfly nets. The story
goes on, and in the end she's the one who gets carted away, but | only thought
about it up to that point: where the husband told her once too often about the
uni corn and she reached for the tel ephone and the number of the [ oony bin.

If not Saxony, then | certainly wasn't going to tell Anna. | had gotten
nmysel f into enough trouble when | told her about seeing Krang the Kite on
Sharon Lee's face. All | had to do now was add Nails the Tal king Dog to ny

list, and ny days as Marshall France's biographer woul d be over.

But after that, he stayed away frommnme. He didn't conme up on the bed in
the nmorning, didn't follow nme around the house anynore. | watched himlike a
hawk whenever we were in the same roomtogether, but his tight, absent face
betrayed not hing but dog eyes and a flash of bubbl egum pi nk gunms whenever he
was eating or cleaning hinself. He was very nuch the dog.

Por poi ses tal ked, didn't they? And hadn't they di scovered a coupl e of
words in ape | anguage? What about that woman in Africa, Goodall? So what was
so strange about a tal king dog? These and ot her stupid rationalizations

fluttered across ny brain on featherless wings. | had wi tnessed one of the
great wonders of the world, and yet | wondered if it wasn't the way all nad
peopl e began down "that" road. Kite faces on wonen, talking dogs . . . Al the
things that | knew were a little weird about nme stood up, took a bow, and
started wal ki ng around inside ne at top speed: liking ny nask collection a
little too much, tal king about ny father so nmuch that | obviously had sone
kind of fixation about him. . . Things like that.

Nails was killed forty-eight hours |ater. Every night before bedtine,
Ms. Fletcher fed himand led himout for his last run. No one paid nuch
attention to the leash law in Gal en, and wandering dogs were a comon si ght at
all times of the day.

That night a thick winter fog had settled over everything, and the few
sounds that seeped in fromthe street were nmuffled. Saxony was working on her
mari onette in the kitchen and I was typing up sone notes on Chapter Three when
the doorbell rang. | yelled that | would get it and tapped a | ast key before
got up fromny chair.

A young pretty girl 1'd never seen before stood on the porch under the
bare overhead |ight. She | ooked very happy.

"H, M. Abbey. Is Ms. Fletcher in?"

"Ms. Fletcher? | think so." The door to the upstairs was cl osed.
clinmbed all the way up and knocked to get her. She cane out in her robe and
sli ppers.

"H, Tom What's up? I'mright in the mddle of _Kojak ."

"There's a girl downstairs who wants to see you."

"At this time of night?"

"Yes. She's waiting for you at the front door."

"Qut in this weather? Gve me your armso | can get down these stairs
wi t hout breaking ny leg."

When we got to the bottom the girl was standing in the same pl ace.

"Carolyn Cort! What brings you out here tonight?" She rummaged through
t he pockets of her robe and cane up with a battered pink | eather eyegl ass
ease. Hooking the fragile-looking spectacles over her ears, she took a step
forward. "Huh?"

Carolyn Cort smiled, reached out, and touched the old woman on the
el bow. She | ooked back and forth between the two of us. For a nonment | was
afraid that she was a Friend of God or a Jesus freak or sonething, come out in
the mddle of the night to convert the heathen. "Ms. Fletcher, you'll never
believe this. Nails just got killed! He got hit in the fog!"



| closed nmy eyes and rubbed the bottomof ny face. | felt the fog cone
up into ny nose, and it alnost made me cough. | still had ny eyes closed when
the old woman spoke. Her voice was shrill and excited

"What's today? Is it right, Carolyn? | can't renmenber!™

| heard a nervous giggle and opened nmy eyes. Carolyn was smiling from
ear to ear and nodding. "It's exact, Goosey! It's Cctober 24th!"

| looked at Ms. Fletcher. She was smling too, just as hard as Carolyn.
She put a hand to her mouth. Her snile sneaked out from beneath the hand and
somehow conti nued to spread.

"Who did it, Carolyn?"

"Sam Dorris! Just as it was supposed to be!™

"Thank Cod!"

"Yes. Then Timry Benjamin broke his finger playing football _wth his
br ot hers!"

"The little one? He broke his little finger?" Ms. Fletcher grabbed hold
of Carolyn's sl eeve

"Yes, yes, the little pinkie on the left hand."

They were ecstatic. They hugged and ki ssed each other as if it was the
end of the war. Ms. Fletcher |ooked at me and her eyes were brinmmng with
tears. The whol e thing was crazy.

"You _must_ be the one, Tom Now it's all going right again." Her face
was radi ant. Her dog had just been killed and her face was radiant.

"Can | give you a kiss, M. Abbey? | nmean, only if it's okay with you."

Carol yn gave me a hot peck on the cheek and then twittered away, back
into the fog. | didn't knowif it was creepier out there or in here.

Ms. Fletcher gave ne another delighted | ook. "Ever since you started
work on his book, Tom everything here has gone right. Anna knew what she was
doing with you, boy." She took ny hand and held it in both of hers.

"But what about Nails, Ms. Fletcher? He was just run over. He's dead."

"I know. I'Il see you in the norning, Tom" She waved once when she got
to the top of the stairs, and then she closed the door that separated her
world from ours

I went back into our apartment and silently closed the door behind ne.
Nai | s was dead. The dog that had talked to ne was dead. That was bad enough
(or good enough, dependi ng on how you | ooked at it), but then the joy on both
worren' s faces when Carolyn gave the news . . .

I didn't understand anything, but on the other hand | renmenbered a
section from _The Land of Laughs_ where the Queen of Ol says to one of her
chil dren:

The questions are the danger.

Leave them al one and they sl eep

Ask them awake them and nore than you
know wi Il begin to rise.

"Thomas? Are you there? What happened?"

| saw the yellow light spilling out of the kitchen and | heard Saxony's
portable radio tinnily blasting out the new rock song that was being
constantly played then. She called it "The Chinese Water Torture Song."

When | wal ked in, she | ooked up from her carving and shrugged. "Wat was
that all about?"



" Anna?"
She pushed the hair out of her eyes and put one bare arm behi nd her
neck. "Yes?"

"Do you know about Ms. Fletcher's dog?" | |ooked at her breasts. The
smal |l nipples were still hard and dark in the cold bedroom

"Yes, | heard that he was run over last night. It's sad, isn't it?" Her
voice didn't sound very sad. | didn't knowif | wanted to see her face when

asked the next question. The bedroom was dark and shadowy. It snelled of |ove
and ol d wooden furniture exposed to winter's cold. For the first time | was
aware of both the snell and the fact that | didn't like it nuch.

"I was there when she heard about it." The first two fingers on ny right
hand started tapping on the part of the blanket down around our waists.

" HMP"

"I said that | was there when she heard about it. Do you know what she
di d?"

She turned her head slowy to nme. "Wat did she do, Thomas?"

"She smiled. She was delighted. She made it sound like it was the best
thing she had heard in years."

"She is a crazy old woman, Thomas."

"I know, you keep telling ne that. But Carolyn Cort's not crazy, is
she?"

"What about Carolyn Cort? How do you know her?" She sounded peeved.

"She was the one who cane out to the house to tell Ms. Fletcher. She
was smling too. She gave nme a kiss when she left." | took a handful of
bl anket and squeezed it.

"God_danmm_ them " She sat up in bed and reached to the fl oor on her side
for her sweatshirt and blue jeans. | didn't know whether to nove or stay where
I was. You didn't want to get in Anna's way when she was nad.

She was dressed in two mnutes. Wen she was done, she stood next to the
bed with her hands on her hips and scow ed at nme. For a nonment | thought that
she was going to give nme a snack or sonet hing.

"Petal s!" She stared right at me while she bellowed for the dog in a
very un-Anna-like voice. "Petals, get in here!" W | ooked at each other while
we waited. | heard toenails clicking on the wooden stairs, then feet padding
down the hall rug. Anna wal ked to the bedroom door and opened it. Petals
trotted in and, after a cursory glance at nme, sat down on Anna's foot and
| eaned agai nst her.

"Petals, tell Thomas who you are.”

The dog | ooked at her with that stony bl ank face.

"G on, tell him It's all right -- it's time. W have to | et him know "

The dog whi npered and dipped its head. It put a paw out, as if it was
trying to shake hands.

“"Tell him"

"WI-WIlm Inkler."

| started to nove up and out of the bed. The voice was the sane as
Nails's. A dwarf's voice, only this one was nore nmacabre or perverse because
it was distinctly femnine. A wonan was in there sonewhere. Dwarf or bul
terrier, it was a woman's voice, |oud and clear

"Tell himwhat Nails's real name was."

The dog closed its eyes and sighed as if it was in great pain. "Gert
I nkl er. He was my husband. "

"Fucking _A! The guy in the train-station book! The guy who wal ked
around the world!"

| was talking to a dog. "What aml, nuts? |I'mtalking to a goddamed
dog!"



"I"'mnot a dog! I'mjust one now, but all of that changes today! Today

it's over for me! Over! Forever!" Petals was indignant. Her face still had no
expression, but she spoke in a higher, nore adanant voice. Don't ask ne what
was goi ng through nmy head, | couldn't begin to explain. I'mnaked, sitting in

Anna France's bed, talking with a bull terrier who is saying that she won't be
a bull terrier after today.

"Wlm, go out for a while and let us talk. I'Il call you back inin a
few mnutes."

| watched her leave. | felt like a tight ball of yarn was beginning to
unravel in my head. | expected to feel dizzy when I stood up, but | didn't.

"Do you understand yet, Thomas?"

| sat back down on the bed, defeated. | had only gotten as far as ny

whi t e under pants.

"Under st and what, Anna? That you've got tal king dogs here? No. The fact
that you knew that little boy was going to die? No. The fact that people
around here cel ebrate when a dog gets run over? A tal king dog, by the way. No.
Do you have any other questions for me? The answer to themis no too."

"How do you know about Nail s?"

"He talked to me right before he died. Purely by accident -- | canme on
hi m when he was napping. He talked in his sleep.”

"Are you frightened?"

"Yes. Wiere are ny pants?"

"You don't | ook frightened."

"If |I stopped nmoving around now, |'d have a spastic attack. _\Were are
nmy fucking pants?_ " | junped up and noved madly around the room | was scared
to death, exhausted from fucking, curious as hell

She grabbed ny leg and pulled me toward her. "Do you want ne to explain
everything to you?"

"Explain _what_, Anna? WII you please let nme go? Wat the hell is there
to expl ai n?"

"Galen. My father. Everything."

"You mean that none of what you' ve said so far is the truth? Wll
that's wonderful. _Shit_, where is nmy goddamed shirt?"

"Pl ease stop, Thomas. What you have gotten so far is true, but it's only
part of it. Please stop pacing around. | want to tell you all of this, and
it's inmportant!”

| saw a corner of ny shirt sticking out frombeneath one of the pillows,
but Anna's voice was so strong and insistent that | didn't go over to retrieve
it. There was an old Mssion norris chair near the bed, so | sat down on it. |

didn't want her touching ne while she said whatever she had to say. | | ooked
at nmy bare feet and felt the cold wood fl oor com ng up through ny heels.
didn't want to ook at Anna. | didn't even know if | could |ook at her then

| heard a car horn honki ng outside. Maybe old Richard Lee was going to
cone over and join us. | wondered what Saxony was doi ng.

Anna padded over to a chifferobe that rem nded me of an iron maiden
whenever | saw it. She opened one of the doors and bent down into it. | didn't
give a full look her way until | was sure she couldn't see me. O othes and

shoes were shuffled and pushed around. A sandal came flying out, followed
closely by a thick wooden cl othes hanger. After a while she reenerged with a
| arge gray metal strongbox about the size of a portable typewiter. She opened
it and took out a blue spiral notebook. She put the box on the floor and
flipped through the first pages of the book

"Yes, this is the one." She |ooked at it once nore and then handed it to
me. "The pages are nunbered. Start reading at about page forty."

| did, and there it was again -- the funny, long-stroked italic
handwiting in faded brown fountain-pen ink. There were no dates on the pages.
One continuous flow No drawi ngs, no doodles. Only descriptions of Galen
M ssouri. Galen fromthe east, Galen fromthe west, everywhere. Every store,
every street, people's names and what they did for a living, whomthey were
related to, the nanes of their children. I knew so many of them



An individual description would sometinmes go on for ten or twelve pages.
The Iine of a man's eyebrow, the color of the faint nustache shadow ng a
worman' s |ip.

| skimed through and saw that the whol e book was |ike that. France had
done an inventory of a whole town, if that was possible. Suspiciously, |
turned to the | ast page of the book. At the very bottomit said, "Book Two." |
| ooked up to find Anna. She was staring out the wi ndow with her back to ne.

"How many of these books are there?"

"Forty-three."

"Al'l like this one? Lists and things?"

"Yes, in the First Series there are only lists and details."

"What do you nean, the First Series?"

"The Galen First Series. That's what he called them He knew that the
only way he could even attenpt the Second Series was to begin by making up a
ki nd of Gal en encycl opedia. The town and everything in it as he perceived it.
It took himover two years to finish."

| put the notebook down in ny |ap. The room was col der than before, so
got ny shirt fromunder the pillow and put it on

"But what's the Second Series, then?"

She spoke as if she hadn't heard a word |1'd said. "He stopped witing
_The Night Races into Anna_ so that he could devote all of his tinme to that.
David Louis wanted himto rewite whol e sections, but by then that book didn't
mean anything to him The only inportant thing that had cone out of it was
di scovering the cats."

"Wait a minute, Anna, stop. | think that |I've m ssed sonething. \Wat
about cats? Were do they plug into all of this?" | picked up the notebook and
fiddled around with the silver netal spiral

"Have you read _The Ni ght Races_? The version that the people here in
Gal en have?"

"Yes, it's longer."

"Ei ghty-three pages. Do you renmenber what happens on the | ast pages of
our edition?"

Enbarrassed, | said no.

"The old woman, Ms. Little, dies. But before she does, she tells her
three eats to go and stay with her best friend after she's gone."

| began to renenber. "That's right. And then when she does die, the cats
| eave her house and wal k across town to her friend s house. They understand
everything that's happened.”

Rain was pattering on the roof. A streetlight blinked on outside, and
could see the rain slicing down through it.

"Father wote that scene the day that Dorothy Lee died." She stopped and
| ooked at ne. "In the book, he changed Dorothy's last nane to Ms. _Little_.
Dorothy Little." She stopped again. | waited for nore, but only the rain
filled the silence.

"He wote that scene the day she died? Christ, that's a hell of a
coi nci dence. "

"No, Thomas. My father wote her death."

My hands were freezing. The rain cane across the streetlight in
di agonal s.

"He wote her death, and then an hour later Dorothy's cats canme over to

tell us, just as he had witten. That's how he discovered it. |I heard them and
opened the door. They stood on the bottom step of the porch and their eyes
caught the hall light so that they |ooked Iike nolten gold. |I knew that Father

hated cats, so | tried to shoo them away, but they wouldn't go. Then they
started to cry and whine, and he finally came down fromhis workroomto find
out where all of the noise was coming from He saw them down there, crying and
eyes gl owi ng, and he understood everything in an instant. He sat down on one
of the steps and started to cry, because he knew that he had killed her. He
sat there, and the cats clinbed up into his lap."

| sat on the edge of the chair and rubbed ny arms. A wind bl ew around



out side, whipping the trees and the rain. It died as suddenly as it came. |
didn't want to understand, but | did. Marshall France had di scovered that when
he wote something, it happened: it was: it came into being. Just like that.

| didn't wait for her to say anything. "That's ridicul ous, Anna! Cone
on! That's bullshit!"

She sat down on the wi ndowsill and put her hands underneath her
sweatshirt to warmthem A picture of her bare breasts skipped blithely,

i ncongruously across ny nind. She started bunpi ng her knees together. She
continued to do it while she spoke.

"Fat her knew t hat sonething had changed in himafter he finished _The
Land of Laughs_. My nother told ne that he was very close to having a nervous
br eakdown because he was so wought up. He didn't wite anything for al nost
two years after he finished that book. Then she died, and that al nost drove
hi m crazy. Wen the book was published, it becanme so fanous that he could
easily have become a big celebrity, but he didn't want that. Instead, he
wor ked down at the supernarket for the previous owner and took his little
trips to St. Louis and Lake of the Orarks."

| wanted to tell her to cut the shit and answer ny questions, but I
realized that she would, sooner or |ater

"I was in college by then. | wanted to be a concert pianist. | don't
know if | was good enough, but | had the drive and dedication. That was ri ght
after Mother died, and sonetimes | felt guilty about his being here alone in
Gal en, but whenever | brought the subject up with him he would | augh and tel
me not to be silly."

