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Abstract

The purpose of this thesis is to explore a seegfigksues and themes in the
fiction of Stephen King, and then to present, i fiorm of a creative extract, a
demonstration of an imaginative engagement witk¢hgame literary
preoccupations mapped out in that opening crigeation.

This thesis is thus divided into two parts. Thetfpart, ‘Critical Encounters’,
explores through an interconnected series of clesgings a selection of novels
and novellas that circle around questions of suifeand survival. Chapter One,
‘Monsters by Design’, looks closely @arrie (1974),The Shining1977), and
Misery (1987), among other texts, in order to define KSriguman monsters and
investigate the episodes of domestic violencedhaamong his most terrifying
scenes. Chapter Two, ‘Retrospection of Abuse’, Hes Body’, a novella in
Different Seasongl982), as a core text to examine King’s use okaland
abusive characters as a means of defining char@oteassigning motivation for
further violent tendencies. Chapter Three, ‘Remarsi Resurrection’, examines
the influence of science and religious faith imrterof mourning the loss of loved
ones. Chapter Four, ‘The Selfish Apparition’, aailletl engagement witBag of
Bones(1998), delves into the meanings behind the appearof ghostly
apparitions and suggests they may be less par&qsgical and more
psychoanalytical in nature.

The second part, ‘Creative Engagement’, demonstthteinfluence King’'s
writing has had on my own work by providing an extrfrom a new novel,
Without Warninga sequel to my first boolsummer of the Cicaddonathan
Cape, 200p Without Warnings a unique experiment for me, as it has been
written not only in the wake of the literary worsKing — which have long
exerted an influence on me as a writer and as bhes Gconstant readers’ — but
in the light of a sustained period of research r&fiéction on King as a writer.
Being in the midst of a critical and creative imsien in King, including his
own accounts of his craft as well as interviews asshys by other scholars, has
shaped my writing and made me meditate on my graftway | had not done
before. This thesis then is both a study of asp#dise fiction of one of
America’s foremost storytellers, and an examplaroémerging writer grappling
with the fiction and criticism of a major influence
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Preface

With a corpus as considerable as Stephen King'sitigd challenge in
researching his fiction was to narrow my focus @mnts of interest and core
texts. As a ‘constant reader’ — King’s term forgaavho have stayed the course
with him through an enormously productive writirgyeer — and as a fiction
writer in the genre that King has made his owmas not an easy challenge to
select those texts which have most inspired my wwiing and critical

thoughts. However, with the recent critical intéiesking’s fiction, and with
horror fiction in general becoming more fashionadsid even academically chic,
| set out to locate gaps in the study of King’sifio. My reasons for this have
been both personal and professional. Find out wizies King'’s fiction work so
well. The hardship came when | found a growing sewf reference material
focussing on his writing. And so my research sHiftece again as | decided not
to wait to write my own ideas on his fiction aebsched for gaps in what had
already been written. Instead | began to look afctbre texts which have
inspired my own writing and picked it apart in terof the elements and themes
that matter most to me both as a constant readeaswriter cutting his teeth on
similar material.

The research for this book started before my owtingrcareer had taken
off. It was originally intended to explore the vimgs of Stephen King through an
interconnected series of close readings. In comyithis with research of
existing critical analysis | hoped to draw attentto questions of craft rather

than dwelling on his status as a celebrated authgenre fiction. As one of



King’s constant readers — as well as an aspirintgow | have been fascinated
with the way King can transcend genre and buildhwwihis fiction a universe
that sees characters pass from one novel to thefr@x short story to epic tale.

King mixes the horrific and the humdrum in a whgttrakes in readers
and
dollars by the million, his movies are watched bymtless arm-gripping
viewers. There is a marked shift in King’s fictiorgtably seen with the
publication ofMisery (1987), followed byGerald’'s Gamg1992), andRose
Madder(1995), where his preoccupations appeared tofsbift the supernatural
towards a more naturalistic, social and domestreanoThis shift is apparent,
but it is arguably also more a matter of emphdss substance. From the very
beginning King has been obsessed by abuse, bullgndythe fallout from
childhood trauma and domestic violence. His congstaders recognise these
realistic elements as crucial to King’s fictiondakey to the supernatural
manifestations that have made him such a celebeatiéar. Still, something
happened fronMisery onwards that can be seen as a turning-point ingsféhe
highly achieved and admired writer of horror fictinow felt able to pull the
skeletons that had rattled in the closet more etgally out into the glare of
moonlight or torchlight.

In the critical encounters that follow, | look aing’s use of abuse in his
fiction as a means of defining character. As anadiiic writer, King’'s
characters are created by the world around therthépatural elements of
human violence that King believes is inherent iraliswhether the abuse
occurred in adolescence (‘The Bod@arrie, Gerald’'s GameThe Shiningor in

adulthood KMisery, Rose MaddgrKing’s characters are affected and altered by



the domestic monsters of a very real world. Fag thason the first two chapters
in this book look at abuse and the effects of thesa in both child and adult
characters.

The two chapters that follow look at another of ¢kgrrecurring themes,
the catastrophic effects of loss, whether of inngegtime (aging), faith, trust,
sanity, or loved ones (through death). Befeet Semetar{1983) King had not
focused on the aftermath of loss, choosing to igatb the death of characters
and shy away from the suffering which followed Plet Semetaryhowever King
focuses on the suffering of those who survive. el later revisit the theme
with Bag of Bone$1998), and | chose to research the two as cdimgas
representations of the theme of suffering. WRit¢ Semetargieals with the
impact of a child’s death in terms of his parents’y different faithsBag of
Bonesbears witness to the suffering of a husband whaaiaaccept his wife’s
death and the secrets she kept from him in lif@séhtwo themes may be
backdrops to the horrors present within each ndnelwithout these natural
elements the supernatural dimension would lackeékenance and the emotional
weight that the novels as a whole possess.

Following these critical essays | have includedrge section of my
second novel entitledithout Warning My research for the critical chapters has
taken place as | have written chapters for thisshend the influence is not
hidden in the chapters of my own writing. The nos@htinues the story of Joe
Pullman, the protagonist of my first nov&mmer of the Cicad2005),yet
while my first novel dealt with the notion of viglee inspired by child abuse my
second sees a young man dealing with loss. &#fjers oSummer of the

Cicadawill remember Joe Pullman as a man damaged batihse which he



suffered at the hands of his father. This abuseesidke a dangerous individual.
Without Warningsees Joe trying to come to terms with his wifésaplpearance
and the suspicions of a small town slowly gettimgtips with his violent past.
The novel was originally intended to be an explorabf small town suspicions,
but the focus on loss and suffering — the backafdfiereavement and brutality -

came as a direct response my research into Kirgierf.



Chapter One

Monsters By Design:

The Reality of King’s Creations



Monsters By Design:
The Reality of King’s Creations

While King's fiction may be most readily associateih the monsters that
appear in his movies as rubber imitations of clutwthnightmares, it is the
domestic terrors that the characters of his fictame that often overshadow the
supernatural element in the texts. The everydaytladnremarkable events that
occur in his fiction offer readers a sense of teati relation to the terrors of the
unknown. Beyond the labels and brand names whialsée to set the stories in
the familiar world of the here-and-now, nestledassn the stories and the films
of popular culture, are the stories of everydayppeorl he situations they become
involved in allow the reader to relate to the hosr@reating a sense of
plausibility in even the most unlikely of appariim

According to Tony Magistrale, King deploys aspegiftthe everyday in
order to lull the reader into a false sense of 8gcrhese elements of popular

culture make the horror all the more convincing:

King's landscapes are littered with the well-knolrand names
of corporate America for several reasons. Hirstseeks to
reproduce a detailed and highly visual sense ofghkeworld —
in order to subvert it. If the reader can be @ooed that

King’'s characters are actually functioning in ownrld, that
they ingest the same foods, drive upon the sareesiate
highways, listen to the same rock lyrics, thenttbeor they

experience becomes ours; and certainly that hancst



become all the more plausible and frightening essalt of this

personal identification L@ndscape of Feab4)

Living in this branded America, King's flawed chetars suffer from domestic
failures, disease and neurosis. A ghost in a efelghtening in itself, but when
you throw in alcoholism, a troubled marriage, arfdssiory of violence, isolating
characters during the coldest, most inhospitalds@® the story becomes more
claustrophobic and the terror more palpable. Titaisiing of the supernatural
within a natural world is a technique present iatsalassic gothic novels d$e
Stepford Wivesshost StoryandFrankensteinlf not for the recognisable
settings and characters these stories of monstedstle monsters who create
them) would likely fail to rattle the reader. Wilothing for the reader to grasp
as a signifier of the world in which they live theiter would likely fail to rein in
the reader to the fictional world.

Catherine Belsey writes: “Even in fantasy eventsydéver improbable in
themselves, are related to each other in famileysy The plausibility of the
individual signifiers is far less important to tteading process than the
familiarity of the connections between the signm#idt is the set of relationships
between characters or events, or between charastdrsvents, which makes
fantasy plausible”ritical Practice 52). This plausibility in King’s fiction not
only sets the stage but also becomes, in manysafduels and short stories, the
core element of the horrors. The domestic monstetisclosed-door abusers are
my focus in this chapter as | examine the reality fealistic qualities — behind
the most terrifying of King’'s characters. The fauvellas comprising the

Different Seasoneollection, barring the inclusion of ‘Breathing Meds’,



cannot readily be classified as *horror’, thougarthare elements of horror —
domestic and historical — in them.

Even when King deals with the supernatural or hogemre he is taking
his inspiration from the very real and very frighteg world. According to King,
The Standvas based on fact, on his own sense of what dwaud happened if
the wind had been blowing in another directiondaiing a chemical waste spill
in Utah that he heard about in the news. He sdidis*stuff got loose that was
like Agent Orange, except more deadly, and it #ibebunch of sheep because
the wind happened to be blowing away from Salt L&kg and into the barrens.
But on another day, if the wind had come from éedént direction, it very well
could have blown over Salt Lake City and thingsmigave been entirely
different” (Bare Bones23).

While The Stands an example of King’s active imagination atlest it
Is also an apt example to consider when examinawg liorror fiction is based
largely on the extremes of what we fear as a speigthat we find most
repulsive about character and situation. Accordgiinginda J. Holland-Toll: “An
apt metaphor for horror fiction is that of the wedbut true carnival mirror, the
mirror that sees the soul and reveals all the as®®, simultaneously forcing us
to recognize all the hidden monster-seeds withiselues and within our
society” (“Bakhtin’s Carnival ReversedJpurnal of Popular Culturgl32).

While the novellas iifferent Seasonsay be largely devoid of
supernatural creatures, employing instead monsteeded from recognisable
and seemingly real human characters, the collecéiprains true to the American

Gothic tradition, a form that holds characters wa&pin physical and



psychological isolation. Theresa Goddu points bat American Gothic takes

what had once been an external horror and tuinssérd:

Because of America’s seeming lack of history aadPiiritan
heritage, the American gothic, it has been argtadas a turn
inward, away from society and toward the psychetaad

hidden blackness of the American so@othic America9)

Yet King’s writing (regardless of horror, Gothic mrainstream) has served him
well. At the start of his career his editor had me&t him that a second horror
novel would label him as a one-genre — and possibdrdimensional — writer.
This advice has turned out to be accurate andtastihile King was projected
to fame through his first three novels, all pulbdgiwithin the horror genre, they
are all heavily weighted with the reality of a druerld — our own world. Even
as his characters find themselves faced with vas@nd haunted houses it is
the immediate danger they face in the form of almuBumans, often family, that
makes it even more difficult for them to fight tbeds.

The supernatural elements of “Breathing Methode’raot experienced
by the characters within the tale, but insteadel@yed to the characters in a
traditional storytelling manner. It is the charasteithin the tale that become a
first audience, with the reader being handed ddwertdle becoming the second
audience. This structure creates a sense of tiesdjradding a layer to the
historical feel of the story which mirrors the dentan’s clubs seen ifurn of
the ScrewPeter Straub’&host Storyand King’s own “The Man Who Would

Not Shake Hands”. This second-hand audience ditzeveetider in as a



participant rather than passer-by, an actor rdttaer an onlooker, adding a sense
of connectedness within the fiction that is typiceKing's work. It is a

technique that at its best creates an intimate behdeen the writer and the
reader, though it can also smack of cosiness, imreand complicity.

The three remaining novellas in the collection hgitt King's ability to
create the same sense of tension in his mainstneaks as he creates in his
supernatural tales. What we find in these stose®mestic horror, life-like
ghouls, rather than supernatural creatures. A arrdibmestic horror is found in
novels such ablisery (1987),Dolores Clairborng(1992, Gerald’s Game
(1992), andRose Madde(1995). King’s decision to depart from traditional
horror does not take him entirely away from thevamions that brought him to
prominence when he wrote of psychic powers spaokigoly personal problems
or psychological crise@rrie, The Shininyy vampires $alem'’s Lat
“Jerusalem’s Lot”), and apocalyptic flu epidemidhé¢ Stand“Night Surf”). His
monsters have over time taken on a new more huaram bne more familiar
and more identifiable to his readers. Perhaps thestant Reader has always
been aware of this realistic dimension, while tinargger to King’s fiction will
expect the unexpected. The escape for his readesries as insular an act as
the process of reading the story, as now they @tenger acting as escapists to
powers and creatures of the world we do not livdut rather watching events
unfold that could easily be occurring in their omgighbourhoods.