She pushed off fromthe sill and turned around to | ook out at the rainy
night. I was trying to stop nmy teeth fromchattering. Wien she spoke agai n,
her voice, reflected off the w ndowpanes, sounded slightly different.

"I was seeing a boy named Peter Mexico at the time. Isn't that a funny
nane? He was a pianist, too, but he was great, and all of us there knewit. W
could never figure out why he was still in Anerica -- he should have been in
Paris studying with Boul anger or in Vienna with Weber. We were inseparable
fromthe mnute we net. W had only known each other for a week before we
started living together. You' ve got to renenber too that that was back in the
early sixties, when you didn't do that sort of thing yet.

"W were totally gone on each other. W had these grand visions of
living in an atelier somewhere with skylights and twin Bosendorfer pianos in
the living room" She turned fromthe w ndow and came over to ny chair. She
sat on the wooden arm and put her hand on mny shoul der. She spoke to the
dar kness.

"We had this terrible little apartnent that we could barely afford. W
both had rooms in the dormitory, but this was our secret sanctuary. W would
go there after classes or at night, whenever we weren't practicing. W would
sign out for the weekend and fly over there as fast as we could. And the place
was so absolutely barren. W had bought two arny-surplus cots and had tied the
| egs together to make it into a sort of double bed.

"One nmorning | woke up and Peter was dead.”

Do you know the tone of voice of the announcer in an airport or a train
station? That absol ute nonotone? "Train | eaving on Track Seven." That was
Anna' s.

"The police came and did their stupid little tests and said that it was
due to a heart attack

"As soon as the funeral was over, Father canme to get nme and | came hone

tolive with him | didn't want to do anything. | didn't care about anything.
| sat in my roomand read heavy tomes -- _The Trial _ and _Heart of Darkness_,
Raskol ni kov. . . ." She | aughed and squeezed ny shoulder. "I was so very

exi stential in those days. | read _The Stranger_ ten tines. Poor Father. He

was just recuperating fromhis breakdown, and | canme home with my own in hand.
"But he was an angel. Father was al ways an angel when it came to things
like that."
"What did he do?"



"What didn't he do? AIl of the cooking and cleaning, listening to ne
while | endl essly whi ned about how cruel and unfair life was. He even gave ne
the noney to buy a wardrobe of black dresses. Do you know Edward Gorey's
wor k?"

" _The Unstrung Harp_?"

"Yes. Wll, | was |ike one of CGorey's dark wonmen who stand out in the
mddle of a field at dusk and | ook off toward the horizon. | was quite a case,
bel i eve ne.

"Nothing really worked to bring me out of it, so Father started _The
Ni ght Races_, out of desperation. It was going to be a conplete departure from
anyt hi ng he had ever done. | was the main character, but it was going to be a
m xture of truth and fantasy. He told nme that when | was a little girl he
would tell ne stories when | woke up howing froma nightmare. He thought that
maybe if he wote a story for me nowit would sonehow have the same effect. He
was such a wonderful man.

"That ass David Louis had been harping on himto get sonethi ng new done.
Wien he heard that Father had started this book, he wote and told himthat he
wanted to conme out to Galen and read what he had witten.

"It just so happened that he arrived two days after Dorothy Lee died.
You can imagine what it was |ike having himaround here then!"

"Anna, these are all incredible things. You're telling ne that your
father was God ! Or Dr. Frankenstein!"

"Do you believe ne?"

"Come on, what am | supposed to say to that, huh?"

"I don't know, Thomas. | don't know what | would say if | were you. It's
quite a story, isn't it?"

"Uh, yeah. Yeah. | guess you'd say that."

"Do you want more proof? Wait a minute. Petals! Petals, cone in here."

When | left the France house that night, |I was convinced. | had seen
books, papers, journal entries. Petals even canme in and tal ked about her
"fornmer life" as the human being WIma I nkler

Can you imgine that? You're sitting there in a chair and a dog is at
your feet staring you right in the eye. It starts tal king about being a dog in
this high gravelly voice that sounds |ike sonething out of Miunchkinland. And
you're sitting there noddi ng your head like it happens to you all the tine.

Dr. Dolittle in Galen. Dr. Dolittle in C oud-Cuckooland. It was the sane
goddammed t hi ng.

| taught a creative-witing course once at ny school. The kids were nad
for witing brutal, horrible stories about beheadi ngs and rapes and drug
overdoses. At the end of them the only way the "authors" could get out of the
bl ood- soaked norasses they'd created was to say, "Keith rolled over in bed and
touched Diana's silky blond hair. Thank God it had all just been a dream"”

Tal ki ng dogs, a nodern Promet heus who used an orange fountain pen
i nstead of clay, a sexy daughter who gave you a hard-on just brushing her
teeth, who slept with you and El mer Fudds in baseball caps, and who may or may
not have given past boyfriends heart attacks. "Thomas rolled over in bed and
touched the bull terrier. 'You were only having a dream dear,' it said."

But what was | supposed to do? Go on with the research for the book? Go



on witing it? | got halfway hone in the car before all of it started to drive
me out of rmny mnd.

"What the hell am 1 going to do now?" | slamred the still cold black
steering wheel with the flat of nmy hand and pulled over at a gas station that
had a public tel ephone out front.

" Anna?"

"Thomas? H ."

I wondered if Richard was there. That woul d have been perfect. "Anna,
what am | supposed to do now? Now that | know everything. Wiat do you want ne
to do?"

"Why, wite the book, of course!"

"But why? You don't want anyone to know about this. Look, even if ny

book turns out to be good enough to publish, the whole world will freak out

when they read about it. Your Galen will beconme like . . . I don't know

Li ke some kind of mecca for weirdos. Your father will be a joke, because no
one is ever going to believe any of it. And those who do will be the scum of
the earth.”

"Thomas?" Her voice floated into the tel ephone booth from anot her
pl anet. The heat from my body started to fog the wi ndows around ne, and the
illum nated face of the Pepsi-Cola clock in the gas station office had stopped
at ten after four.

"Yes?"

"Thomas, there is nmuch nore that | have got to tell you about this."

| put ny hand on nmy tenple. " _Mre?_ VWhat nore could there be, Anna?"

"There is. The nost inportant part. | will tell you about it tonorrow.
You're very late now, so go home and we'll talk about it then. Have a good
night, ny friend. And, Thomas? Everything will be all right. You know t he nost
shocking parts now. The other things are just P.S.'s. I'lI|l see you tonorrow
nor ni ng. "

The fog was just creeping up the wi ndows. A carload of kids went by just
as | was hanging up. One of themheld a bottle out the wi ndow and waved at ne
with it. Aribbon of foany liquid came out and hung in the air like a frozen
pennant before it fell and broke on the ground.

"Thomas, | know what's going on with you and Anna."

I was working on a nout hful of acorn squash that had been topped wth
brown sugar and burned black in the oven. Saxony and Julia Child. | pretended
to chew until | renmenbered that you don't really chew acorn squash -- you gum
it once or twice and then swallowit. | put nmy fork down on the edge of the
yel low plate, careful to nake as little noi se as possible.

Sax took a roll fromthe bread basket and tore it in half. She picked up
her knife and daintily buttered one puffy piece. The silence held. You wanted
to squint your eyes and stick your fingers deep into your ears. It was com ng
Sonet hi ng | oud and expl osi ve. She picked up the other half of her roll and
wi ped it around her plate, very cool

"Did you think I didn't know?"

My heart pounded.

"No, | don't know, Saxony. |'m not good at being a secret agent."

"I"mnot good either, but you know, | think |I knew what was goi ng on
al nrost as soon as it happened. Really. Do you believe that? |I'm not just
saying it."

"No, | know that. | can believe you. My nother always knew when ny
father was . . . up to sonething. | guess when you get to know a person well,
then it's not hard to see when they're acting oddly."

"Exactly." She took a short sip of 7-Up. | was able to | ook at her for
the first time since she dropped the bonmb. Her face was slightly flushed, but
perhaps it was just the stuffy room |'msure nmy face | ooked |ike Chief
Thundert hud' s.

"Do you | ove her?" She kept her glass in her hand. She put it agai nst



one of her cheeks and | saw the bubbles fizzing up the side.

"Ch, Sax, | don't know Everything is so crazy now. |'mnot saying that
as an excuse, please understand. Sonetines | feel like |I've just been born and
am havi ng nenopause at the sane tine."

She put the gl ass down and pushed it away fromher. "Is that why you
went to her?"

"No, no, | went with her because | wanted her. |I'mnot blaning that on

anybody but rme.
"That's very nice of you." Alittle venomspilled over into her voice,
and | was dammed glad of it. Until then she had been deadly cal mand
objective. | listened to the last fight my parents had before ny nother wal ked
out and took me back to Connecticut. Everything there too was so cool and cal m
they could just as easily have been di scussing the stock narket.
"What do you want ne to do, Sax? Do you want ne to go?"
She blinked and fingered the tablecloth. "You can do whatever you want,
Thomas. | don't own you."
"No, please, cone on. What do _you_ want ?"
"What do | want? Why are you asking nme that kind of question now? I

want ed you, Thomas. | still _do_ want you. But does that make any difference
at this point?"

"Do you want me to stay here with you?" | balled up ny napkin and | ooked
at it inny fist. Saxony |oved using real |inen napkins at every neal. She
hand- washed and ironed them once a week. She had bought two green, two
powder - bl ue, two brick-colored ones that she rotated constantly. | felt like a
pi ece of shit.

| looked up and she was staring at ne. Her eyes were full. A tear
spilled up over the edge and noved down her pink cheek. She held her napkin to
her face and | ooked at me again. | couldn't meet her eyes.

"I have no right to hold you to anything, Thomas." She was breathing
deeply, irregularly. She began a sentence, stopped, and didn't try again. She
| ooked at her |ap and shook her head. She brought the napkin to her eyes and
said, "Ch, _shit I"

| unballed ny napkin and tried to fold it very carefully along its
original crease nmark

A worman net me at the door. She was smiling, and grabbing ny hand,
squeezed it tightly.

"Uh, hi, uh, how are you?"

"You don't know who | am do you?" Her smile was a little crazy. |
wonder ed where Anna was.

"No, I'msorry, but I don't." | tried a winning smle and | ost.
"Arf-arf. Bowwow. " She grabbed ny shoul ders and hugged ne.
" Petals? "

"Yes indeed, Petals! But a little different now, wouldn't you say?"

"My _God_! You nean you really . "

"Yes, Thomas, | told you that it was over. |'mback fromthat life and
I"'mme again. Me. Me. Me." She patted herself on her full chest. She coul dn't
stop beam ng

"I don't know . . . Jesus. | don't know what to say. | nean, uh



congratulations, I'mreally happy for you. | just, uh . . .

"I know, | know. Come on in. Anna is in the living room She wanted ne
to nmeet you as a surprise.”

| swallowed and tried to clear nmy throat. My voi ce sounded |i ke chal k
squeaki ng on a bl ackboard. "It's . . . it's, uh, some surprise.”

Anna was sitting on the couch drinking coffee froma thick porcelain
mug. She asked nme if | wanted sone, and when |I said yes, she | ooked at Petals,
or rather at Wl m, who danced out of the roomto get another cup

"Are you still upset about what | told you?"

"Saxony knows about us, Anna." | sat dawn in a chair facing her

She picked up the cup again, and holding it in two hands, brought it to
her mouth. She peeked at nme over the rim "How did she react?"

"I don't know. As you'd expect. Half-good, half-Iousy. She started
crying after a while, but it wasnt anything big and weepy. She's pretty tough
| guess."

"And how do you feel ?" She sipped her coffee but kept her eyes on ne.
Thin snoke fromthe cup nmoved quickly out from beneath her breath.

"How do | feel? Shitty. How do you think | feel?"

"You're not nmarried to her."

| grimaced and drummed ny fingers on the armof the chair. "Yes, | know
-- I'mnot married to her, |'ve got no obligation to her, everybody around
here is a free agent . . . |'ve gone through that whole spiel in nmy head a
thousand times, but | still feel shitty."

She shrugged and licked the rimof her cup. "All right. | just wanted

"Look, Anna, don't worry about it, okay? It's nmy thing, and |'ve got to
work it out."

"It is partly mne, Thomas."

"Yes, okay, fine, it's all of ours. But let's just sit on it and see
what happens, okay? | just spent the whole night fighting, and I don't fee
like tal king any nore about it this norning. Ckay?"

"Ckay. "

Nei t her of us said anything until nmy coffee cane. Then | renenbered that
the wonman serving it to me had supposedly been a dog the night before. As she
passed it to ne, | secretly sniffed to see if she snelled |like a dog.

Anna said something that | didn't catch. | stopped sniffing and | ooked
at her. "Excuse nme?"

She | ooked at the other worman. "Let us talk alone for a while, al
right, WIm?"

"OfF course, Anna. |'ve got to get that casserole ready for dinner.
can't tell you how rmuch fun it is to cook again. | never thought that |I'd say
that!" She left, but the click of her high heels going away nade ne think of
dog's toenails skittering across wooden fl oors.

"Is it really true, Anna? About W/I| m?"

"Yes. Father got mad at the Inklers years ago for mstreating their
children. He couldn't stand any kind of child abuse. Wen he found out that
they were beating their son, he changed theminto dogs. Don't |ook so
skeptical, Thomas. He created them -- he could do whatever he wanted with
them™

"So he turned theminto bull terriers?"

"Yes, and they would stay that way until Gert Inkler died. Then WI ma
woul d be changed back into a woman. Father didn't want them around together
again as a human couple. If they stayed together as dogs, that didn't bother
him He hated dogs." She snickered and stretched her arms out luxuriantly to
the sides.

"Then are all of the animals in Gal en peopl e?"

"Many of them But Nails and Petals were the only ones who coul d speak
Fat her made them that way on purpose. Renenber, dogs can go places and do
things that people can't. That's one of the reasons why Nails was |iving at
Goosey Fl etcher's house when you came. Nornally the two of them stayed here



with nme. You didn't know it, but Nails spent a lot of time spying on you two."
| remenbered all of the times he had come in in the norning, or slept on
the bed with us at night, been in the roomwhen we had nmade | ove. .

"Al'l of the bull terriers in town are people. Father thought that they
were the | east offensive because they are so comical -1 o0oking. He said that
they mght as well be interesting to look at if we had to have them around."

I put ny hand on ny forehead. | was surprised to find it so cool. There
were things that | wanted to say, but | had no way to say themthen. | drank
some coffee and it gave me back sone voice.

"Al'l right, if he didn't like them then how cone he didn't just erase

then? Get out the old ink eradicator and finish themoff? Christ, | don't know
what the hell 1'm saying here anynore. Way the fuck_ did you have a dog
spying on me?" | wrenched up out of ny chair and wi thout |ooking at her wal ked

over to the wndow.
Alittle girl in a yellowrain slicker rode by on a wobbly and battered

bi cycle. I wondered what she had been -- a canary? A carburetor? O al ways
just a kid?

"Thomas?"

The bicycl e di sappeared around a corner. | didn't feel like talking to
her. | felt like taking a nap at the bottom of the ocean

"Thomas, are you listening to me? Do you know why I'mletting you do
this? Way | amletting you wite this biography? Wiy |I'mgiving you all of
this informati on on ny father?"

| turned around and | ooked at her. The phone rang and brought its shril
curtain down between us. She didn't answer it. W waited five-six-seven rings
for it to stop: it finally did. | wondered if it m ght have been Saxony.

"Over there on ny desk is a black notebook. Pick it up and | ook at page
342. "

The not ebook was unlike the one | had seen the night before. It was
gigantic. It must have been fourteen inches |ong and had five or six hundred
pages in it. | leafed through fromthe very back, and all of the pages were
filled with the France scribble. The pages under ny left thunb | eaped from
page 363 to 302, so | had to stop and flip back

The ink col or changed throughout the book; 342 was witten in a kind of
vi ol ent green: "The great problemhere is that whatever | have created in
Galen may only be a fignent of ny imagination. If | die, is it then possible
that they will die along with ne because they have come from mny inagination?
An intriguing and horrible thought. | nust look into this possibility and nmake
provision for it. \What an incredible waste that would be!"

| closed the book on ny index finger and | ooked at Anna. "He was afraid
that Gal en woul d di sappear after he died?"

"No, not the physical Galen -- only the people and the aninals that were
his. He didn't create the towmn -- only the people."
"I guess he was wong then, huh? | mean, everybody is still here, aren't

t hey?" Way off in the outside distance a train hooted.