According to Gina Wisker, “King’s world highlightbke paradox of the
safety of the home, the threat lurking behind Meddmerica’s values and
lifestyles, so audiences can relate to his sitnatioharacters, and events”

(Horror Fiction, 119). As | discuss in the next chapter, King ukesrecollection
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of abuse at the hands of family members as a n@ateseloping a density to
his characters, often showing them to be suffefioign the after-effects of
trauma and thus weakening them, making them manpathetic and
susceptible to the horrors they will soon face sTikian effective means of
creating tension within the text as it works on tewels. First, there is a
deepening of characterisation, as the reader bexormee aware of the history
of the characters which creates empathy and ingirbatveen character and
reader. With the close connection comes a desirégnéocharacter to survive. The
second level in which this technique works is ithahows to a degree that the
character has the capacity to survive. Jack Toerdioc instance, was able to
survive his abusive father on a physical level,wetexperience his emotional
scars which, as | argue later in this chaptercareial to understanding his

motivations in the latter part dhe Shining

Carrie Doesn't Live Here Any More

| speak about recollections of abuse often inttiesis as it has a strong presence
in my own writing, and King is one of the writerhavput my preoccupation

with the subject firmly in place. It is the abusieat King uses when setting
characters up to fall prey to the supernaturaltarea and it is the abuser King
draws on when creating his new breed of domestiesten, but the victim of
abuse and trauma, having been ‘monstered’, camiowonstrous. While these
manifestations of monstrosity may be new materiélceuld be argued that a
definitive shift took place in his fiction followmthe publication oMiseryin

1987 — for his novels as central characters thgg baen involved in his tales
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since the publication aZarrie in 1974 and have long been a part of Gothic
literature.

On-screen violence and the mediatisation of mosgyrbave changed
the way society interprets what is frightening &ad in turn changed the face of
monsters occupying the page. Marina Warner spdaist dhe changes that have
taken place in the genre which has seen mythiealtgres morph into more
human form, culminating in what is today a veryl s&l very terrifying addition

to the genre, that of the familiar (often familypnstrosity:

But above all other current manifestations of thgdyman, the
threat posed by serial killers and paedophilesytada put the
phantasmagorias of the past into perspective.itp®ssible to
judge how deep the danger is: the cases of knowah rtiolesters
and the reported high incidence of assaults omli@nl including
infants, have inspired a climate of suspicion tiat keeps
children behind doors more firmly than at any timéistory (No

Go the Bogeymardg4).

Enter Carrie White, an extreme example of the tegflsuch severe isolation
and insulation. In a very naturalistic processidapof King’s fiction, it is the
fanatical mother (Margaret White) who shields haughter from the outside
world to such an extent that Carrie is unable tuae the appropriate social
skills to survive a high school setting. It is teisvironment that causes Carrie to
break out of her shell and, when no longer safepime a victim of cruel

individuals. Away from the safety of her home Cauig vulnerable to pranksters
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and humiliation, and it is her inability to copetlwthe situation which allows her
uncontrolled and extraordinary powers to destr@géresponsible, including
her mother. According to Douglas Winter, theseaoxuinary powers, and
Carrie White’s increasing willingness to use thamne, a result of her

surroundings:

Carrie White is the first of many of King's protagsts who
reflect his naturalistic stance — she starts ngthiither own
free will. The fault — the evil — is that of nagutself, and of
the artificial constructs of nature (here, soceaty religion) that

civilization has erectedAft of Darkness37)

While the domestic terrors Carrie White faces g@asent to the reader, it is
important to take into consideration the naivetyafrie within the novel, and in
doing so fathom her apparent misconception of d@nalfal norm, though it is
less a misconception than her own personal experiehwhat is normal. The
religious fanaticism of her mother is all she haswn and her sheltered
upbringing has restricted her social developmerita¥’¢he becomes in turnis a
naive and reclusive teen and an easy target fbesurhis bullying is the result
of uncertainty about what she will become, makimgniovel an example of the

sub-genre of body horror:

Carrie (1974) is an example of body horror in which the

disturbing power of an adolescent girl is figuresd@ekinetic

energy. Fear and disgust of female bodily functiamd
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particularly the alignment of menstruation and dij@mnce emerge
in Carrie’s powerful ability to control physicaksations. Horror

Fiction, 119)

As the first instance of bullying takes place i #arly shower scene we gain a
harsh view of what Carrie White faces at Bates Hghool. The name of the
school alone may create a sense of watchfulngs®imore involved horror fan.
Like the Bates Motel, there are eyes watching ensthowers and when the blood
begins to flow the beasts are realised. Our earhégation of what kind of
person Carrie is suggests she is helpless andrdésaad by suggestion of her
name (Carrie and not Carietta) she holds a sengerity, a childish quality that
begs for nurturing. Carrie’s surname evokes innoegsuggesting that Carrie is
‘white’ and unblemished, but this changes withahset of her first period -
which happens in an untimely moment in the gitgwsers.

Not only do these naturalistic occurrences - inicigdhe first instance of
bullying in the shower scene - change how we IddRaarie, altering the
perception of her from being innocent and childli&deing a victimised young
woman, they also build upon one another, settimmnuparrie a growing stigma
which her fellow students will feed upon and whweifi equally drive her mother
to further extremes to ‘save’ her.

Douglas Keesey suggests that the onset of Cameisstruation in a public
place is ultimately responsible for the explosiffeats of her powers later in the

novel:

14



Though never explained, it is clearly no mere coiecce that the
awakening of Carrie’s psychic abilities is tiedie onset of her
first period: Menstruation and telekinesis are heflerred to by
an uncomprehending society as “the curse,” arglpatriarchal
society’s very attempt to repress the power of fersaxuality, to
keep the blood hidden, that causes the defiantierupf Carrie’s
paranormal powers. (“Patriarchal Mediation<Cairrie”,

Imagining the Worst32)

If the bullying Carrie faces at her school is nobegh she returns home to face a
fanatical mother. Margaret White’s fear of societyrupting her daughter is
realised as Carrie begins to find acceptance oftarshigh school when Tommy
Ross asks her to accompany him to the prom. it (3arrie’s rebellion against
Margaret’'s wish that she not attend the dance thieatull extent of the beast
within Margaret is released.

This is an interesting example of King’s use of lamimonster as
Margaret is the first monster to appear in the pagéis fiction. While Carrie’s
abilities become apparent later in the novel, thesconstrictive and oppressive
nature of her mother which first unsettles the eeaimpathy is with Carrie, and
as her telekinesis develops so does the hopehbatifl be able to use her
powers to protect herself. Female as victim comt#nthhe Gothic theme, yet King
introduces a modern she-beast as well as a feragier salbeit reluctant and
morally uncertain.

The first glimpse of the monster is seen when €drais an exchange

with Stella Horan. By setting up the scene Kingsrative changes to the
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perspective of Stella who describes Carrie as tpreith pink cheeks and bright
brown eyes”. She goes on to say: “Sweet is the wolyl that fits. Sweet and
bright and innocent” (334). What follows is a digl@ that continues to
demonstrate how little Carrie understands the wgkiof society, acceptance,

and most importantly the changes her body is gthiingugh.

“What are those?”

‘I looked down and saw that my top had slipped @il
was asleep. So | fixed it and said, “Those are nepdts,
Carrie.”

‘Then she said — very solemnly: “I wish | had scdme.

‘| said: “You have to wait, Carrie. You won't stda get
them for another... oh, eight or nine years.”

“No, | won’t,” she said. “Momma says good girlsrb”
She looked strange for a little girl, half sad &adf self-

righteous. (334)

Carrie goes on to refer to Stella’s breasts asyfolitows”. This word is put

in place to bring an almost comic moment to anmwtfee disturbing scene;
its use is the equivalent of the classic cat inctiqgboard horror movie
moment. While the viewer is at first shocked atgbeeaming, rushing cat
they soon find levity in the ridiculousness of lgefrightened of the domestic
animal. Who's afraid of a small girl who calls bsesadirtypillows? At this
point in the novel no one is frightened of CarBeth the girl and her

amusing vocabulary are distractions for the bugdihthe monster within
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Margaret White. More seriously, though, like KaBgtes inMisery, Carrie
associates sex with dirt. Carrie’s mother is insteatal in imbuing her with

this sense of bodily disgust:

‘And that was when Margaret White came out of theszk
door and saw us.

‘For a minute she just goggled as if she coultelteve it.
Then she opened her mouth and whooped. That'sgiiest
sound I've ever heard in my life. It was like thase a bull
alligator would make in a swamp. She ju$tooped Rage.

Complete, insane rage.’ (334)

This creation of the monster @arrie is a short section of the novel, but one
which shows Margaret as denying her daughter tipernity to make the same
mistakes she has made. While this sheltering dild can be a noble quality for
some parents who have experienced a troubledipdke case of Margaret it is
one which denies Carrie the most basic socialactens. In her extreme efforts
to shelter her daughter Margaret turns the matent@kthe malignant.

What is troubling about the domestic monster of daaet White is that we

can see her as being frightening but familiar. Adow to Marina Warner:

Bogeys make present what we dread, and these istas
include what we know we are capable of perpetratimgelves.
Paedophiles are our late millennial ogres, and bngg the

bogeyman very much closer to home than aliens olieval

17



devils. This is more deeply unsettling, Adam Ppdlargues,
than fantasies of the sandman or the giant: thbedaaway
fantasies situate the source of danger, the grdestesense of
security at home, even though it is within the hand the
family that the most damaging conflicts and hurisea (No Go

the Bogeymar386-87)

King also admits that his domestic horrors and &adity-based characters and
terrors are some of the most frightening monsterkds put down on paper.
During an interview wittPenthouse Magazirt®e explained why the reality of

his monsters began to lower the number of readstting his stories:

And one of the reasons | think I've had some prnoisievith
Cujois because people get a little bit worried whezytiread a
book about this woman and kid trapped in a car Byiat
Bernard, and they say, “This could really happdinén they
write me a letter that says, “Gee, | liked your yém@ novel
[Salem’s Ldtbetter, | likedThe Shiningoetter, because we
know in our hearts that there are no vampires vesdre sure
in our hearts that there are no hotels hauntechbgtg that
come to life. But a Saint Bernard with a woman arimby in the

car, that’'s something else’Bére Bones184)

In fact, it could be argued that those novels iava cars or dogs €hristine

(1983),From a Buick §2003), andCujo (1981) — have touched audiences less
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profoundly than those involving people. Margareti¥#liorms a solid
foundation for other human and non-human creatioasmake their way into
King’'s canon. Her extremes are both fascinatingfagtitening to witness and
recur in male and female characters seen in l@s\arks. These hidden terrors
are often disguised within the inviting makeup ainfly members — such as
Margaret White and Jack Torrance — or they are ¢ubusthin the facade of a
seemingly secure community such as Salem’s Lotastl€ Rock and Bangor,
Maine. It is when the social structure of thesertswollapse and the monsters
are unmasked that King unleashes the most tergfgnd extreme emotions, in
characters of good and bad disposition. Jack Toesanielding a croquet mallet
while chasing his son Danny through the Overlooke@esonates with a
cringing truth that domestic violence exists and lksappen without warning.
Margaret White stabbing her daughter in the bacl, final and literal act of
betrayal, rekindles a notion that King’'s charactesnever entirely safe.
Carrie’s final battle with her mother comes uponrfe¢urn home from
the prom where she has been doused with pig’s ladchumiliated by those
she believed to have accepted her. It is from d&é&rre with the new beginning
(friendships and possible normality) that she retuo her home (seeking
security and safety) to find her frantic mother whishes for nothing more than

to end her life, convinced it will save her soul.

The Overlook Hotel and Undercurrents of Insanity: The Shining

This domestic horror which takes place in the hoonesome other secured

family setting such as a hotel, creates a shock@tigng as it is the intrusion of
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danger into an ostensibly safe place which causembst dread, leaving no

place to run as Gina Wisker points outdarror Fiction:

The domestic space is a choice location for hgrronarily because of
the safety, security, and familiarity it promisBssturbing these
fundamentally undercuts the identity and ontoloigsegurity.(Horror

Fiction, 150)

At the Overlook Hotel, Jack Torrance finds himgalfing into the old routine of
craving a drink, only the hotel is in an off-seasml the alcohol has all been
taken away. The spirits of another sort occupyiregghotel grow in power as
Jack’s craving for alcohol becomes more intense. tWo act together as a
constant reminder of the man falling to pieces. ¢distinued wiping of his lips
and the ‘dry chewing of Excedrin tablets’ are bw#its he acquired through his
years of alcohol abuse. These traits progresswatgee Jack failing to take
control of his alcohol dependency, even at a tirhemalcohol is absent. Jack’s
most extreme traits relate to his alcoholism anddraits that it has been at the
root of his episodes of past rage. While he is cions of this dependency and
has to this point been successful in controllirgdddiction he is unable to find
sufficient resolve to continue his sobriety in tiggel. It is not uncommon for
supernatural entities to take control, or posdassian subjects in King'’s fiction
and this creates an interesting argument of pldirgivithin an otherwise
implausible story. Is Jack seeing things or aneghiseizing him?