"Yes, but not conpletely. Before Father died, he had witten the history
of the town up until the year three thousand --"

"Three _thousand_?"

"Yes, three thousand and fourteen. He was still working on it when he
di ed. Absolutely unexpectedly. He lay down for a nap one afternoon and di ed.
It was horrible. Everyone here was terrified that they all woul d di sappear the
nmonent he passed away, so when it actually did happen and things remained the
same, we were jubilant."

"Anna, do you know the story by Borges, 'The Crcul ar Ruins'?"

"No. "
"A guy wants to create a man in his dreanms, but not just a little dream
man -- a real flesh-and-bl ood man. The real thing."
"Does he do it?" She snoothed her hand across the top of the couch
"Yes."

There's a point where even a sponge can't absorb any nore water but



reaches a saturation point. Too nmuch stinulus, too many things happening al
at once, all of themincredible, but taken together, they made ny brain play
five-di mensi onal chess.

She patted the cushi on beside her. "Come on, Thomas, cone here and sit
down next to ne."

"I don't think I want to right now "

"Thomas, | want you to know everything. | want to try to be totally
honest with you. | want you to know about nme, Galen, Father, everything.

"Do you know why?" She shifted conpletely around so that she faced ne
over the back of the sofa. Her dammed breasts rested on that soft shelf. "A
coupl e of years ago everything that Father had witten was still happening. If
someone was supposed to give birth to a boy on Friday, the ninth of January,
it happened. Everything went as he had witten it down in his _Galen
Journals_. It was Utopian --"

"Utopi an? Real ly? Well, then, what about dying? Aren't people here a
little afraid of dying?"

She cl osed her eyes and shook her head. The dunb student was asking a
dunb question again. "Not at all, because death is nothingness."

"Ch, cone on, Anna. Don't get heavy and religious with ne now, al
right? Just answer the question.”

"No, Thomas, you m sunderstand ne. Renmenber that when one of _them_
dies, it isn't the same thing as when a normal person dies. Wen we go, there
is a chance that there's a heaven or a hell. For the people in Galen, Father
didn't create an afterlife for them so there is no question in their mnds.
They just di sappear. Poof!" She flung her uncl enched hands up as if rel easing
fireflies.

"An existentialist's delight, eh?"

"Yes, and since they know that nothing cones afterward for them they
don't worry about it. Nobody is going to judge themor throw theminto a fiery
pit. They live and they die. As a result, nost of them spend their lives
trying to be as happy as possible.”

"But doesn't anyone rebel? Don't at |east some of themwant to live
| onger ?"

"Of course, but that isn't possible. They have to get used to it."

"And nobody conpl ai ns? Nobody runs away?"

"Any Gal ener who tries to | eave, dies."

"Uh-oh, now, look --"

She | aughed and fluttered a hand at ne. "No, no, | don't mean it that
way. This was part of Father's security system As long as the people live
here, everything will be fine for them But if they try to | eave and they're

gone for nore than one week, then they die of heart attacks or cerebra

henorrhages, fulnminating hepatitis. " The hand fluttered again and

fl oated, weightless, back down to the couch. "It's silly to talk about,

because no one ever tries to | eave, because it hasn't been witten --"
"Witten! Witten! So all right, so where is this great alm ghtly oracle

of his?"

"You will see it inalittle while, but I want you to know the story of
it first, so that when you do see it, you will understand everything better."

"Ha! Fat chance of that. |'m not understandi ng things now"

Anna's story was fantastic and involved, and she nmade a hundred detours
along the way. | ended up sitting next to her on the couch, but only after 1'd

spent an hour perched unconfortably on the hot radi ator beneath the
wi ndowsi | |

Marshal | France began _The Ni ght Races into Anna_ to make his daughter
feel better. One of the main characters in the book was his good friend
Dorothy Lee, only he changed her nane to Dorothy Little. After he accidentally
"killed" her and the cats cane to tell him he realized what he was capabl e of
doi ng. He stopped witing _The N ght Races_ and began _The Gal en Journal s_.
For nmonths he researched, wote, and rewote. Since he was a perfectionist, he
woul d sonetimes do twenty drafts of a book before he felt that it was right,



so it isn't hard to inmagi ne how | ong he worked and "prepared" for Galen

The first person he created after Dorothy Lee was a nman naned Karl
Tremel . An innocuous plunber from Pine |Island, New York, who brought his w fe
and two little girls out to Galen in a silver Airstreamtrailer. There hadn't
been a plumber in Galen in years.

Then came a barber naned Sillman, a nortician named Lucente (I tried to

snmle at the in joke, but | didn't have it in ne) . . . and the parade of
Marshal | France characters was on.
They lived quiet, uneventful l|ives except for a post-office clerk naned

Bernard St ackhouse, who got drunk one night and accidentally blew his head off
wi th a shot gun.

Et cetera, et cetera. A small factory outside of town that enployed five
hundred peopl e caught fire mysteriously in the mddle of the night, and after
the insurance clains were settled, the owners decided to relocate a hundred
mles closer to St. Louis.

"In a few years the only ones |left here were Father and |, Richard, and
'Father's people.""

"Way did he let Richard stay?"

"Ch, because we needed to have at |east a couple of normal people in
case sone kind of energency ever came up and one of us would have to | eave
here for a while. Renmenber, the others will die if they |eave for nore than a
week. "

"How did he get the rest of the 'normal' people to go? The ones who
didn't work at the factory?"

"Father wote it so that sone of them-- sonme of the normal Cal eners --
wanted to nmove on. One person was convinced that his house was haunted,
anot her man's natural -gas tank expl oded when he was away on vacation and he
decided to nove to Illinois . . . Do you want me to go on?"

"And none of them suspected anyt hi ng?"

"No, of course not. Father wote it so that everything would I ook
totally natural and acceptable. He didn't want anyone to come around asking
guestions."

"Did he ever . . . ?" One of ny fear-yawns took over. "Di d he ever use
ol ence?"

"No. No one was hurt when the factory burned down. But it depends on
what you would call violence. He did cause the fire and he did nmake that man's
gas tank expl ode. But he never hurt anyone. He didn't need to, Thonas. He
could wite_ anything he wanted."

France went on creating, but he didn't know how long it would | ast.
That's why Anna had had me read that one notebook entry. In the end, he
decided that the only thing he could do was to get down as much about each
character as he could and then take it as far into the future as he could go.
Then hope for the best to happen after he died.

"It will probably be explained in the notebooks, Anna, but just how nmuch
of people's lives did he control? | nean, does it say things |iKke,
"Eight-twelve Joe Smith woke up and yawned for three seconds. Then he -- '"

She shook her head. "No, no. He found that he could | eave nost of their
lives up to them Later on, he decided only about the big things in their
lives, the big events -- who they were to marry, how nmany children each of
t hem woul d have, when they died and how . . . He wanted themto have --"

"Don't you _dare_ say free will!"

"No, no, | won't. But in a way it was. Look at what happened to Gert and
Wlilm Inkler: he et themgo and do what they wanted with their son. Wen it
got to be too rmuch, he changed theminto dogs."

"Qur CGod is a jeal ous CGod, eh?"

"Don't say that, Thomas." Two nasty matches lit up in her eyes.

"Don't say _what_, that he played with then? Look, | don't want to piss
you off, Anna, but if all this is true, then your father was the nost . . ." |
tried to think of appropriate words that would enconpass what he had done, but
there weren't any. "I don't know -- he was the npbst amazi ng human bei ng t hat

uh, v



ever lived. I'mnot even tal king about himas an artist either. The man put a
pen to paper and actually nade people cone _alive? " | realized that |I was
talking nmore to nyself than to Anna, but | didn't care. "No, it's inpossible."
Al at once it flooded over me thick and heavy and inpossibly gluey. Wat the
hell kind of idiot was |, believing this crap? But then again there was Nails,
who had tal ked to me. And Petals, who had talked to me. And what little 1'd
read in the notebooks that coincided with what had happened. And Anna know ng
that the little boy would die after he got hit by the truck

"Why was it so inmportant for people to knowif the little Hayden boy was
| aughi ng, Anna? How does that all fit in?"

"Because he was supposed to be killed that day. He was supposed to be
| aughi ng and happy right up to the nmonent when he got hit by the truck. The
probl em was that the wong person was driving the truck. That's what Joe
Jordan and all of the others were so upset about. He wasn't | aughing, and he
was killed by the wong man."

As long as things went according to France's plans, Anna and the
Gal eners had little contact with the outside world. Once in a while one of
t hem went shopping or to a novie in a nearby town, and the Gal en stores were
constantly being repl enished by trucks fromSt. Louis and Kansas City, but
that was about all. For appearance's sake, there was a real-estate office in
town, but the only things for sale there were in other towns. \What wasn't
privately owned bel onged to the town of Galen, and nothing was ever for sale.
Not hi ng for rent either.

"But what about Ms. Fletcher's? Wat about -- ?"

"You and Saxony are the first new people to live in Galen since ny
father died."

"So _that's_ why she didn't m nd our not being married that first day
that we rented it! She nust have told us ten tines that she didn't care about
that kind of thing. You set us up, didn't you, Anna? It was all a big plan!"

She nodded. "The nonment | heard that you were com ng out here from David
Louis, | called Goosey Fletcher and told her to nove upstairs in that big
house. Then |I sent Nails over to live with her."

"And | thought that she did it for the noney."

"CGoosey is a very good actress."

"Was she really in the insane asyl un®?"

"No. "

"Just no? Not hi ng nore?"

"How coul d she he in an insane asylum Thonmas, if she was one of
Fat her's peopl e? You can | earn everything, Thomas, as soon as you start
reading the journals."

| was right about the biographer from Princeton when | said that he cane
to the wong place at the wong time. Because of its secret, Galen was shut up
tight then and nobody was about to tell the guy nuthin' about nuthin'.
According to Anna, he stayed a few weeks and then funmed off toward California,
where he said that he was going to wite the definitive biography of R Crunb.

But then it started happening. In the last two years, things started
going wong in Galen. A man who was supposed to live to be ninety and die
peacefully in his sleep was el ectrocuted by a high-tension wire that broke and
fell on himas he was passing. He was forty-seven. A child who was supposed to
adore corn couldn't look at it wi thout throw ng up. A woman who had been
changed into a bull terrier suddenly bore a litter of nine puppies. None of
t he dogs had ever done that before: none of them were supposed to.

| put ny hands under ny arnpits to warmthem | yawned for the unpteenth
time. "So what went w ong?"

Anna held her enpty cup in her hand and tinked a fingernail against it.
"Father's powers started to fade. They started to wear off. In one of the
journals he wote about the possibility. You can read it, but 1'll just tell
you the essence of it now He said that two things m ght happen after he died.
One was that everything he had created woul d di sappear inmediately."

"I read that part." | still had his journal in ny hand and held it up



for her to see.

"Yes. The second possibility was that everything would be all right
afterward because he had filled themwith such . . ." She tightened her
lips and hesitated a noment. "He had filled themw th such _life_ spirit that
they woul d continue to function even after he was dead."

"And they did. They have, haven't they?"

"Yes, Thomas, they have until two years ago. Until then everything had
gone perfectly. But suddenly things were wong -- | told you about sone of
them But Father saw this as a possibility too. He wote about it in the sane
not ebook that you have there."

"Just tell me about it, Anna. I'mreally not in the nood to read right
now. "

"Al'l right." She |ooked at the cup as if she didn't know how it had
gotten into her hands. She put it down on the coffee table and shoved it
brusquel y away. "He was convinced that since he had been able to create the
people in Galen, then if he died, someone sonmewhere would be able to recreate
him"

" What?_ " Little freezing lizards ran up and down ny back

"Yes, he believed that his biographer" -- she stopped and raised her
eyebrows at ne, _his biographer_ -- "if his biographer was good enough, then
he could bring Father back to life if he wote the story of Father's life the
right way."

"Anna, Jesus Christ, you're saying that that's ne? You're conparing pigs
to swine! | nmean _pearls_ to swine! Your father was . . . was . . . | don't
know, God . Who the hell am|?"

"Do you know why |'ve let you go this far, Thomas?"

"I don't knowif | want to know. Al right, all right, how cone?"

"Because you have the first quality that Father said was necessary: you
are obsessed with him All you ever do is tal k about how i nportant his books
are to you. Hs work is alnpst as inmportant to you as it is to all of us."

"Ch, cone on, Anna, it isn't the same thing!"

"Thomas, stop." She held her hand up like a traffic cop. "You don't know
this, but since you wote that first chapter, everything has gone right again
in Galen. Things that he wote to happen in the journals _have_ happened, just

as before. Everything -- Nails's death was just the latest."
| 1 ooked at her and opened ny nouth to speak, but there wasn't anything
to say. | had just been paid the nbst outrageous conplinment of nmy life. My

m nd was stuck in an el evator hal fway between green-bile fear and total
life-hugging elation. For God's sake, what if she was right?

We conti nued working, only now Saxony woul dn't have anything to do with
t he bi ography. She carved three marionettes, and when she wasn't doing that,
she read Eddi son's _The Wrm Qur oboros_.

| still went to Anna's, but only during the day and no | ater than
five-thirty. Then | packed ny little brown briefcase and toddl ed hone.

One of ny great problenms was in deciding whether or not to tell Saxony
the truth about France and Galen. At tinmes | couldn't stand it, holding it in
like that, keeping it fromher. But then |I knew that people had been comitted
to the insane asylumfor less nutty views than nmne, so | reasoned that it was



best to wait and see what happened before | let the cat out of the bag.

A snowst or m whi pped t hrough town and painted everything thick white. |
went out for a wal k one afternoon and cane across three cats ronmping it up in
someone' s open field. They were having so nmuch fun that | stopped and wat ched.
They went on | eaping after each other for a couple of minutes, until one of
them spotted me and stopped dead in his tracks. Al of themlooked ny way, and
unconsciously | raised ny hand to wave. Very faintly, very whispery across the
snow, | heard themnewing. It took several seconds for it to dawn on ne that
it was their way of saying hello.

But then everyone in town had begun to open up to me now. What they told
me woul d have made nme run the other way a few nonths before, but nowall | did
was nod and shake nmy head and have anot her of Debby's (or Gretchen's or Mary
Ann's . . .) oatmeal -raisin cookies.

They inevitably went on in one of two directions: accusatory or
beseeching. |'d goddanmed better get the book witten or else a |lot of people
were going to be in trouble, or, thank God |I had happened al ong when | did,
and would it be long before I was done? Dependi ng on the day and the person,
felt either like the nmessiah or the tel ephone repairman. As to whether or not
nmy finished book would bring Marshall France back, the thought went around and
around in nmy brain like a kid's marble in a clothes dryer. Sonetimes | stopped
and | aughed at everything because it was all so crazy and absurd. At other
times, my fear lizards went walking on nmy skin and | tried to push it all out
of my head.

"Uh, Larry, what does it feel like to be . . . uh, created?"
Larry farted and smiled at ne. "Created? Wat d'ya nean, created? Look
man, you shot out of your old man, right?" | nodded and shrugged. "Well, |

just shot out of sonmepl ace else. You want another beer?"
Cat herine petted her gray rabbit as gently as if it were made of gl ass.
"Created? Hm That's a funny word to use. Created." She rolled it around her

tongue and sniled down at the rabbit. "I don't really think about it, Thonas.
There's al ways so much else on ny nmind."
If | was expecting answers fromthe Inner Sanctum | didn't get them

Galen was a |l ower-niddle-class town in the heart of Mssouri, nmade up of
har dwor ki ng peopl e who went bow i ng on Wednesday ni ght, |oved _The Bionic
Wman_, ate ham sandw ches, and were saving up to buy new Roto-tillers or a
vacation cottage out on Lake Tekaw t ha.

The npst interesting anecdote | heard was froma guy who accidentally
shot his brother in the face with a police revolver. The trigger pulled, the

gun expl oded, snoke, lots of noise . . . but nothing happened to the brother
Not hi ng

But people tal ked and tal ked. Now that I was "one of them" they told ne
all kinds of things -- about their lunbago, their sex lives, recipes for

catfish. Not much of it had to do with ny research, but they had talked to
each other for so long about the same things that it was nice to have a fresh
ear to tell it to again.

"Do you know what | don't |ike about what's going on now, Abbey? Not
knowi n' nothing. | used to be able to wal k down the street and not worry about
no fuckin' aeroplanes falling on my head. You understand what |'mtalking
about ? When you know, you know. You don't have to worry about nothin'
happening to you. Look at this goddammed what's-his-nane -- Joe Jordan. He
goes out to pick up a fucking pack of cigarettes, and the next thing he knows,

he's run over a little kid. No sir, thank you, I want to _know_when ny tine's
com ng. That way, | don't have to worry a bit about it until the time conmes.”
"But what will you do then? \When your time cones."