Of course, | speak of the scientific implausibilitfya haunted house or

creatures from outer space, yet unproven and sonre sense a laughable topic,
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yet one that is used to considerable effect by Kasdis creatures assume human
traits and attributes, if not assuming and consgrttie human being altogether.
King’s attributing to the human of the monstrousimsilar to the technique used
in William Peter Blatty’sThe ExorcistMagistrale echoes this point as he
discusse3 he ExorcisandRosemary’s Bahysaying that both books “bring the
terror back down to earth; indeed, their work reminder that the darkest evils
are always those found in our neighbourhoods, nchildren, and in ourselves
rather than in some deserted place out amongstdh® (andscape of Fear

15).

By taking a child, one seen to be normal and healtid vibrant, and
transforming her into a monster through possess®will associate the horrible
acts to some external thing. What becomes frighteis that the human vessel,
young Regan in the caseTie Exorcistmay be harmed or possibly killed in
order to dispel the evil inside. Killing for theagiter good adds another
dimension to the text when King employs such arigpke within his fiction.

In The Shiningve see the gradual decline of Jack Torrance, &iotr® we
see Jack assume the role of the hotel's evil medve¢ see what good he is
capable of offering. We see him as a man who hascome a dysfunctional
past. We have withessed how Danny waits for hinh great anticipation — not
something we would expect from a child who feassfather, unless that
anticipation is actually trepidation or dread. @umpathy increases with
disclosure of Jack’s failure to curb his angernnracident with a student,
leading to the loss of his job. This backgrouncegiveaders of the novel a depth
of character that is lost in the Kubrick film arsdwhat makes for painful viewing

during his eventual demise in the novel.
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Several key moments in Jack’s past, captured wividthe novel, are
absent from the film adaptation. These elementsidacthe abuse at the hands of
his father, and the confrontation with student @edtatfield as the boy was
slashing the tyres of Jack’s car. This is a cHittc@ne as we witness the violent
side of Jack Torrance. It is also crucially impatt consider that the way the
scene is written, Jack’s actions appear to befipdtas the spoiled and stuttering
George has been using his corporate lawyer faldrem Hatfield, to force Jack’s
hand to keep him on the debate team. So, as w#askeslowly going crazy we
consider there is a possibility that he will lefnom his father's mistakes, that he
will find the strength in his past mistake (strigiklatfield) and overcome the
mounting anger and the monster will be destroyestmally.

While the novel makes this assumption easily ilhe does not give the
audience the opportunity to see Jack as anythirmg than a psychotic killer.
King suggested the casting of Jack Nicholson waadadecision as the audience
would immediately assume Jack Torrance to be ciidicyholson had already
found fame in his role as mental patient Randlei¢kaMcMurphy inOne Flew
Over the Cuckoo’s Nes%o if we see Jack as crazy from the outset ikdittie
hope that he will reform in the isolated hotel whitas driven sane men mad.
King said: “If the guy is nuts to begin with, thére entire tragedy of his
downfall is wasted” Bare Bones29). For those who have read the novel, the
film is less a suspenseful demise and more anipation of when the character
in crisis will finally crack.

This is not to say that the film fails to captdeek’s sickened mind, with
his several perspectives (coming from various \&ar@d spirit entities) and

confused understanding of his role as new caretakitie hotel. There are
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several moments in the film which capture Jackwmfall and his inner turmoil
most explicitly. Magistrale points out the sign#itce of mirrors in the film as a

means to reflect the depth of Jack’s thoughts:

The various mirrored surfaces with which we watatkJTorrance
interact are markers or signifiers that visuallgntdfy and dramatize
his loss of identity and eventually supernaturagasssion by the
evil spirits at the Overlook. That this vampirediRossession may
take place too quickly and with insufficient trarsn for the
audience is a criticism that King himself has |é&elon several

different occasiongHollywood’s Stephen Kin®5)

By the time the hotel takes control of Jack we hasteonly come to know the
man from his present actions, but we are also gawvents of his past which
have shaped his current indiscretions. Beforeeeetlse creature we understand
the man, yet when the creature arrives — devotédlitag his family for the sake
of the hotel — we become faced with a similar mdri@mma to the one we face
with Regan inThe ExorcistDo we want Jack killed to save the family?

What makes this a dilemma in the novel is that mavwkJack Torrance
and we have the empathy for what he has suffereds ld man who has made
mistakes, yet there is a genuine quality about Wdikh makes him an
everyman, someone we can recognise and feel coropaswards. “It is not the
idea that Jack is a monster which is so disconmigyii is that Jack Torrance

reflects so many people in the society, who wowldlike to think of themselves
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as monsters, and who, indeed, to all appearan@eepamonsters” (“Bakhtin’s
Carnival ReversedThe Journal of Popular Culturd.37).

The spirits occupying The Overlook are frightenfiggires as well, but it
is the human element of terror that is at the ocb®ven the most supernatural of
King's texts. InThe Shininglack is aware that the hotel wants Danny, bt if i
can’t have Danny it will take him instead. This ude€lack as a human conduit
between the supernatural and the natural is atbpuppet-show. Although
we can see the strings being pulled there is allwape that Jack will be able to
pull his arms free. We retain the hope that he béllable to overcome the
invisible urges brought by the spirits of the hatelhe was able to overcome the
spirits of the bottle.

The connection between Jack’s susceptibility tacoh to both kinds of
spirits is evident when he considers his fall frgrace at Stovington school: “It
had nothing to do with willpower, or the moralitfydrinking, or the weakening
or strength of his own character. There was a brekgtch somewhere inside,
or a circuit breaker that didn’t work, and he haei propelled down the chute
willy-nilly, slowly at first, then accelerating &tovington applied its pressures
on him” (81).

The pressures of the job, in this case the pohtitisin the school and the
students he was teaching, are similar to the presse feels in the Overlook.
Isolation, together with weighty expectations ardessive demands from Stuart
Uliman, the Overlook Manager, are parallel to thespures he faced at the high
school where a student with an influential fathelidves he should be granted
preferential treatment. After Jack refuses to conhgl is confronted by the boy

and Jack’s violent personality drives him to assaehding to him losing his
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teaching position. But Jack’s assault on studemr@eHatfield seems more than
a spontaneous event in his life. Following an ieatdn room 217, where Jack
sees George’s naked body floating in the bathteare asked to question the
length of time the hotel has had a hold on Jadies |

As a recovering alcoholic, and a failed writer,iwatn abusive and violent
history, Jack is still haunted by this loss of temihat cost him a teaching
position, and the stability his family needed. Thidnerability is recognised by
the hotel as one which can be exploited in a smnilanner as Jack’s father has
once exploited his subservient mother. As we reisegtihat the hotel reminds
Jack of his faults and failures it becomes possibkee it use these weaknesses
to mould the man into a monster. As Jack begirtartomonstrous we remember
what happened to Delbert Grady, the caretaker viltea lhis family and then
himself. We remember how Stuart Ullman, generalagen of the Overlook,
had assured Jack that Grady was not able to h#malisolation because a “less
imaginative individual would be less susceptiblé¢ht® rigors, the loneliness”
(15). As Jack meets Delbert Grady for the firstetivwe realise he is a very
different and very capable man, with the capaatyimaginative thought’. Such
an imaginative capacity as that which Jack possessa writer of fiction and
plays, makes both men more susceptible to theaigoloneliness of the snow-
bound hotel.

During the exchange Grady denies being the canetaictinstead
suggests Jack haalivaysbeen the caretaker. | should know, sir. I've alsvay
been here. The same manager hired us both, aate teme” (249). Jack is
confused, still recalling Stuart Ullman’s story abthe high school dropout who

murdered his wife and daughters. Grady’s respopeaa new realm of
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possibility, suggesting that the “manager” of thee@ook is much more sinister

and powerful than Ullman:

‘It's true that | left organised education verylgasir. But the
manager takes care of his help. He finds thatyis pgducation always
pays, don’t you agree, sir?’

‘Yes,” Jack said dazedly.

‘For instance, you show a great interest in leaymtore about
the Overlook Hotel. Very wise of you, sir. Very nebA certain
scrapbook was left in the basement for you to find

‘By whom?’ Jack asked eagerly.

‘By the manager, of course. Certain other matedaldd be put
at your disposal, if you wished theni...

‘I do. Very much.’ He tried to control the eagers@s his voice
and failed miserably.

‘You're a true scholar,” Grady said. ‘Pursue thpitao the end.

Exhaust all sources.’ (250)

The subject of education and research is inteigesieme. Not only does it explain
the power that the Overlook (school/institution} lever Jack (student), but it
introduces the supernatural manager (teacher) svimfluencing Jack with the
scrapbook (textbook) he left behind. At this pamthe novel Grady’s suggestion
of ‘further education’ is instrumental in gainingck’s commitment. After all,
Jack is a failed teacher, a failed writer, a fabedband and father. He has just

fallen off the wagon and with a drink in his be@byady is giving Jack the
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opportunity to redeem himself by doing what Jagymnmost — learning and
respecting the hotel. It is a proposal Jack cadeoline, even if it means losing
his family.

As a writer in King’s canon, Jack Torrance cargesat power. Thad
Beaumont The Dark Halj, Mike Noonan Bag of Bones and Ben Mears
(Salem’s Lotare other examples of individuals who have spedidities to
communicate and commune with, struggle againssandumb to, the world of
the supernatural. While Thad Beaumont and Ben Me@&snore physical in their
supernatural struggles, Mike Noonan’s connectioitis the spirit world are not
far removed from those of Jack Torrance. King iamadnt that as adults we lose
the ability to play with imagination — a conceptdpeaks about i@n Writing —
and by losing our powers of imagination we areriggine of our greatest assets.
In his fiction, however, an active imagination malkdaracters more susceptible
to the supernatural, in effect making them more gréwV, yet less safe.

Needful Thing$1991), for example, sees the town of Castle Rock
brought to a crisis through a small civil war, ameated through the greed of
consumerism. The driving power behind Leland Gaualbility to influence the
town’s greed is the ‘imagined possessions’ his dedis. A rookie baseball card,
sunglasses worn by Elvis, which when worn allow t@be with Elvis, are but
two examples of Leland Gaunt’s magical wares. &tityg what the shop called
Needful Things sells are, ironically, only valuabighe imaginations of those in
possession of the goods. The same people who gowage wars amongst their
neighbours to bring a final end to a small Maingriare in essence possessed

by their possessions.
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Another of King's writer protagonists, Mike Noonadmits that his
ability to accept what is unreal as real makes dimmady conduit to the spirit
world seen iBag of Bones Jack Torrance is not so clear about why he bas b
contacted and used, and he is taken without réialisaf the possession. Itis a
capability and a gift that serves writers in Kinganon well. According to Tony
Magistrale, “the writer in Stephen King’s worldusiquely special: nothing less
than a shaman. The creative writer works from agr@eurce that both insulates
him from the sterility of American cultural hegenyast the same time as it
provides a conduit to the imagination and its maldiok back to childhood”
(Hollywood’s Stephen Kingtl).

In Jack Torrance we have several recollectiorfeofather’s abusive
nature, including one in which his father beatrhigther with his cane. Jack has
a vivid recollection of his father’s actions. Headls the beating his mother
suffered at the dinner table with his brothers sister watching. He recalls the
“seven whumps” (162) of the cane falling througé & and colliding with his
mother. Jack also recalls the aftermath, the defilais father who claimed to
the doctor that his wife had fallen down the staks troubling for Jack was the
affirmation his mother gave to his father’s clailAsdeeply religious woman, his
mother “had corroborated their father’s story wintdding the hand of a parish
priest” (163). This is a fascinating section agives a sense of the ideals of Jack
Torrance, knowing domestic violence is wrong anstrdetive, yet it comes as
we witness Jack becoming a man. This moment ofssxee violence will
remain with us in the novel — as it will remain lwitack. No matter how horrible
Jack becomes we will recall the boy he had beeamirfg for his mother and

realising the injustice of the beatings his fatthelivered to his family.

28



There are many abusive male characters in Kingismtand this is not
by accident, but rather by the writer’s design.d&is not shy when speaking his
mind about politics and the shortcomings of soicigfitutions, nor is he quiet
when coming clean about his belief in man’s cagaoittcommit acts of violence,

as he showed during an interview published on a @MNsite:

And when you see a guy who suddenly snaps, a goygehs nuts, a
Charles Whitman, who goes to the top of a Texagt@md shoots a
whole bunch of people, when a guy goes postal tsttiee current
slang — that’s a guy with fire in his wires, badlica
(http://edition.cnn.com/books/news/9809/24/kingemtew.salon/ind

ex2.html)

In another interview King fed the media’s interigstvhat kind of a man
produces such ghastly monsters. Instead of maintathat he was removed
from the pack of the disturbed he placed himsethencentre of the asylum and
declared it was his writing which keeps him fromingpinsane: “Writing is
necessary for my sanity. As a writer, | can extizeany fears and insecurities
and night terrors on paper, which is what peoplegbainks a small fortune to
do.” He goes on to say: “I might very well have eddip there in the Texas
tower with Charlie Whitman, working out my demonihaa high-powered
telescopic rifle instead of a word processor. | mé&nowthat guy Whitman.
My writing has kept me out of that toweiB&re Bones44).