"Piss in ny fuckin' pants!" The old man | aughed and | aughed at his own
j oke.

The nore people | asked, the nore it seemed that the vast mpjority were
content with France's "way," and horrified that suddenly, cruelly, they had
been turned over to the clunsy hands of fate.

But there were a few who didn't want to know what woul d happen to them



That was all right. The way it had been arranged, years ago, was that the

ol dest nenber of each family was responsible for a detail ed copy of the
history and future history of his famly that had been given to himby France.
Anyone over eighteen who wanted to know what was going to happen could go to
the "el der" and ask any question

A man who worked in the supermarket | ooked at ne as if | were crazy when
| asked himif he wouldn't like to live nore than the fifty-one years France
had gi ven him

"Why? | can do everything | want now. Wat can't a man acconplish in
fifty years?"

"But it's so. . . it's so locked in. | don't know, it's
cl aust r ophobi c. "

Hs arthritic hands pulled a black Ace conb out of an overall pocket and
slid it through equally black hair.

"No, look, Tom I'mthirty-nine now, right? I know for sure that |'ve
got twelve nore years to go. | never worry about any of that stuff -- about
dying and all. But you do, don't you? Sometinmes you probably get up in the
norni ng and say to yourself, 'Today mght be the day | _die_,' or 'Today I
m ght get crippled or busted up for life.' Things like that. But we never
think two seconds about it, you know? | got sone arthritis in ny hands and
"Il die of cancer when I'mfifty-one. So who's better off now, you or me? Be
honest . "

"Can | ask you one nore question?"

"Sure, fire away."

"Let's say that I'ma Galener and | find out that |I'm supposed to die
tomorrow, that you're going to run me over in your truck. Wat if | go hone
and | never conme out of the house tonorrow. VWat if | hide in nmy closet al
day and | nmake it inmpossible for you to run nme over?"

"You'll die in the closet at the sanme time you were supposed to be run
over by ne."

In my father's film _Café de la Paix_, there is a scene that |'ve al ways
i ked and which kept ringing in ny head when I made ny rounds in Gal en

Ri chard Eliot, aka "Shakespeare," who just happens to be Engl and' s nost
ef fective secret agent in Nazi-occupied France, has been found out. He sends
his wife away via the underground, and then goes to the Café de la Paix to
wait for the Krauts to cone and get him He orders a _café crene_, takes a
smal | book out of his pocket, and starts reading. Cool as a cucunber. The
coffee cones, but the waiter serves it as fast as he can and gets the hell out
of there because he knows what is about to happen. The street is enpty and
some dead | eaves nove ever so slowy by the table I egs. The director of the
filmwas ingenious, because he didn't |et anything happen for three m nutes.
By the time the bl ack Mercedes conmes screeching up, you've been pulling your
hair out and are _glad_ that they've arrived. Doors slam and the canera
follows two highly shined pairs of jackboots across the street.

"Herr Eliot?" The German officer is one of those good/bad guys (I think
Curt Jurgens played it) who's been clever enough to track down Shakespeare,
but along the way has grown to respect the man he's about to arrest.

My father |ooks up fromhis book and sniles. "Hello, Fuchs."

The other Nazi moves to get him but Fuchs grabs the guy by the arm and
orders himback to the car

Fat her pays the bill and the two men wal k slowy across the street.

"If it had been successful, Eliot, what would you have done when you
returned home?"

"Done?" Father |aughs and | ooks at the sky for a long time. "I don't
know, Fuchs. Sonetinmes that possibility scared me nore than being caught.
Isn't that funny? Maybe in the back of nmy mind | have hoped all along that
this woul d happen so that | would never have to worry about ny future. Have
you ever thought about what you'll do when Gernany | oses the war?"



How many bull sessions had | been inin ny life where at three o' cl ock
in the norning | was desperately trying to explain what |ife was about to a
sl eepy coll ege roommate or lover? | got so caught up in all of the conflicting
answers and possibilities that finally I'd end up either going to sleep or
maki ng | ove or being totally depressed because | realized that | didn't know
anything at all.

The Gal eners didn't have that problem Theirs was the purest kind of
Calvinism except that they didn't have to worry about what happened to them
on the other side of death. They coul dn't change who they were or what would
happen to them but knowi ng that they would definitely get a B or a Con their
final exammade all the difference in the world as far as their
nmonent -t o- nonent |iving was concer ned

Saxony finally got the cast off, and al though she |inped around for a
whi | e because her leg was thin and weak, her spirits rose greatly.

The | eaves had all parachuted fromthe trees and were slicked to the
roads now. The days were short and either wet or gray or both. Galen went
i nsi de. The basketball team began playing on Friday nights and the gym was
al ways packed. The novie theater, the stores -- all the inside things were
once again popular. You could snell the heavy winter dinners cooking in the
houses, the danp wool of coats, the dusty cl oseness of gloves and socks and
stocking caps left on a radiator to dry.

I thought of all the other little Galens everywhere el se that were
getting ready for winter. Chains for the car, oil for the heater, new sl eds,
bird food for the outdoor feeder, stormw ndows, rock salt for the driveway .

Al of the little Galens were naking the sane preparations, only "out
there," a man was getting into his car to go to the store. He didn't know that
hal fway there he would skid off the road and crash and die. H s wife wouldn't
t hi nk anyt hi ng was wong for hours. Then naybe one of his friends woul d
di scover the weck, a gray plume of exhaust smoke still puttering out of the
back end, nelting the dirt-specked snow beneath it.

O an old man in Maine would put on his L. L. Bean cardi gan sweater and
green corduroy pants and not know that in two hours he would have a heart
attack while clipping the I eash onto his pet dachshund' s collar.

Ms. Fletcher found out about ny birthday and nade ne a huge, inedible
carrot cake. | got a lot of presents too. Wenever | wal ked into people's
houses they either had a cake or a present for me. | got a stuffed badger, ten
hand-tied fishing flies, and a first edition of _None Dare Call It Treason_.
When | cane hone frominterview ng, Saxony stood at the door smiling and
shaki ng her head | ong before | had even brought out ny newest treasure to show
and tell.

"You're a real hit here, aren't you?" She held the stereopticon from
Barney and Thelrma up to her eyes and | ooked at Dobbs Ferry, New YorKk.

"Hey, look, that thing is worth a ot of noney, Sax. Those people were
really nice to have given it to ne."

"Don't be so sensitive, Thomas. | was just saying that it nust be very
nice to be so wanted."

| didn't know whet her she was bei ng honest or facetious, but if | had
had to answer her then, | would have agreed -- it _was_ nice. Sure, | knew why
alot of the Galeners did it -- | wasn't that naive -- but | got to know what
it was like to be respected and liked and held in awe: it was dammed pl easant.
It was a small taste of what both nmy father and Marshall France had known for
nost of their Iives.

France had taken the cargo ship _Arthur Bellingham from Liverpool to
New York. On board he nade friends with a Jewi sh couple and had a smal
romance with their nineteen-year-old daughter. He later dated the girl in New
York, but nothing ever cane of their relationship. He got the job with Lucente
and rented a roomin a transients' hotel a block away fromthe funeral hone.

"Anna, how come you lied to ne before when | asked you how | ong your



father worked for Lucente?"

She was eating a bow of Rice Krispies at the dining-roomtable, and
could hear the little snapping sounds inside her bow .

"I don't want to get into a big discussion with you on it -- it's just
that 1'd like to know why you lied."

She chewed up the nout hful she had taken and wi ped her lips with a paper
napki n.

"I wanted to see how good a witer you were before | really let you get
goi ng. That nmkes sense, doesn't it? That's why | gave you everything up unti
his inmigration to the United States. That way, if you were good, then it
woul d show in whatever first chapter you wote. If you were bad, then |I would
just send you away and you woul d never have known anythi ng. She pl owed her
spoon back into the cereal and went back to the magazi ne she had been readi ng.

"Anna? One nore question: how come you never tal k about your nother?"

"My nother was a lovely, quiet, Mdwestern girl who made ne join the
Brownies when | was little and the Grl Scouts when | was big. She was a
wonder ful cook and she nmade my father's life very pleasant. | think he |oved
her and was happy with her because she was just the opposite of him--
everyt hing about her was down-to-earth. She admired people with great
i magi nations or artistic drive, but | think she was secretly pleased that she
didn't have either. She once told ne, secretly, that she thought Father's
books were goofy. Isn't that a great word for thenf? Goofy?"

France's uncle, Oto Frank, was never very successful as a printer. He
had noved to Galen from Hermann, M ssouri, because he |liked the |ocation and
because there was a printing shop for sale there cheap. He printed weddi ng
i nvitations, business brochures, posters for church fairs and farm auctions.
At one time he had had high hopes for starting a county newspaper (that's why
he had witten his brother in Austria and told himto send over one of the
boys), but he had no nobney and found no one interested in staking himto his
dr eam

Martin arrived (having by then changed his nanme to Marshall France, nuch
to Gto's dismay), and his uncle put himto work in the shop as an apprenti ce.
Apparently France liked the work, and he stayed there until Oto died in 1945,
the year _A Pool of Stars_ was published.

The book didn't do very well when it canme out, but the publisher |iked
it enough to offer France a thousand-dollar advance for his next work, which
turned out to be the equally unsuccessful _Peach Shadows_. However, a critic
naned Charles Wite wote a | ong back-of -the-nagazine article about France in
the _Atlantic Monthly . He conpared the author to both Lewis Carroll and Lord
Dunsany, and it was one of the things that turned the corner for France's
reputation. Anna had alnost all of the letters he had ever gotten in Galen, as
wel | as carbons of his replies to them he had had no idea that Wite had
witten the article until nonths after it came out. He wote the critic and
t hanked him They corresponded for years, until Wite died.

Two years after _Peach Shadows_, _The Green Dog's Sorrow_ appeared and
al nrost i medi ately nmade the best-seller lists. Wite began a funny letter to
France: "Dear M. France, sir: | never knew a fanous author before. Are you

one now? |If so, can | borrow a hundred dollars? If not, thank God . . ."
Suddenly the first two books were back in print, he was asked to do an

ant hol ogy of favorite children's stories, Walt Disney had an idea for howto
make _Peach Shadows_ into a nmovie . . . Marshall France was a big shot.

But he wote a nice letter to Disney and told himto buzz off. The sane
to the publisher of the children's anthol ogy. He said no to just about
everything, and after a while he didn't even wite back; he had a card printed
up that said Marshall France thanks you, but regrets . . . It looked like a
formrejection slip froma magazi ne. Anna gave ne a framed one for ny birthday
with a picture of a bull terrier on it that he had doodl ed.

Over the years literally hundreds of proposals came in. They wanted to
do a series of rubber dolls depicting the characters in _The Land of Laughs_,
_Green Dog_ pencils, a radio patterned after the Coud Radio in _Peach



Shadows_. According to Anna and based on what | |ater saw, many of these
conpani es went ahead with their products even after her father had rejected
them She said that he [ost hundreds of thousands of dollars because he
refused to get involved in any kind of lawsuit. David Louis had | egal experts
ready to pounce on these manufacturers, but France said no every tine. He
didn't want the trouble, he didn't want to be bothered, he didn't want the
notoriety, he didn't want to | eave Galen. Finally, even Louis gave up
pestering him but retaliated by sending him over the years, exanple after
exanpl e of these pirated dolls, flashlights, and whatnot, just to show hi m how
much he was | osing. W spent an afternoon in the basenent pulling them out of
nmusty, coll apsing cardboard boxes that had been stowed away in corners years
ago.

"If David Louis only knew, he woul d have been furious." Anna took a
_Green Dog_ coloring book out of the box. "These were half of my toys when |
was grow ng up." She opened the book and turned it to ne. There was a picture
of Krang and the G een Dog wal king down a wi ndy road together, Krang's string
tied to the dog's collar in a bow The picture had been half colored-in. The
dog was bl ue, Krang conpletely gold, the road wavy red.

"What woul d your father have said if he saw that you had col ored the dog
bl ue?"

"Ch, but that was all his fault! | remenber it very clearly. | asked him
if the G een Dog had ever been another color. He said that before the book was
witten he had been blue, but that | nustn't ever tell anyone because it was a
big secret." She rubbed her hand lovingly over the blue body as if she was
trying to pet either the dog or her father's menory.

| looked at her and tried to figure out what was going to happen wth
us. She was thirty-six (I had finally gotten up the nerve one day to ask, and
she told ne without batting an eye), and | was thirty-one, not that that made
any difference. If | wanted her, then | would have to spend the rest of ny
l[ife in Galen. But was that so bad? | could wite books -- maybe my father's
book next -- teach English at Galen Hi gh School, travel once in a while. W
woul d al ways have to come back here, but that wasn't such a terrible thought.
Live in ny hero's house, make love to his daughter, be sonmeone to the Gal eners
because in a funny way | might end up being their savior

"You know t hat Saxony will have to | eave soon, Thonas."

| came up out of my thought-fog and coughed. The cellar was danp and
cold, and | had left nmy heavy sweater upstairs in the bedroom

"\What ? What are you tal king about?"

"I said that she will have to | eave soon. Now that you know everything
about us here in Galen, you'll stay and wite the book, but she has nothing to
do with it anynore. She has to go."

Her voice was so calmand indifferent. She said all this while she
flipped through the pages of the col oring book

"Why, Anna?" | whined. Wat the hell was | whining for? | snatched it
back and replaced it with some good, strong indignation. "What are you talking
about?" | tossed the doll that |I was hol di ng back into the box.

"I told you before, Thonas: no one lives here but Father's people. It's
all right now for you to stay, but not Saxony. She doesn't belong here
anynore."

| gave ny head a dramatic slap and tried to laugh it off. "Come on
Anna, you're beginning to sound |ike Bette Davis in _Hush, Hush, Sweet
Charlotte ." | slipped into a stupid Southern belle accent. "'I'msorry,
Glbert, but it's tine now for Jeanette to go.'" | |laughed again and nade a
face like a nut. Anna sm|ed back sweetly.

"Come on, Anna! What are you tal king about? You're just kidding ne,
right? Huh? Well, come on, why? Wat the hell difference does it make if she's
here or not? | haven't told her anything. You know that."

She put the col oring book in the box and stood up. She closed the top
and sealed it with some brown tape she had brought down with her. She started
to shove the box back into the corner with her foot, but | grabbed her wi st



and made her | ook at ne.

" \ihy? "

"You know why, Thomas. Don't waste ny tinme asking." The sane anger
flashed at nme that I'd seen that day in the woods with Richard Lee.

She iced the cake ten minutes later by telling ne that | had to |eave
because she had to go see Richard.

As soon as | got hone that night Saxony and | had a huge fight. It
centered around an idiotic errand that | had forgotten to do for her
Naturally the crazy anger that reared up out of both of us stemred from
everything that we had been suppressing all along. A few mnutes into it she
had turned poppy-red, and |I caught nyself clenching and unclenching ny fists
i ke an exasperated husband in a situation conedy.

"I keep saying this to you, Thonmas, but if it's so bad around here, then
why don't you just go?"

"Saxony, will you please take it easy? | didn't say --"

"Yes you did. If everything is so great over there, then go! Do you
think I love your little soft-shoe back and forth fromher to ne?"

| tried to stare her down, but at the nonent | didn't have the guts to
go one-on-one with her for very long. | |ooked away and then back. She was
still snol dering.

"What do you want ne to do, Sax?"

"Stop asking me that question! You sound so hel pless. You want ne to
answer it for you, and | refuse to. You want nme to order you out or to tel
you to | eave her and cone back to me. But | won't, Thonmas. You're the one who
has caused all of this. You're the one who wanted it, so now you can deci de
how you're going to handle it. | love you, and you know that very well. But,
I"'mnot going to be able to put up with it for much longer. | think that you
had better decide sonething fast." Her voice was al nbst a whi sper when she
finished, and | had to lean forward to catch the |ast words. The next ones
cane out in a blast, and | junped back. "I can't get over how dammed stupid
you are, Thomas! You nmake me want to strangle you. How dumb can you be? Don't
you know what a great tine we would have together? Once you finish this book
we could go of f somewhere and live a hundred different, wonderful lives. Can't
you see what Anna is doing to you? She's pulling you down to worship in front
of her horrible little altar to her father --"

"Hey, | ook, Saxony, what about your interest in Fr --

"I know, | know, me too. But | don't want Marshall France anynore,
Thomas. | don't want to be lovers with a book or a puppet now | want to be
lovers with you. Al of those other things, we can do in our spare tine, but
the rest is for us. Wait! Wait a minute!" She got up fromher chair and |inped
off to the kitchen. She was back in two seconds with a few marionettes in her
hand. "Do you see these? Do you know why | carved then? To take ny mind off
everything. That's right, it's the truth. It's so pathetic the way I
dig-dig-dig at the wood all afternoon, trying not to think too hard about
where you are or what you're doing. Wien we were driving out here in the car
that was the first time in ny life that | haven't worked every single day. And
| loved it! | didn't care about these things. There was too much to do with
you. | know how i nmportant your book is to you, Thomas. | know how inportant it
is that you finish it. "

"I don't know what you're saying, Sax."