King’s short stories are not lacking such human stens, as we see in

“Strawberry Spring”, “The Man Who Loved Flowers”damost notably for this
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section, the Charles Whitman inspired “Cain Rosé& While “Strawberry
Spring” and “The Man Who Loved Flowers” both dedthathe subject of serial
killings, one with a character who is uncertairhlas committed a crime and the
other showing the act of violence as a shock endirgglast of the three stories is
about a killing spree. In “Cain Rose Up” King vssa college campus and
follows Curt Garrish after he completes his finghms and returns to his
dormitory. While we are never enlightened as tonttagives behind the killing
we witness the terror and are part of the everfbllawing a seemingly benign
college student to his dorm room we have resignegetves to the notion that
Garrish is going home. It is when he brandishe$tiging rifle that the truth of
his intentions becomes clear.

As King uses a third-person narrative to tracefdlmésteps of a man who
takes a rifle to his college dorm room and operesdn his fellow students it
reveals to the reader nothing by way of his intergi The unwrapping of his
rifle is as frightening a scene as the emergenéeahywise from Derry’s
sewers irt, only Garrish is recognisable. He is a kid eveeyoray have known.
He is the kid that everyone ignores, the kid ttwtlgst in the system. He is now
the young man we all will come to fear. Timelesshasstory is, Curt Garrish is
as real a prospect now as he ever was, possiblyravee so since the events
that took place in Columbine High school in Colaramh April 20, 1999, or
more recently at Virginia Tech on April 16, 2007.

While there is a connection this story has witle tewents, adding a
dimension of plausibility, it is the act of senssl@iolence in itself that echoes
King's belief that man is a cruel creature andeatirre subject to cruelty.

Abusive males in King'’s fiction have become a definfeature of his fictional
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landscape, yet the idea that man is ‘born badbtone that fits easily within all
the stories of his canon. Jack learns abuse frerfather as much as Teddy
Duchamp learns of abuse and violence from his fath@ he Body’'. King’s
admission in that CNN interview of his belief timan can have ‘a fire in his
wires’ is an acknowledgment that the workings dlianan mind are as frail and
temperamental as any machine, with short-circiitays in danger of occurring.
While King's interest in violent behaviour and ingg prevails in his
fiction, it is not limited to the males of Castleék, Maine or Estes Park,
Colorado. After Jack Torrance took his family tbatel in the Rocky Mountains
for an off-season of terror, a new and very reahster appeared — this one was

different than the others. Annie Wilkes was fenaild was a number one fan.

Misery and Misogyny

In 1987, King introduced a central female antagontso displayed the
monstrous qualities of Margaret White, but whos#im was male, though his
masculinity was less important to her than his troigion of femininity in the
form of a female character in a series of romarmeis.Miserywas inspired by
a chance meeting King had with Mark Chapman, the wizo assassinated John
Lennon. When the two came face-to-face in the1l@#0s Chapman claimed to
be King’s ‘number one fan’. King obliged Chapmaréguest to pose in a
photograph and provided an autograph which reaest'Bishes to Mark
Chapman, from Stephen King'. Chapman’s strange dam& made an
impression on King who remembered the brief encaunt1980 when he saw
Chapman on the television after he had murdered Oehnon.(Penguin

Readers Factsheet)
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The experience of obsessive fans has affected otaebers of the
King family. King’s wife Tabitha found Erik Keene the kitchen of the
family home after he had travelled from Texas to &@mething to gain
publicity” (America’s Best Loved Boogeymdd6). Tabitha later explained
in an interview that such attacks will continudake place as it is part of
American society where: “the mentally unbalanceeerade facto right to
both lethal weapons and access to famous peopd®).(Ehe went on to
speak about Mark Chapman who had admitted histtarge not specifically
John Lennon, but simply someone famous. Tabithdy §&did not matter to
him whether it was John Lennon, or Paul Simon,tev&[King] — all of
whom he made personal approaches. Murder is timeaté fan possession of
the idol” (149).

Not since Carrie’s mother had King’s readers wiseelsthe
psychopathic tendencies displayed by a female ctearannie Wilkes, a
former nurse and avid fan of romance novels resaugsr Paul Sheldon
from his wrecked Ford Mustang in a snowbound Calor&Vhat takes place
thereafter is neither lady-like nor romantic, dusisheer misery for the male
author. It is a story that follows a line of naivatmuch the antithesis of John
Fowles’' The Collector(1961). While Fowles introduces a woman held
captive by a man — a scenario King would laterflest in the creepiest
fashion inGerald’'s Game- King creates Annie Wilkes, a demanding woman
who is equally obsessed and deranged. The conndmtioveen Fowles’
novel andMiseryis mentioned throughout the narrative. Bestseliogelist
Paul Sheldon knows the novel well, recognisesituatson as being eerily

similar to what was suffered by the protagonistie Collectoy and
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wonders if Annie Wilkes may have taken inspiraticom the novel: “once
Paul found himself wondering dourly if she had J&lmles’s first novel on
her shelves and decided it might be better noskod. §Misery, 178)

The first scene with Annie Wilkes depicts a womakirig advantage of
the helpless protagonist. Paul Sheldon descrilsesaviour as using rape-like
force when she handles him as he lies crushedsiodni The description is not
only of the force she uses, but of the beastlytareave come to see later in the
novel: “When the lips were pulled back he smelledvarder for the first time,
smelled her on the outrush of the breath she hagdanto him the way a man
might force a part of himself into an unwilling wam a dreadful mixed stench
of vanilla cookies and chocolate ice cream andkamagravy and peanut-butter
fudge” (4). This initial description is typical &fing, again taking advantage of
the cat in the cupboard movie moment. Here, welsebeast, only to find it
acting as saviour rather than savage. The nextwienmeet Annie she is
bringing nourishment to Paul’'s bedside. We, likelPlaegin to relax in her
presence and consider the possibility that the teoisa myth, dangerously
making us more vulnerable to the hidden horrorsioe.