"Ckay, all right. Look, do you renenber that first day that we got here?
The barbecue that they were havi ng downt own?"

| bit ny top lip in and nodded.

"Do you renenber that the first thing | did when | started talking to
Goosey was to tell her about the book?"

"You're damm right | renenmber! | wanted to kill you. Wy did you do that
after all we'd tal ked about ?"

She put the puppets down on the couch and ran both hands through her
hair. | realized fromthe gesture how rmuch longer it had grown. | had never
told her how nice it |ooked. "Do you know about wonmen's intuition? Don't start



maki ng faces, Thomas, because it's true. There is sonmething there a lot of the
time. Another sense or sonething. Renmenber | told you that | knew when you and

Anna started sl eeping together? Anyway, whether you believe me or not, | was
sure almost fromthe noment that we got here that sonehow things between us
were going to go wong if you started to do that book. | was trying to get
themto throw us out of here that day. I'msorry, but I was. | thought that if

| told them what we wanted to do, they wouldn't let us get within three feet
of Anna France."

" Sabot age. "

"Yes, that's right. | was trying to sabotage this whole thing. | didn't
want it to happen after how strong we'd beconme in just those few days
together. | knew that once you got involved here, everything would go bad. And

| was right, wasn't |?" She picked up her puppets and wal ked out of the room
W didn't talk any nore that night.

Two days later | bunped into Ms. Fletcher outside the market. Her neta
cart was filled with a fifty-pound bag of potatoes and about ten quart bottles
of prune juice.

"Well, hello there, stranger. | haven't seen nmuch of you lately. Wrking
har d?"

"H, Ms. Fletcher. Yes, pretty hard."

"Anna tells ne that the book is going along fine now "

"Yes, it's good." My mind was on a million things, and | had no desire
to shoot the breeze with her

"You' ve got to get Saxony out of here soon, Tom You know that ?"

A dog barked, and | heard a car start up. The cold air filled with
exhaust snoke.

A chunk of anger and despair noved up through ne and stopped in ny
chest. "What the hell difference does it make if she stays or goes? Chri st
almghty, I'mgetting goddammed _tired_ of being told what to do. \Wat the
hell difference does it nake if Saxony stays?"

Her smile fell. "Anna didn't tell you?" She put her hand on ny shoul der
"She really didn't tell you anything?"

Her tone of voice scared ne. "No, nothing. What is it? Cone on, what are
you tal ki ng about?" Cars and peopl e moved around us like fish in an aquarium

"Did you see . . . ? No, you couldn't have. Look, Tom if | really say
anything to you about this, |I could get into sone real trouble. |I'm not
kidding. Al of this is very dangerous. I'll tell you this nuch, though . "
She pretended to straighten some things in her cart while she spoke. "I'l|
tell you this -- if you don't get your Saxony out of here, she'll get sick
She' |l get so sick that she dies. That was part of the journals. That was how

Marshal | kept Gal en away from everything else.”

"But what about me? Way won't | get sick too? |I'mfromthe outside."

"You're the biographer. You're protected. That's the way Marshall wote
it. There's no way to change it."

"But, Ms. Fletcher, what about the journals? The things in them haven't
been happening for a long time. Everything is out of whack here."

"No, you're wong, Tom Ever since you started witing, everything' s
gone right again, that's the point." She rubbed her nouth with the back of her
hand. "You have to get her out, Tom You listen to ne. Even if the journals
are screwed up and she doesn't get sick, Anna don't want her around. That's
what you've got to worry about nost of all. Anna is a strong woman, Tom You
don't ever want to play ganes with her." She hurried away, and | heard the
shivering rattle of her metal cart as it noved away across the parking |ot.

"Do you have a m nute?"

She was chopping celery on a small wooden butcher-bl ock square |'d
bought her.

"You | ook like you're sick, Thomas. Are you feeling all right?"

"Yeah, sure, I'mfine, Sax. Look, | don't want to lie to you anynore,



okay? | want to tell you exactly how | feel about all of this and then let you
deci de. "

She put her knife down and wal ked to the sink to wash her hands. She
cane back to the table drying themon a yellow dish towel | had never seen
bef ore.

"Al'l right. Go ahead."

"Sax, you are incredibly inportant to nme. You're the only person that
|'ve ever been with who sees the world al nbost exactly the same way that | do.
|'ve never experienced that before."

"\What about Anna? Doesn't she see things your way?"

"No, she's totally different. My relationship with her is totally
different. | think | pretty nuch know what woul d happen if you and | stayed
t oget her . "

She dried her hands slowy, carefully. "And is that what you want ?"

"That's what | don't know, Sax. | think |I do, but I don't know yet. What
| amsure of is that | want to finish this book. It's amazing that at the sane
time of my life |I've come across two things that are so inportant to me. |
wi sh that it could have happened a different way, but it hasn't. So now |I've
got to try to do it the right way, even though it will probably end up stupid

and w ong.
"Anyway, what |'ve been thinking of is this, if it's all right with you.
If | could have it ny way right now, |'d have you go away for a while. Until |

finish this draft and get through whatever is going on between Anna and ne."
She smirked and dropped the dish towel on the table. "And what happens
if you don't 'get through' with Anna? Huh? Wat then, Thomas?"
"You're right, Sax. | honestly don't know what then. The only thing that
I"msure of is that this way stinks. Nobody Iikes what's going on now, and al

of the hurt and worry and confusion is totally fucki ng everybody up. | know
that it's my fault. | knowit, but it's something that has to happen, or else
." | picked up the towel and wapped it around nmy fist. It was still danp.

"Or else what? _What_ has to happen -- witing your book or going to bed
with Anna?"

"Yes, all right, both. Both have to happen if --

She stood up. She picked up a small block of celery and popped it into
her mouth. "You want ne to go away so that you can finish your draft and
supposedl y get through your 'thing' with Anna. That's what you want, right?
kay. I'Il go, Thomas. 1'Il go up to St. Louis and I'll wait there for three
months. You'll have to give me some noney, because | don't have any left. But
after those three nonths, I'mgoing to | eave. Wiether you' re there or not,
"Il be leaving." She started out of the room "I owe you that much, but
you've been a shit about all of this, Thomas. |I'mjust glad that you could
finally make up your m nd about sonething."

The day she left, it snowed. | woke up about seven and groggily | ooked
out the wi ndow. The sun hadn't risen yet, but it had grown |ight enough to
pai nt everything outside blue-gray. Wien | realized what was goi ng on,
didn't knowif | was happy or sad that we night be snowed in and Saxony
woul dn't be able to leave. | stunbled over to the window for a better | ook and
saw how high it had drifted up on the porch. It was still falling, but the
fl akes were big and slow and falling vertically, and | renenbered sonewhere
that that meant it would stop soon. The house hadn't betrayed the snow s
secret yet -- the floors were warmunder ny bare feet, and although |I wore
only a pajama top and underpants, | wasn't cold.

Snow. My father hated it. He once had to make a movie in Switzerland in
the winter, and he never got over the shock. He liked warmtropical places.
The swi mm ng pool in our backyard was heated to about three hundred degrees
for him H's idea of heaven was heat stroke in the Amazon jungl e.

Saxony was only taking one suitcase this time; all of her other things
-- the notes, the marionettes, and her books -- were being left with ne in



Gal en. She wouldn't tell me what she planned on doing in St. Louis, but | was
worri ed because she hadn't packed any of her puppets or her tools. Her bag was
on the floor near the window. | went over and pushed it a couple of inches
with ny bare foot. Wat woul d be happening in three months? Where would | be?
The book? Everything? No, not everything -- the Galeners would be in Galen
and so woul d Anna.

Saxony was still sleeping when | sneaked ny clothes off a chair and
tiptoed into the bathroomto get dressed. | wanted to nake a really nice
goi ng- away breakfast for her, so |I'd gotten a fat Florida grapefruit for the
occasi on.

Sausage, scranbled eggs with sour cream fresh whol e-wheat bread, and a
grapefruit. I got themall out of the refrigerator and lined themup I|ike
sol diers on the Form ca counter. Sax's breakfast. By noon she woul d probably
be gone. No nore hairs in the sink, no nore fights about Anna, no nore Rocky
and Bul I wi nkl e on television at four in the afternoon. Christ, enough of that.
| started to work on the neal |ike the mad chef, because | was al ready
starting to nmiss her and she wasn't even out of bed. Wen she cane into the
ki tchen, she was wearing the same clothes that she'd worn the first day we

met. | ended up burning three sausages.

She asked if | would call the bus station and find out if the bus to St
Louis was still running in the snow. | called on the phone in the downstairs
hall. | gazed at the snow through the half-wi ndow in the front door. The

fl akes had stopped.
"The snow s stopped!™"
"I see fromhere. Aren't you delighted?"
| grimaced and tapped ny foot.

"CGal en Bus."

"Hi, yes, uh, I'd like to know if your nine-twenty-eight to St. Louis
will still be going today?"

"Way woul dn't it?" Wioever it was sounded |ike a cigar-store Indian

"Well, you know, the snow and everything."

"He's got chains on it. That bus don't stop running for nothin', friend.
Sonetimes he's late, but he doesn't stop running."

Saxony canme out into the hall with half a grapefruit in one hand and a
spoon in the other. | put my hand over the mouthpiece and told her that it was
goi ng. She wal ked to the front door and | ooked at the snow.

I hung up and coul dn't decide whether to go back into the kitchen or go
to her and see what she would do. | chickened out and went back to the
ki t chen.

My eggs were still warm so | scooped sonme sour creamonto the side of
nmy plate and ate quickly.

"Sax, aren't you going to finish your breakfast? That's a | ong bus ride
to St. Louis."

When she didn't answer, | thought it best just to | eave her alone. Wile
| ate, | envisioned her eating her grapefruit at the front door, watching the
snow end.

| had finished ny second cup of coffee when | started to get a little
nervous about her. Her plate was filled with food and her teacup was up to the
t op.

" Sax?"

| threw ny napkin on the table and got up. She wasn't in the hall, and
neither was her coat or her suitcase. She had left the holl owed-out grapefruit
rind and spoon on the radiator near the door. | unhooked my coat fromthe rack
and noved toward the door. The phone rang. | cursed and snatched it up

"Yeah? What ?"

"Thomas?" It was Anna

"Look, Anna, | can't talk to you now, okay? Saxony just left, and |'ve

got to catch her before she's gone."
"What ? Don't be ridicul ous, Thomas. Cbviously if she left wi thout
telling you, she doesn't want you with her. Leave her al one. She doesn't want



to say good-bye to you. You can understand that."

That made me mad. | had had enough of Anna's gens of wi sdom and there
were things that | wanted to say to Saxony before she took off. | told Anna
that I would call her later and hung up

The col d sucked away all the heat fromny body before |I had left the
porch, and my teeth were chattering as | went through the front gate. A car
went slowy by, its chains ka-chunking and throw ng snow out from beneath the
wheel wells. | knew that the bus didn't |eave for another hour, but | started
runni ng anyway. | had on heavy insul ated work boots that the nan in the shoe
store had guaranteed against frostbite down to thirty degrees bel ow zero. But
running in themwas a slownmotion jog. | didn't have ny gl oves, either, so
ran with nmy hands stuffed into ny pockets; | didn't have ny wool hat, so ny
ears and even ny cheeks began to ache.

When | finally saw her, | stopped running. | didnt know what | wanted to
say, but | had to say sonething to her before she left.

She nust have heard ne com ng, because she turned and faced nme just as |
was about to catch up with her. "I w sh you hadn't, Thomas."

| was out of breath, and ny eyes were watering fromthe cold. "But why
did you just go off like that, Sax? Wiy didn't you wait for ne?"

"Am | allowed to do something my own way for a change? Is it okay if |
| eave this place the way | want to?"

"Come on, Sax . "

The anger fell away from her eyes and she closed them for severa
seconds. She began speaking while they were still closed. "This is all hard
enough for me, Thomas. Please don't nake it any harder. CGo back to the house
and go to work. 1'Il be all right. 1've got ny book with me and | can sit in
the station and read until the bus comes. Ckay? I'Il call you at the end of
t he week. GCkay?"

She gave ne a quick smle and reached down for her bag. | didn't even
try to take ny hands out of ny pockets. She took a couple of crunching steps
and then hefted the suitcase for a better grip.

But she didn't call at the end of the week. | nade a point of staying
hone from Wednesday ni ght on, but she didn't call. | didn't know if that was
good or bad, nasty or forgetful or what. Since she wasn't the kind of person
who normally forgets to do things like that, | was nervous. In nmy fantasies |
saw her tiredly trudging up the stairs of a dingy building that had a curling
brown sign in a downstairs w ndow advertising roonms for rent. She knocked on
t he door and the nmad rapi st or butcher-knife nmurderer wel coned her and invited
her in for a cup of tea.

O el se, what was worse was a shiny new buil ding where the | andl ord was
six foot two, ash blond, and sexy as hell. | was hopeless. If | spent the
night in our apartnent, the bed felt as big and as cold as the ocean. If |
spent the night at Anna's, then | thought about Saxony all the tine. Naturally
I knew that if Sax was there, ny desire for her would have been |l ess and we'd
be fighting again, but she wasn't there and | missed her. |I mssed her very
nmuch.

She cal |l ed on Tuesday night. She sounded ebullient and excited and was
full of news. She knew an old friend fromcollege who used to live in St
Louis. It turned out that he still lived there. She had even found a job
working part-time at a children's day-care center. She had gone to the novies
twi ce and seen the new Robert Altman. Her friend' s name was Geoff W ggins.

| tried not to swallow my tongue too fast. | smled sickly at the
receiver, half-thinking that it was Saxony. | asked her who this Geoff was. A
prof essor of architecture at Washi ngton University. Was she living . . . uh .

staying with himuntil she found a place? No, no, that was what was so
great -- -- she didn't have to | ook now because CGeoff had invited her to stay
there with hi mmm

| got the address and tel ephone nunber of old Geoff from her and then
tried to finish our conversation with as nuch cool as possible, but | know
that | cane across sounding |ike a cross between Hal the Conmputer and Wody



Wodpecker. When | hung up | felt totally niserable.

| got a letter fromone of ny students. Seeing the kid s nane on the
return address was a shock in itself, but the contents of the dammed thing
knocked ne for a | oop

Dear M. Abbey,

How are you? | guess you're pretty glad to be away fromhere this year

| don't know what that feeling is like yet, but I will in June, when, believe
it or not, 1'll be graduating. | got into Hobart early decision, so |'mpretty
much taking it easy these days. | go over to the Senior House a lot to watch

television, and |'ve even been readi ng sone of the books on that |ist that you
gave us |l ast year that you said we'd |ike.

My favorite so far has been _The Young Lions_ (by Irwin Shaw), but
really also liked _The Metanorphosis_ (Franz Kafka) and _Look Honeward, Angel _

(Thomas Wl fe). | guess tal king about books is the best way to tell you why
I"'mwiting this letter. 1've been here for alnbst six years now (and you can
beli eve ne when | say that they' ve been six long ones!) and |'ve had every
teacher in the school at one time or another (or just about). Anyway, | was

t hi nki ng about it the other day, and | realized that you were the best one. |
wasn't any big "A" student in your class and | know that | fooled around a | ot
in your class with Ronero, but believe it or not, | got nore out of that
English class | ast year than any other course | took. Wenever we had a
di scussion they were always interesting, and I know that nore than once 1'd
read sonet hing you had assigned and not really liked it, but after you had
finished talking about it in class, | either did like it or at |east |
under st ood what the witer was trying to say. You always asked us for exanples
on our essays to support what we said, so the one |I'mthinking about here is
when we read _Wal den_ and nost of us thought it was bad, no of fense. After you
had gone through it, though, | could see what Thoreau was trying to say even
t hough | never did end up liking the whol e book

| have Stevenson this year for Senior English (we're right in the mddle
of _King Lear_), and since you' re not here, | guess I'"'mallowed to say that
conpared to you, he's bad news. Half of the time we fall asleep in his class
and the other half | spend doodling in ny notebook. |I know that | doodled in
your class too, but I want you to know that | was always |istening and that
even though I only got Cs fromyou, it was the best class that |I've had here,
bar none.

| hope that everything is going well for you out there. Maybe you'll be
back in tine for graduation and you can | augh when | go up to get ny diplona.
Ha Ha!

Tom

Ranki n

Tom Ranki n was one of those boys who | ook |ike sonething out of a jar of
eels. Thin and hunched, greasy long hair, runpled clothes, big thick snmudged

gl asses. | had al ways known that he wasn't any dummy, just totally
unnotivated. One of those students who are able to skima book the night
before a test and still squeeze out sone kind of Cor C --

Anot her dreamvision of "Abbey's Future" floated up through nmy m nd:
finish the biography and then go back East with Saxony. Teach part-tinme at
some school (rmaybe even at the old one, after Rankin's letter!) and wite the
rest of the time. Buy an old house with bay w ndows and brass door plates,
wi th room enough for each of us to have separate studies. | don't know if it
was Ceoff Wggins' doing, but after that phone call, | thought about Saxony a



hell of a |ot.

"Ms. Fletcher, has anyone ever left Galen? Any of Marshall's peopl e?"

She had asked nme up to her apartment one night for a cup of organic
cocoa, whatever that was. It tasted all right.

"Left? How far have you read in the journal s?"

"I"'mup to January of nineteen sixty-four."

"N neteen sixty-four? Well, there was one girl, Susy Dagenais, but
you'll be reading about her in the nineteen sixty-five book. | can tell you
about her anyway if you'd like."

"Pl ease. "

"Susy Dagenais was a real pistol. She was one of those people that you
wer e asking about before -- one of the ones who didn't want to know her fate?
The whole tinme she lived here she hated being one of us. She said it made her
feel like a freak in the circus and that one day she woul d | eave because she

didn't believe where she'd come from You know all about that, don't you, Ton?
As soon as a child can understand things, their parents tell themwho they are
and why they're so special. They don't tell themanything else until the kid's
ei ghteen, but some things got to be explained early so that they don't go do
somet hing foolish Iike run away from hone."

"Yes, | know about that, but what was Susy |ike?"

"Ch, she was a great gal -- pretty, real smart. We all |oved her around
here, but there wasn't anything we could do to stop her. She packed a bag, got
on the bus to New York, and was gone. Poor thing -- she'd just been in New

York a couple of days when she died."

"But Marshall was alive then. Wiy didn't he stop her? He coul d have done
it if he wanted to."

"Tom Tom vyou're not thinkin'. Yes, Marshall was alive, and sure he
coul d have stopped her."

"But he didn't!"

"No, he didn't. Think, Tom Wy do you think he didn't?"

"The only thing | can inagine was to show people that he meant what he
said. He used her as a kind of hideous exanple."

"Right. You hit it on the head. But I wouldn't use the word 'hideous.""

"OfF course it's hideous! He wote this poor character so that fromthe
begi nni ng she didn't want to know, then he wote that she would | eave Gal en
and die in a week? That's not hi deous?"

"Nobody el se has ever tried to | eave since then, Tom And she was happy
-- she thought she was getting away. She did get away."

"But he wote it that way! She had no choice!"

"She di ed doi ng what she wanted, Tom"

Phil Mon and Larry Stone worked together in the Gal en post office. They
were friends long before they married the Chandler sisters, but the marriages
br ought them cl oser.

Their passion was bow i ng. Both of them owned expensive custom Brunsw ck
ball s and matchi ng bags, and if they had been a little better, they mi ght have
been pro material. As it was, they bow ed every Wednesday and Fri day ni ght at



Scappy's Harnony Lanes in Frederick, the next town over. They alternated cars
and split the cost of gasoline. Once in a while their wives went with them
but the girls knew how nmuch their husbands appreciated their Boys' Night Qut,
so they often splurged on their own Wednesdays and Fridays and went to the
novi es or di nner and shopping afterward at the Frederick Town Mall.

There were two ways to get over there. You could hop onto the Interstate
and then get off at the next exit, or you could take Garah's MI|I| Road that

nore or less paralleled the Interstate until it came to the Frederick traffic
circle that spun you off in any direction you wanted. Mdst of the tinme they
took the MII Road because they timed it once and it was four mnutes faster

from door to door, although you could really blow your car out for a nmle or
two on the Interstate.

| knew all of this because | had gone bowing with them once, and on the
way over, the four of them discussed the ins and outs of Wdnesday and Fri day
ni ghts.

On the night of their accident, they took the Interstate. Larry cane
down the exit ranp too fast in his lavender 442. He hit a |l ong patch of ice,
and fishtailing fromside to side, took out the stop sign at the bottom of the
hill. A Stix, Baer and Fuller trailer truck broadsi ded them and pushed the car
al nrost two hundred feet up the road.

Larry's whol e side was crushed, and it was a wonder that he wasn't
killed. H's wife, sitting directly behind him broke both | egs and her right
hand. Phil got a severe concussion, and his w fe broke her coll arbone.

None of it was supposed to happen, according to the journals.

| heard about it from Anna, who called me fromthe county hospital. She
told me strai ghtaway what had happened. Her voice was thin and frightening. |
totally m sunderstood why until she rem nded ne.

"I don't know what any of this neans now, Thomas." | could hear things
bustling, people talking, someone being paged over the |oudspeaker in the
backgr ound.

"What _what _ nmeans?"

"This is the first thing that has gone wong again since you started
witing the biography. | don't understand what's going on."

"Look, Anna, it doesn't _nmean_ anything. You just got your hopes up too
hi gh before. How can things start to go right until the book is witten?" As I
spoke, | realized how convinced and confident | sounded. Like it was all a
snap now. | would just finish witing this book, and bango, there would be
Marshal | France, back fromthe dead.

A Dr. Bradshaw was paged while | waited for her to speak.

"Anna? |s there anyone there with you?"

"Ri chard." She hung up

| started working like a man possessed. Two, three, four pages a
norni ng, research in the afternoons, three or four nore pages at night.

| had never gotten over the initial shock of "discovering" Galen, but
being there every mnute of the day forced nme to accept it. | was the noth and
the town was the flanme, and the damed place had ne going in such circles that
| didn't know what to do much of the time except to keep witing.

I was living in the mddle of the greatest artistic creation in the

history of the world. In nmy own tiny way, | was chronicling the life of the
man who had done it. \Wether that chronicle would bring himback to life
No, no, that's not true. | was going to say that it made no difference to ne

whet her that chronicle brought himback to life, but that's a bunch of
bul I shit. He had said that it was possible, and then his daughter had chosen
me to do it. That's partly why | sent Saxony away. The other "part" was of

course Anna, but after the car accident we didn't nake |ove much. | assuned
that old Richard was still socking it to her, but even that didn't really
bot her nme that nuch, because all of nmy energy -- all of it -- was going into

the work. | would like to have known, though, why she slept with him but I



had a sneaki ng suspi ci on now. Suppose Richard had gotten bored with living in
Gal en. Since Anna and he were the only two "normals" in the town, how could
she keep himthere? Sinple: go to bed with him Never in his wldest

i magi ni ngs woul d a guy like him have thought (or hoped!) of having someone

i ke Anna France. So, so long as she kept himhot and bothered and interested,
he was hers. And Galen's. | wondered if his wi fe knew what was goi ng on

bet ween them

| went out very rarely. Ms. Fletcher started cooking for me, and Anna
cane over once in a while to see how t hings were progressing. Saxony called a
couple of tines, but our conversations were short, dry, and stale. | didn't
ask about Geoff Waggins and she didn't ask about Anna. | was too tired by then
to want to play games, but | did realize that it would be better not to tel
her how celibate | had beconme. Neverthel ess, she got so fed up with our
conversation one tinme that she called nme a sourpuss and hung up

Joanne Collins gave birth to a bouncing baby boy who was supposed to be
a bouncing baby girl according to the journals.

Anna canme over and demanded to see ny nanuscript. | astonished nysel f by
hol di ng fast and not letting her. She went away but was not at all happy.

Saxony called and asked if | was aware of the fact that she had al ready
been gone a nont h.

I wote Tom Rankin back and told himthat | would try very hard to get
back for his graduation in June.

My nother wote, and feeling guilty for having been out of touch since
Septenber, | called her and chatted on about how wonderful things were for ne
t hese cl ays.

Joanne Collins went in to take care of her new baby one norning and
found a three-week-old bull terrier fast asleep in the crib.

| had had enough work for one day and decided to go over to the G een
Tavern for a drink. It was nine at night and the town was dead quiet. The snow
was slushy in the streets, but up on the sidewalk it was still white and
crunchy under your feet. A silent, nasty wind drilled through the dark. Once
inawhile it stopped, waited for you to come up out of your shell, and then
shot back, sniggering. The tel ephone wires were glazed over, but when the w nd
gusted it shook themand the ice fell into the street in short straight
pieces. By the time | got to the bar |I knew | either should have stayed at
horme or el se taken the dammed car. It was that cold.

The place had a thick oak front door that you really had to get your
shoul der behind to open. A warm bl ast of stale heat, cigarette snoke, and

Ceorge Jones's voice fromthe jukebox. The bar dog -- really a dog, as far as
I knew -- whose name was Fanny, canme over waggi ng her tail. The official
greeter. | took off a glove and patted her head. It was warm and wet.

Because of the dark outside it didn't take long to get accustoned to the
dark fog light in the bar

I knew nost of the people in there: Jan Phend, John Esperian, Neil Bull
Vince Flynn, Dave Marty.

"How are you doin', Ton®"

I turned around and squinted into the darkness. Richard Lee got up from
a table and cane over.

"What ' re you having, Ton®"

| sniffed back nmy runny nose. "l guess a beer and a shot."

"A beer and a shot. That sounds good to me. Johnny, two beers and two
shots. "

Ri chard smled and came closer. He slapped ne on the arm and kept his
hand there. "Conme on over and sit down at the table with ne, Tom Fuck these
up-your -ass bar stools."

| took off ny coat and hung it on a wooden peg by the door. There were
other snells in the roomnow perfunme, potato chips, wet |eather

"So, kid, how re you doing over there at Goosey's? Here's the drinks.



Thanks, Johnny."

| took a sip of beer and a taste of whiskey. One bitterer than the
other, the whiskey thick and fiery in ny stomach. But it felt good after being
out si de so | ong.

"I bet | know one thing for sure, buddy. Ever since Phil Moon's

accident, | bet Anna ain't so happy with you, is she?"

"You've got a point there." | drank some nore whiskey.

"Yep, that's what | figured. Did you hear about the Collins baby?"

"Yes. Is it still . . . a dog?"

Lee smled and drank off the rest of his beer. "I guess so. The last |
heard it was. Things are changing around here so fast lately, you never know "
He drank sone of the whiskey and stopped smiling. "I'lIl tell you one thing,

buddy, it scares the hell out of ne."
I hunched in close to the table and tried to talk as quietly as

possi bl e. "But why you, Richard? | can see it for the others -- the worrying,
| mean -- but you're normal." | lowered ny head toward himand said the word
i n a whisper.

"Normal , shit! Sure _I _am but my wife isn't, and neither are ny kids.

You know what's been happening to ny Sharon lately? |I rolled over in the bed
one norning | ast week, and there was fucking _Krang_on the pillow next to ne!
Can you believe that?"

| didn't say anything, but | believed it. | had seen it happen the night
we went over there for dinner.

"I"'mnot shitting you, Tom Al of a sudden all of Marshall's characters
are beginning to run together. Not only aren't things going like they're
supposed to in the journals, but now they're mxing up all together, changing
back and forth. Look at the Collins kid. One minute it's a kid and the next
it's a fucking _dog !" He snatched up nmy gl ass of whiskey and drank it off

with one flick of the wist. "Wat the hell is a nman supposed to do, huh?
can't even turn around nowadays w t hout being afraid that ny wife or one of
my little girls is going to be different. And then what'l|l happen if one day

one of them stays that way?"

"How are they reacting to it?"

"How the hell do you expect? They're scared shit!"

"How many people has it happened to so far?"

He shook his head and turned the shot gl ass upside down on the table. "I
don't know. Not that many yet, but everybody's scared that they' Il be next.
What | want to know is when you're going to finish that goddammed book. "

The jukebox was still playing, but the tal king had stopped all around
us.

| fought down a yawn and wanted very badly to be out of there. "I've
done a lot. But there's still so much nore to go. | have to tell you that. |

don't want to lie about it."

"That don't answer his question, Abbey."

"What can | say? What do you want ne to say? That it will be done in ten
m nutes? No, it won't be done in ten mnutes. You all want this thing to be
good and right, but then you all want it done now. Argh, there's a
contradiction there, don't you see?"

"Fuck your contradiction, asshole!"

"A'l right, fuck it! Fuck it! You say that because you're not witing
it. If it stinks in the end, then nothing is going to happen here. That's why
France was so great, don't you understand? That's why you're all _here_. He
could wite like no one else in the world. For God's sake, why don't you
understand that? Wioever wites this book has got to try to wite it as well

I don't know, _better_ than he wote his books. . . . The journals,
everything, everything that he wote. It's got to be better. It's got to be."

Anot her voice clinbed out of the swanpy gl oom at the bar. "Fuck that
noi se, Abbey. You just get that book done soon or we'll fuck you up like we
did that other biographer."

The door opened and a fat man and wonan came in, beam ng. | had never



seen them before and assuned that they were fromout of town. Normals. The man
was sl apping his hat against his leg. "I don't know what the hell the name of
this town is, Dolly, but so long as they got a drink for ne, thenit's
friendly territory. How are you doin' there, friend? Colder than the

dogcat cher's heart out there, huh?"

They sat down on bar stools in front of me and | was so glad that they
had arrived, | could have kissed them | got up to go. Richard had an enpty
whi skey glass in his hand and was slowy turning it round and round on his
fingertips. He watched nme get up but didn't say anything nore. | went over to
get ny coat. | glanced at the bar and saw the fat couple tal king ani matedly
with the bartender.

When | got outside, the wind ate ne alive, but this time it felt like
anbrosia. A Ford Econoline van pulled into the parking lot. The Priest of
Spiders from _The Land of Laughs_ got out and turned up the collar of his red
macki naw. He saw ne and gave a hal f-wave. "How arc you doi ng, Ton? How s your
book goi ng?"

He | oped over to the big oak door and went through it, still the Priest
of Spi ders.

| stopped where | was and waited to see what was going to happen. If the
fat couple hadn't been in there, it would have been all right, but they were_
there, and who the hell was going to explain what they were seeing?

The door flew open and three men canme racing out, the Priest of Spiders
held fast in the mddle. The door bamed shut, and the only sound was feet
nmovi ng through the slush. They were alnost to the van when Mel Dugan saw ne
and st opped.

"You finish that fucking book, Abbey! You finish it or I'lIl cut off your
fucking balls!"

| checked the TV Guide_for late novies. Café de la Paix_was on at
11:30. It was 11:25, SO 1 got a Coke fromthe icebox and sone green-pepper
cheese that | had bought at the narket.

The tel evision was an ol d wooden Philco bl ack-and-white with a huge
screen. It also made a great foot warmer on cold nights. | pulled ny rocking
chair up, arranged the TV table with the Coke and cheese, and put ny stocking
feet on the side of the set. The nusic stonped on a conbination of "The
Marseillaise,” "Rule Britannia," and "My Country, 'Tis of Thee." You've got to
remenber that the filmwas made in 1942,

A shot of the Eiffel Tower. A slow pan down the Chanps-El ysées. It's
pl astered everywhere with Nazi flags. Cut to a _tabac_ where a little fat guy
in a beret is selling newspapers to a kid, cigarettes to an old nan, then a
bunch of magazi nes from under the counter to a hand whi ch takes them but
doesn't pay. Shot of the fat guy's face as he hands them over. Pure adoration
He says " _Merci_" as the sound comes up. The canera nmoves slowy up -- the
hand, the arm the face. His_face. He wi nks and wal ks out of the _tabac_,

t he magazi nes up under his arm A norning's read at the corner café.

I had a slice of cheese in ny hand and was about to eat it when
started crying.

He wal ks slowmy down the street -- this guy is in no hurry. Tanks runble
past him Mtorcycles with sidecars full of inportant-I|ooking men in Gernan
uni f or irs.

| got up out of ny seat and turned off the sound. | just wanted to watch
him | didn't want to think about the movie, the plot, or the action. | wanted
to watch ny father. The lights were off in the room Only the castoff gl ow
fromthe set onto the living-roomfl oor

"Pop?" | knew it was crazy, but suddenly | was talking to the screen, to
him "Onh, Pop, what am| going to do?" He wal ked into a corner bakery and
pointed to three pastries that he wanted inside the display case.

"Pop, what the hell am| going to _do_?" | closed ny eyes as tightly as
| could. The tears cut wet lines in my face that | felt when | put ny hands up



to cover it. "Jesus _God_." | squeezed the heels of ny palns into ny eyes and
wat ched the perfect colored patterns expl ode outward. Wen the pressure began
to hurt | took my hands away and watched himthrough the |ast of the receding
colors. He was in the back of the bakery now, clinming down the steps of a
trapdoor | adder. Right before his head di sappeared, he stopped and took off
his hat. The sound was off but | knew what he said. "Watch nmy hat, Robert. |
just got it for ny birthday and she'll boil me in oil if | get it dirty!"

"Fuck you! Fuck you, Father! Everything' s always so good for you! Your
fucki ng new hats and everybody | oves you. You even get to die the right way.
Fuck you! Fuck you! Fuck you!" | turned off the set and sat in the darkness
wat chi ng the screen grow gray, brown, black

My eyes opened and | was w de-awake. | | ooked at the green gl ow of ny
watch and saw that it was three-thirty in the norning. Wien | click awake |ike
that | can't get back to sleep for a long tine. | put ny arnms behind nmy head
and | ooked into the darkness above nme. The only sound was the frantic ticking
of my watch and the wi nd bl owi ng outside. Then there was sonething el se.
Qutside. Qutside in the wind and the blue-black night. |I turned my head to the
wi ndow. It was right there, its face and paws pressed up and squashed agai nst
the glass. Its body glowed like an unlit white candle.

The nonent | heard Ms. Fletcher drive away, | pulled ny suitcase out of
the closet and started yanking sweaters, shirts, and pants off hangers. One
bag. What the hell did | need? One of Saxony's skirts fell on my head. | tore

at it and threwit on the floor. | told nyself to be calm be cool, you have
at least an hour before she'll be back. You can be packed and out of here in
fifteen mnutes if you don't flip your lid, | stopped and tried to breathe
regularly. | sounded like a dog in heat.

What do you take when you' re running away? When you know that every
ni ght mare you' ve ever had is breathing dowm your neck? Things. You throw a | ot
of things in a bag and slamit closed and you don't even try to think, because
that takes tinme and you don't have any tine.

The phone rang. | was going to ignore it, but people knew that | was at
hone, Anna knew | was hone, and | wanted everything to appear normal right up
to the monent | junped into ny car. | got it on the fifth ring. That in itself

was bad, because by now people knew that | was a one- or two-ring answerer.
| cleared ny throat a couple of times before speaking. "Hello?"

"Ch, Thomas, you _are_ there. It's me, Saxony. |'mdown at the bus
station. I'mhere. I"'min Galen."

"Ch, Christ!"

"Well, thanks a lot! I"'msorry if --"

"Shut up, Sax, shut up. Look, uh, look -- I'lIl be down there in ten

mnutes. Just wait_for ne. Be out there in front and wait for ne. Don't
nove. "

"What is the matter with you? Wat -- ?"

"Look, do what | say. Stay where you are."

She nust have sensed the fear in ny voice because she only said, "Al
right. I'Il be in front," and hung up

| wrapped a green bl anket completely around ny suitcase and carried it
outside, held in front of ne. If anyone was watching, | wanted themto think
that it was only a package or some dry cleaning to be done. | pushed a
hal f-smile onto ny Iips and wal ked jauntily to the car. | skidded on a patch
of ice and alnost fell down. Wen | regained ny bal ance, | was sure that
hundreds of eyes were boring into ne fromeverywhere. | stared straight ahead.

"Abbey just canme out."

"What's he doi ng?"

"He's got sone kind of package or sonething in his arns."

"It isn't a suitcase, is it?"



"I don't think so. It looks Iike . . . No, | don't know what it | ooks
i ke. Maybe you should have a | ook for yourself."

"Or maybe we should call Anna."

By the time | had the keys out and was funbling by the car door, | knew
any norment | would hear a shout and a stanpede of feet. | got the door
unl ocked and oh-so-casually leaned in and placed the bl anket-w apped suitcase
on the backseat.

Key in the ignition. _Vroom. | had to wait two minutes to let it warm
up because | always warned the car in the norning. No Le Mans start today,
much as | wanted to. Nothing suspicious. My eyes flicked fromthe w ndshield
to the rearview mrror |ooking for Anna's gol d- and-white Dodge or Ms.

Fl etcher's bl ack Ranbl er.

The wheel s spun when | pulled out onto the street, but then they caught
and nmoved forward. That was the first of a dozen heart attacks | had on the
way to the bus station. Once | thought | saw the Dodge. Once ny car started to
fishtail in the mddle of the street. Then a freight train went by with 768
cars, all crawing along at a snail's pace.

Wiile | waited there, some smart-ass kid threw a snowball at the car. It
hit a side window and | pulled a muscle in ny neck wrenching around to see
what was about to eat ne. The only thing | saw was his little neasly body
runni ng away.

The last car of the train passed and the crossing gates went up. The bus
station was two bl ocks away. My plan was to pick up Saxony, take the road
right out to the Interstate, and drive for at |east two hours before |I stopped
again to breathe

She was talking to Ms. Fletcher. The two of themwere standing in front
of the blue bus station. | could see the vapor of their breath puff out in
col d snoke signal s.

"Well, what do you think of this, Ton? |I was com ng back from shoppi ng,
and there she was, standing out in the cold. She canme in on the norning bus."

Saxony tried to smle but gave up

"Now, | won't hold you up any longer. I'mon ny way honme. |I'll see you
two later." She touched Saxony's arm gave me a dirty | ook, and di sappeared
around the corner of a building.

"Come on." | picked up her suitcase and started back across the street.
| heard her behind ne. She coughed. It was a thick, wet, racking cough that
went on and on. She barely nanaged to get out a "Wit!" | turned around and

she was bent over, one hand on her stomach, the other over her nouth.

"Are you all right?"

She kept coughi ng but shook her head at the same tine.

| put nmy armaround her and pulled her to ne. Panting, wheezing, she
| eaned into me and gave ne her full weight. | led her around to the other side
of the car and opened the door for her. She sat down and |let her head fal
back on the headrest. The coughi ng stopped but her eyes were teary from
exhausti on.

"I"'mreally sick, Thomas. 1've been sick ever since | left you. But it's
gotten nuch worse recently." She rolled her head on the headrest and | ooked at
me. "Camlle, huh?" Her eyes tightened and she started coughi ng agai n.

"Not hi ng. There's nothing that can be done.™

"Anna, for God's sake, come on! You can't be that horrible!"

| got Saxony home and put her into bed. Luckily she went right to sleep
As soon as | could, | shot out of the house and over to Anna's.

"It has nothing to do with me, Thomas. It was in the journals. It was
witten. It is done."

"But everything else in the journals is screwed up. Wiy can't you screw
this up too? She went away, didn't she? She did what you wanted."

"She shoul dn't have come back." Her voice was very cold.

"She didn't know anything, Anna. | never said a word to her about



anything. She's scared to death. For Christ's sake, have a little conpassion
for once in your lifel™

"Thomas, the journals say that if unnecessary people stay here for a
long tinme then they will get sick and eventually die. If they go away, they'l
get better. Saxony wasn't sick when she left, was she? You said yourself that
she wasn't. So the journals are screwed up now anyway. She went _away_ and got
sick. It was supposed to happen the other way around. | have no control over
any of this anynore." She spread her hands and even | ooked a little sorry for
the first tine.

I knew | ong before anyone else that it was either Saxony's presence, or
her proofreading the manuscript, or our _conbined_ presence that nornmalized
Gal en.

As soon as she was rested, she read over everything that | had witten
since she'd left-and cut it to pieces. This was wong. Wiy didn't | talk about
this here instead of this? This had no bearing whatsoever, this was just silly
toinclude. . . . She told nme to keep perhaps a third of what | had done.

Ms. Collins went into the kitchen to feed the bull terrier four days
after | started rewiting with Saxony's suggestions in front of me. The wonan
found a baby girl asleep on the freshly torn newspaper in the box beside the
st ove.

Sharon Lee, who had taken to staying inside the house all the tine
(along with a nunber of other people, including the Priest of Spiders), was
seen in town shopping again, smling as if she had won the Irish Sweepstakes.

And Saxony stopped coughing. | told her that Anna and | weren't sl eeping

toget her anynore, but | still didn't tell her anything el se.
When | understood how necessary it was for her to be there for the
success of the book, | spent a morning with Anna expl ai ni ng what | knew now

was the truth. She listened but said that she would have to see for herself.
After the Collins baby, she agreed with ne. W would tell Saxony nothing, but
she was all owed to stay.

Not hi ng nore unexpected happened in Gal en

| heard her flip-flopping into the roomin the fuzzy slippers | had
bought for her at Lazy Larry's.

She never bothered nme when | worked, so | put the pen down and turned to
face her. She | ooked so rmuch better now. Her cheeks had gotten sone col or and
her appetite had returned. In fact she was hol ding a chocol ate-chip cookie in
her hand with a hal f-noon bit out of it. Yours Truly had baked them t hat

nor ni ng.

"How far are you now?"

"The sane. |'mjust copying some stuff over. France is getting on the
train to come here. Why?"

She threw the cookie in the wastebasket and | ooked at nme. | |ooked at ny

cooki e in the wastebasket.
"I have a couple of things to tell you, Thomas. They're two of the



reasons why | canme back here. But when | arrived | didn't knowif | should or
not. Then I was sick. . . . But |I've got to tell themto you." She cane over
and sat down in mmy |lap. She never did that. "Have you ever heard of Sidney
Swire?"

"Si dney who? Sounds |ike an English actor.”

"Sidney Swire was the man from Princeton who cane out to do the
bi ography of France."

"Real | y? How did you dig that up?" Saxony was the absol ute queen of
research. | had been convinced of that nmonths ago, but | was inevitably
ast oni shed when she dug up some other totally undi scoverabl e gem

"That was one of the reasons why | went to St. Louis. It's not inportant
how I found out."

"Wggins?" | leaned as far back in the chair as | could.

"Ch, cone on, Thomas, please. This is inportant! Sidney Swire canme to
Galen for two weeks. Wen he left, he was supposedly going to California,
where he had a brother living in Santa Clara." She licked her |lips and cl eared
her throat. "But he never got there. He got off the bus in Rolla, Mssouri, at
a rest stop and di sappeared off the face of the earth. No one has seen him
since, including his brother."

"What do you mean?" The lizard wal ked hal fway up nmy spine and waited for
her to speak before he noved again.

"He di sappeared. Nothing. No trace. Nothing."

"Well, what about his brother? Wat did he do?" | pushed her off ny |ap
and stood up.

"The Swire fam |y had the police out, and then, when they didn't find
anyt hing, a private-detective agency spent six nonths |ooking around. Not hing,
Thomas. "

"Well, that's intriguing." | |ooked at her, and she wasn't smling.

"There's a second thing | want to tell you that | found out when | was
there. Please don't get mad at nme. Did Anna ever tell you about a man naned
Peter Mexico?"

| sat forward in nmy chair. "Yes, he was her |over when she was in
college. He died of a heart attack."

"No, Thomas, it wasn't a heart attack. Anna and Peter Mexico were in a
subway station in London and he fell in front of a train.”

"What ?"

"Yes. There was an investigation, and some things were never cleared up
Besi des a drunk who was there, they were the only two people on the platform"

"Anna? \Wat happened to Sidney Swire?"

"Sidney Swire?" She smled at me and blinked her eyes fast a couple of
times. Very flirty and cute. "Sidney Swire left here and, thank God, no one
ever saw himagain."

"What is that supposed to nean?" | tried to sound curious rather than
scar ed.

"He di sappeared. Poof. He left here, took a bus over to Rolla, and
di sappeared. The police were here for days and days | ooki ng around and aski ng
guestions. Thank God he wasn't living in town when he vani shed. That would
have been big trouble for us."

"Didn't it bother you?"

"No, not at all. He was a ponpous ass, and good riddance."

"That's a pretty rough thing to say about a guy who's probably dead by
now. "

"So what? Am | supposed to say I'msorry? I'mnot. One | ook at him and
you could tell that he would never have been able to wite Father's book."

As a surprise, | had decided to give her a copy of what | had witten.
The rough draft of the first section of the book was done, and | thought that
it would be a perfect idea to |let her see how far al ong Saxony and | had
gotten. Sort of as added insurance for letting Sax stay.



There was so rmuch nore to do on the manuscript before it was done that |
hadn't, until then, thought about what woul d happen to us after we had
finished. I knew that there were a | ot of dangerous possibilities, but it was
all in a distant, cloudy future that was both tantalizing and om nous.

O course | knew that the biography could never be published if it
succeeded. Stir up new interest in Marshall France so that people would cone
gapi ng and poking at Galen to see where the great man had |ived? No, the book
was the neans to one end. We all knew that. Except Saxony.

But what woul d happen if | didn't succeed? Wat did Anna have in nind
for us if we failed? Make us live in Galen? Make us vanish |like Sidney Swre?
Kill us? (How well | remenbered now what the guy in the bar had said that
ni ght about what they did to the other biographer.) | considered all that, but
it was all a long, long way off. Months and nonths. One thing at a tine.
Saxony was well again and the book flowed out of nme |like N agara Falls, and
there were no nore Krangs in town or things |ooking in ny w ndow

Anna handed me a piece of pound cake. Austrian _gugel hupf_ to be exact.
It was the one thing that she nade well.

"Thomas, how long will it take you to wite the scene of Father's
arrival here?"
"How |l ong? It's al nbost done now. | already wote it once, but Sax said

that it should be nore drawn out and dramatic. She said that there wasn't
enough inportance init."

"Yes, but then how | ong?"

| nibbled on ny cake. "I don't know. Today's what? Tuesday? | guess by
Friday."

"Could you . . . ?" She smiled and | ooked at the floor shanefacedly,
i ke she had been about to ask an inpossible favor

"What ? Could | what?" Seeing Anna enbarrassed and shy was a rare thing.

"Do you think you could finish it before five-thirty in the afternoon?

"Sure. Why?"

"Superstition. You see, he arrived on a five-thirty train and . . . |
don't know." She shrugged and smiled. "Superstition."

"No, no, | can understand that, Anna. Especially around here | can
understand it!"
"Al'l right, well, | wasn't going to tell you this, but I'mgoing to have

a party for the two of you to celebrate Father's arrival."

"Then you'd better wait about six nonths and keep your fingers crossed."”

"No, | nean synbolically. As soon as | saw how far you had gotten, | got
this idea to give you a party on the day he arrives in town in your book. It
was going to be a surprise, but just pretend that it is one when everyone
cones running up to you."

"You're planning on inviting the whole town?"

| was kidding, but her face lit up and she took both of ny arms and
pul l ed me down next to her on the couch. "Well! | guess | have to tell you the
whol e thing now to |l et you see what | have in nmind. This is the way | want it,
Thomas: you wite the section on his arriving, all right? But you have to tel
me on exactly what day you will finish it, okay? Then _on_ the day, all of us
fromtown will go down to the station at five-thirty and pretend that he is
coming in on atrain."

"But no passenger trains stop in Galen anynore, do they?"

"No, no, it's pretend! Wuldn't it be great? It will be like a Mdw nter
Festival! Five or ten mnutes later we'll march back up to your house and have
a big potluck dinner."

"At ny place?"

"Yes! You and Saxony are the ones who will be bringing himback, so
we'll bring you offerings. Offerings to the Gods of the Typewiter!" She
pul l ed me over and kissed ne on the cheek. | realized howlong it had been
since we had made love. "Wn't it be wonderful? It will be like an old
torchlight parade. You and Saxony will be in your house, and then all of a
sudden you'll hear this big bunch of us com ng down the street. You'll both



| ook out your wi ndow and see these hundreds of people carrying food and
torches, and they'll conme right up to your doorstep. It's marvel ous!"

"It sounds like a Ku Klux Klan neeting to ne."

"Ch, Thomas, don't be cynical and horrible for once."

"I"'msorry, you're right. But can't we cone to the train station too?
mean, if we're the bringer-backers and all?"

She bit her lip and | ooked at the floor. | knew that she was going to
say no. "Do you want nme to tell you the truth? W' ve already tal ked all of
this over, and everybody would appreciate it if you would just let us be
there. Is that a terrible thing for ne to say? Have | really hurt your
feel i ngs?"

Yes, she had, but | understood why she said it. No matter how inportant
we were in bringing Marshall France back, we would never be part of Galen.
Never .

"It's fine, Anna. | conpletely understand."”

"Real ly? Are you sure? I'd hate to think that | --

"No, | ook, don't say anything nore. | totally understand. W'll stay
hone and wait for your procession to arrive." | smled at her and tw nked her
cheek. "And | promise to be done before five-thirty on Friday."

Saxony |iked everything about what she called "The Phant om Honmecom ng"
party except for the fact that Anna would be there. She didn't want to see
Anna. Not even in a crowmd. So far, they had successfully avoi ded each ot her
but that was only because Sax had been in the house for so |ong.

In the end | was able to convince her that even if the old girl was
there that night, there would be so nany ot her people around that she could
easily avoid any kind of confrontation

| spent an afternoon just studying the Galen railroad station so that |
was able to go into detail about what it |ooked |like inside and out. It had

been built in 1907, but tine had laid a light hand on it. | wal ked out on the
pl atform and | ooked up and down the track. Nothing. Not even a boxcar on a
siding. There were still patches of snow on the ground, sparse and dirty.

But Marshall France had arrived here. That was one of the reasons why he
was so fascinated with train stations. Arrivals and departures. Begi nnings and
endi ngs and i n-betweens. That's fromhis journals, not ne.

While | stood there Iooking at the dull silver rails, | wondered how I
woul d end up changi ng the biography so that at the end of his life, instead of
dying of a heart attack, he would . . . Have an attack but somehow survive it?
Go of f soneplace and then later return to the town? | didn't know That was
all such a long way off. | shook nmy head and wal ked back to the car

For the rest of the week Galen was junping. The stores were jamred with
peopl e, everyone who passed you on the street |ooked |ike he was running from
one important job to another, even the voluntary fire departnent brought the
trucks out onto the street and washed them preparing for the parade. There
was a kind of pre-Christmas excitenment in the air, and it was fun just wal ki ng
around and soaking it in and knowing that | was the cause of it. M.

"Hiya, Tom Al set for Friday? We're going to have sone party!"

"Tommy, you just finish up that part that you're doing and | eave the
rest up to us!"

| got a free drink at the Green Tavern and all in all spent the whole
time feeling |like the conquering hero.

Once in a while sonmeone would do sonet hing strange like run for his car
and sl am down an open trunk |lid when he saw ne coming toward himon the
street, but | assunmed that they were making special foods or little presents

for us and wanted it all to he a surprise on the big day. | was all for that.
| finished the scene at ten o' clock Friday norning. It was el even and a
hal f pages long. | brought it in to Saxony and stood in a corner of the room

whil e she read through it. She | ooked up at me and gave a professional nod.
"It's just right, Thomas. | really like it now "



| called Anna and told her. She sounded delighted and told ne that ny
timng was perfect because she had just come back w th hundreds of bags of
flour and after calling everybody, would get right to work on the
_gugel hupfs_. She reminded me to tell Saxony not to even go near the
stove-they woul d do everyt hi ng.

Before lunch | went out for a walk, but the streets were al nost
conpletely deserted. Al of this anticipation was floating around in the air
-- you could feel it -- but the streets were as enpty as a ghost town, with
t he exception of a car zipping by now and then on a secret mssion. | gave up
and went hone.

The scent of sonme delicious nmeat sneaked down from Ms. Fletcher's al
the rest of the day. In spite of ny vast hatred of parties and soci al

gat herings, | was trenmendously excited about the evening to cone.
Around four o'clock Saxony stopped work on her newest marionette head --
a bull terrier, no less -- and barricaded herself in the bathroom behind her

bubbl e bath and shanpoo.

| tried to read Bettelheims The Uses of Enchantnent , but it was no
use. | wondered if Saxony had slept with Geoff Wggins. Then |I tried to figure
out what was cooking upstairs.

At 4:45 Ms. Fletcher went to the door w thout saying good-bye or
| eaving instructions about her roast upstairs. | watched her wal k down the
street, and as soon as she was out of sight | knew that | wanted nore than
anything to be at that train station at 5:30 to see what they were going to
do. | told nyself that | had every right to be there. They should have invited
us in the first place, danmt!

| got up and went over to the bathroomdoor. | hesitated for a second or
two, then went in. It was steany gray, and the danpness made me feel hot and
sweaty.

" Sax?"

"Yes?" She poked her head out between the shower curtains and squinted
at ne. Her head was turbaned in white |ather

"Sax, I'mgoing to sneak down to the station and watch what they do
anyway. | just have to see what they're going to do."

"Ch, Thomas, don't, really. If anyone sees you over there they' |l get
really angry and --"

"No, no, no one will ever see nme. I'll sneak over at a quarter after

five and easily be back here in time for the parade. Cone on, Sax, this is
great."

She curled her finger for ne to cone over. "I |ove you, Thomas.

t hought about you all the tine that | was away. Pl ease don't |et anyone see
you out there. They'll be so mad!" She took hold of the back of ny neck, and
dri ppi ng water down ny back, pulled ne over for a hard wet kiss.

It had been full dark for alnost half an hour before |I left the house
and tiptoed down the stairs like one of Ali Baba's thieves. The first feel of
ni ght made me think that it would snow again. It wasn't as cold as it had
been. It was very still, and the sky was that mlk-chocolate brown it gets
just before the flakes start to fall.
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It has taken me over three years to figure out why | didn't throw Saxony



in the car at that nmonent and get the hell out of Galen while all of themwere
still down at the station preparing for the "arrival."

He asked me one day when we were in Gindlwald, |ooking up at the Eiger
froma sunny terrace restaurant in the mddle of town. | glanced at him but
the norning sun was right on his shoulder, so | turned back to the nountain.

"God knows, | should have. Jesus, it would have been so dammed easy! But
you've got to | ook at what was going on: | had never thought in a mllion
years that | had an ounce of the artist in ne. Suddenly I was on the verge of

of . . . | don't know, being _Pronmetheus_ or sonething. Stealing fire
fromthe gods! Through my art, or through _our_ art rather, we were going to
recreate a human being. And the person that | would be doing it with was ny
| over! The person | knew | wanted to be with for the rest of ny life. There
were all kinds of other things too. There always are at tinmes |like that. The
Gal eners |l oved ne again, and naturally that was a total ego trip. Anna was
even doing what | told her. . . . Wen Saxony came back, things stopped
screwing up in that town imrediately. | felt invulnerable. As long as we were
t here together, nothing could happen to us. How could it? W were the new
Marshal | Frances, you know? We had his power. W controlled the whol e fucking
town. "

"And you never once thought . . ." He |looked at his coffee cup so as not
to enbarrass ne.

"Not inamnmllion years." | picked up ny espresso spoon and placed it
i nside ny cup.

The houses on both sides of the street were Iit up and cheery, but there
was no sign of life in them Al of the people were at the Galen station, al
happy to be out of their houses for a while, together, anticipating the noment
in the future when Marshall France would really cone back and take over the
direction of their lives forever

The snell of pine and car exhaust stayed with ne all the way down to the
railroad crossing that | had passed hundreds of tines. | |ooked at ny watch.

It was 5:21. It would take five to eight mnutes to walk the street parallel
to the railroad tracks all the way to the station. That would be cutting it
thin, but it was exciting, and already | could feel ny heart thunping hard in
nmy chest.

| took a right and went east on Hammond Street, breaking into a little
run every once in a while. There was some snow on the sidewal ks and | felt it
up under the soles of my shoes -- |ike wal king over sharp stones.

| was breathing hard and nmy arns punped back and forth at ny sides,
pushing nme forward. What would they do down there? How woul d they all [|ook
right at 5:30? What would . . . ? And then | heard it off in the distance.
stopped and ny eyes blurred. There were two short hoots and then a |long one. A
I ong one that rose and stayed in the air like an eerie animal calling out to
someone. | |eaped off the sidewalk and into the street. The whistle bl ew again
and | knew that it was closer, alnost there, the train alnost in Galen
station. _But passenger trains didn't stop at Galen station anynore_. .
The street ended in a small circle, but | vaulted the | ow stone wall there and
kept running. | saw the station for the first tine. It was so brightly lit
that you woul d have thought that they were filmng a novie. Were had the
lights come fron? There were hundreds of people mlling around out on the
platform | was still too far away to di stingui sh between any of them but
there was so rmuch noi se, voices all talking at once. Then soneone yell ed,
"There! There!" and the voices fell away. Fromthe bl ackness on the side of
the station away fromne, fromthe East, from New York and the Atlantic Qcean
and Austria, a pale yellow |light appeared, and when | stopped running, | saw
the engine pulling into the station. | stood there and ny whol e body shook
The engi ne was so old and bl ack, and it was puffing sparks and steam out of
its stack. It lunbered in and pulled out again, hauling its gleaning silver
passenger cars up parallel to the platform



It stopped. It was quiet except for the hissing and the clanking of the
engi ne.

| just barely saw a conductor descend the steps and the crowd push up
tight to one of the cars.

Then a wave of incredible heat noved out over everything. | could
actually see it comng, and when it passed over nme it felt like a strong hot
sumer breeze. Not stronger. Pleasant. | remenber thinking that it was very

ni ce.

Peopl e down there started to jameven closer to the train. Their noise
ret ur ned.

And then from behind ne the explosion cane. This huge sound ri pped
t hrough the sky, and w thout thinking, | turned around to see what it was. An
ol eo-yel l ow cl oud of flame bl ossonmed up and fell hal fway back down to just
above the tops of the houses and trees. Separate flanes kept swi mmng up and
away.

| turned back to the station and saw t hem nobbed around somet hing on the
platform No one had turned toward the explosion. The train hooted tw ce and
began to chug forward.

| was running up Hanmond Street again, running for ny house. | heard the
train whistle, | sawthe flanes in the sky in front of ne.

The train was picking up speed and was right behind ne when | reached
the crossing and turned left again up ny street. | saw the flanes, and now
knew t he house. | wanted to stop and | ook for a nonent and take in what was

happeni ng. The right of any person whose house is burning down, wife is shot,
child is run over. The right of the already dooned to see what their future is
about to be. But | didn't stop. | heard the train pass behind nme, and | kept
runni ng. The house was a kid's sparkler in the mddle of the street.

"AN- NAI AN- NAI' YOU ARE SO FUCKI NG SMART! YOU WERE SO FUCK- | NG
SMAAAAART! "

That's all that was really necessary, wasn't it. Have us wite a first
draft that was so good that it didn't need to be fixed or redone. Wite it
right up to the nonent that Marshall France arrives in Galen. Go down to the
train station then and see if it works, see if it comes in at 5:30 . . . if
_he_ cones in at 5:30. If he doesn't, then you've |lost nothing. If he does,
all you've got to do is get rid of your witers, get rid of your evidence.
They' re unnecessary now. Father's hone.

| watched the house burn fromthe other side of the street. | couldn't
get any closer. There was debris strewn everywhere, some of it still burning:
a pillow, an upside-down chair, books. And there was part of a body near the
front gate. It wore the shredded remains of the bright red mackinaw that |I'd
bought at Lazy Larry's.

| didn't know how rmuch tinme | had, but | needed every bit of it. My car
was parked a few feet away. The fire owned everything. | was in the car, the
yel low light flickering across the dashboard. | remenber thinking that I
woul dn't have to turn on the headlights for a while because it was so bright.
| put it into gear and slowy drove away. There was anot her expl osion while
was still driving down the street. The oil heater? Another stick of dynamte?
Looking in the rearviewmrror, | sawthings flying high in the air over the
house, high and in sl ow notion

Epi | ogue



| saw a bull terrier the other day. It isn't the first one |I've seen
since then, but it is the first time that | haven't either cringed or run
away. It was white with black spots and reninded me of Pete the Dog in the
_Qur Gang_ conedies. | was sitting at alittle round cast-iron table out in
front of a café. | had been drinking _pastis_ and witing a couple of things
down in ny diary.

The car had thrown a rod, but luckily there was a Citroén repair place
in town: one guy in a blue beret snoking one of those yell ow G tanes
cigarettes. It wasn't so bad to stop for a couple of days anyway. The trip
from Strasbourg had been done in thunderstorns and | had done nost of the
driving. But as soon as we got to Brittany the skies cleared and the sun threw
out the wel come nat.

The dog's nanme was Bobo and he bel onged to the owner of the café. After
| ooking at himfor a while I went back to ny diary. Since Galen, |'ve been
pretty good about keeping a record of what has been happening to ne.

| bought the book in Burke, Mchigan. The first entry went on for pages
and pages. Hal f-coherent, nessy, paranoid. A lot of "They' re com ng to get
me!" sort of thing. Naturally | still have that paranoia, but you get used to
living with anything after three years, even that. | don't know how long it
took themto figure out that I wasn't killed in the explosion, but fromthe
very first | assumed that as soon as they knew for sure, they would cone for
ne.

So |l ran like hell, | stopped to pick up a passport in Detroit and then
went right over the river to Canada. | worked in Toronto at a paperback
bookstore for a while; then | got in touch with ny bank in America and had
themtransfer all of nmy noney up there. When it arrived | quit nmy job and got
on a plane to Frankfurt, Germany. My itinerary since then? Frankfurt, Minich
(intime for the Oktoberfest), Salzburg, Mlan, Stresa, Zermatt, Gindlwald,
Zurich, Strasbourg, Dinard . .

My nother still doesn't know what the hell is going on, but good Joe
that she is, she's never asked questions. Wen out of the blue she got a wire
fromme asking for every bit of biographical material on ny father that she
could find, two weeks later a nicely wapped package arrived special delivery
at the funny post office in Altensteig. It was full of books and articles and
yel | owed studi o handouts that she nust have kept over the years.

| started the book in Germany in the winter and worked con stantly on it
in small nmountain towns that had few tourists. Witing was the only time in
t he day when Saxony wasn't on ny mind. |'ve cried, |'ve |oathed nyself for not
havi ng saved her, and | niss her nore than anything else. In fact | think I
m ght mss her nore now than | ever loved her. If that phrase sounds strange,
I"msorry, but it's the best | can do now.

| also began it because | needed sonething solid to work on while
tried to figure out what | was going to do. The only thing | knew for sure was
that someday | would turn around in Holland or G eece or sonmeplace and see a
famliar Galen face smling evilly at ne. But how | ong woul d they pursue ne?
Forever? Or only until they were sure that | wasn't going to get them back for
Saxony's death? | started the biography of my father to take ny nmind off ny
nmonent -t o- nonrent fears, and because Sax had said that it would be good for ne,
and because | wanted to.

There were very few long entries in ny diary that year. Just brief words
of excitenent and depression that | would jot down when | could pull mnyself
away fromthe life of Stephen Abbey, novie star

I had just gotten himfromNorth Carolina to New York to try out for
Br oadway when | went to the post office one day and happened to see a package
addressed to one Richard Lee, in care of Gasthaus Steinbauer, on a table
behi nd the wi ndow cl erk. Thank God for small European post offices. Bags and
notes were in my brand-new Deux Chevaux in three seconds, and I was on ny way
down the nmountain as fast as that frognmobile would go



| stayed in Stresa for alnbst three nonths because it was |ovely and
enpty, and Lieutenant Henry and his Catherine had rested there before they
rowed across Lake Maggiore to Switzerl and

It was so stupid to send Lee after ne, but maybe it had a purpose. Maybe

now that _he's_ back, they're trying to purify Galen conpletely -- no nore
real people, no nore normals in Marshall France Town. At |east then Anna

woul dn't have to fuck Lee anynore. Yes, and maybe even Anna will be next, who
knows? Her father could re-create her, better than ever, the new Anna nodel
She woul d never age, never get sick. Maybe that's why they sent Richard -- if

anyt hi ng happened to him the master woul d just make anot her

It doesn't nake any difference. W waited for himin Zermatt and kill ed
himon a snmall side street in the mddle of the night.

"Hey there, Richard!"

"Tom Tom Abbey! What do you say!"

He had a | ong corrugated knife that he was trying to hold close to his
side. He smiled and | ooked around as he wal ked toward ne, just in case any
friends of mne happened to be nearby.

When Richard was five or six feet away, Pop stepped out of the pitch
dark behind ne and said lightly over my shoul der, "Want me to hold your hat
for you, kiddo?"

| screanmed with |aughter and shot right into the nmddle of Richard's
sad, astonished face.