Much of the criticism oMisery sees the relationship between Paul and
Annie as a grotesque mother/child bond, with Armaetrolling and punishing
Paul in order to make him the man she wants hibetdAccording to Natalie
Schroeder: “The sexual undertones are not limaadpe and prostitution; they
also reverberate of incest. Annie becomes not Balyl's wife/lover, but also his
mother. When Paul first regains consciousnesseVverts to his childhood. He is
Paulie with his mother and father at Revere Beaeltiching the pilings appear

between the waves.” (“Stephen King's Misery”, 139)
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Similarly, according to Douglas Keesey the relatlup between Paul
Sheldon and Annie Wilkes begins as a rebirth afssior the now-crippled writer
and the woman who claims to be his number onelaasey reads this rebirth
(the pulling of a helpless human from the car argtiing life into his lungs) as

the start of a frighteningly curious mother/chidationship:

Surely, Paul Sheldon’s nightmarish experienceslirevbis fear of a
mother-figure, Annie Wilkes, the crazed female #dro rescues
him from a car crash and then holds him hostageyrpssively
infantilizing him and threatening to castrate hirhe does not use
his pen to keep writing about the Gothic romancaatter, Misery,
with whom she has identified. (“Your Legs Must Bedgng Grand

Opera”, 54)

While it is interesting to read Keesey’s take onlF&heldon’s matriphobic fear
of Annie Wilkes, | am not swayed by his reading @gioto find myself
reinterpreting the novel as wholly a disturbing hestchild relationship gone
wrong. | read Annie Wilkes as a demented muse. Watar of fiction I find
terror and frustration in the writer-character’ahility to produce a good story,
or the possibility that a writer’s block will everally take hold of me. Or worse,
there is another horrifying possibility, that a raus devastating and relentless as
Annie will possess me to write something | am rahfortable in producing.

King looked at Annie Wilkes in a similar way, leas a mother-figure and
more as an addiction, something which possessgmther to lead the unwilling

and unwitting astray. King had become just suckasy target for the likes of
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Annie when he found himself heavily addicted tamhala and drugs. In a candid
admission he relates the pull of the drugs (anreatdorce — which internalises
when used) to Annie Wilkes (a character he createdexternalised through

publication of his fiction):

| did think, though — as well as | could in my aeftistate — and what
finally decided me was Annie Wilkes, the psychoseunMisery.
Annie was coke, Annie was booze, and | decideds| tivad of

being Annie’s pet writer. | was afraid that | wontdbe able to

work anymore if | quit drinking and drugging, butiécided (again,
so far as | was able to decide anything in my digjht and
depressed state of mind) that | would trade wriforgstaying

married and watching the kids grow up. It camentd.tOn Writing

72)

Keesey goes on to speak about the novel being diewa “masochistic wish-
fulfilment fantasy in which a man flirts with thdea of total dependency and
vulnerability only to master his fear of weaknesd arove his manhood in an
act of sadistic triumph over a female body” (“Ydwegs Must Be Singing Grand
Opera”, 56-57). This feminist reading of King contes in Keesey’s writing on
Carrie where the predominance of his perceived motivadiocharacter comes
from the extreme compensation of Margaret Whitgradgect her daughter, as her
absent father should. While | give some credendbkisatheory my reading of
Annie Wilkes differsMisery, like other King novels, is about genre as much as

gender or sexuality. Most of King’s writer charastiead double lives, writing
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genre fiction but dreaming of going straight. Tlaeg often horror or romance
writers who aspire to being taken seriously as@amstbf literary fiction, only to
find that they are haunted by the world they wisktetive behind.

Miseryis a novel built within a confined narrative togithe reader the
same isolated feeling Paul Sheldon is experiendsd\atalie Schroeder
observes: “Locked in a room in Annie’s isolatedriaouse overlooking a
mountainous terrain, Paul becomes an ironic versidvisery, the persecuted
heroine of his own Gothic romance series” (“StepKamy’'s Misery’, Journal of
Popular Culture 138). It is through his thoughts — as he leakiesdom through
his imagination — that we get round to view Annietise. If not for Paul's
imagination (his mobility of mind) we would be skith him on the bed in a
back room of a secluded Colorado home, imprisomeldr@liant on Annie to
return. For this reason we appreciate even morgrtagination and his ability as
a writer to recall his life in detail. (A similaegendence arises @erald’s
Gamag. In Misery’srelayed effect, we as readers are reliant on ®aeked us
information as he is reliant on Annie feeding hiaingkillers. The remedy to our
anxiety about what will happen next is only easgthie continuation of the
story from Paul. Conversely, he can only contirheestory when he is feeling
well, when he is fed medicines by Annie. In an adty we are as reliant on the
captor as the man she has imprisoned.

As if displaying to the reader that the horror tb@tnes from Annie is on
the inside, a kind of wolf in sheep’s clothing (pitty more apt for King’'s
fiction is the notion of the unchanged werewol@uPagain is caught by the
rancidity of Annie’s breath: “He smelled somethmgher breath, something

from the dark and sour chambers inside her, somgthat smelled like dead
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fish.” Annie then blows her breath “down his thrbké a dirty wind from hell.”
“His [Paul] stomach clenched, but he smiled at l{&74). This raises the
guestion of whether misogyny or at least male agxdbout potency and
productivity is at the heart dflisery.

As Paul continues on a steady digression he makegections between
Annie and his mother, drawing on a frightening $eit-that sees Paul helplessly
in the hands of a woman who has entire control birar In a typical domestic
dynamic, one that sees a boy simultaneously careahid punished by his
mother, such a relationship (barring the severinget and thumb) would be
brutal, yet plausible. However King's extremes theerelationship dynamic
between Paul and Annie progress to the most barbaxoaffairs.

Paul’s addiction, created and nurtured by Anniakes him vulnerable,
as do the injuries that originally required suchdiation. This need for pain
relief compounds his need for Annie, his suppliemedication, and so builds on
the child/mother dynamic. When Annie confronts Readut the manuscript for
his latest noveFast Carsshe asks him to burn it. His refusal to destroptiie
considers to be his greatest work to date inspirfessh wave of rage from Annie
who declares Paul to be “a very stubborn little"o@dQ). Again, the infantilizing
mother figure, first witnessed @arrie, threatens to emasculate the author. Of
course, in the earlier novel, the victim was femblere, the relationship is not
mother-daughter but reader-author.

The controlling of Paul Sheldon is a means to ahfenAnnie Wilkes.
While Annie is in control she expects her wishdarew Misery Chastain novel
to be produced without delay. Of course with tharies Paul Sheldon has

suffered, coupled with his addiction to painkillengs creative process has been
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somewhat impeded. Still, Annie is not a woman teat anything less than the
dutiful fulfilment of her desires. If Paul fails tgpve her what she wants he will
not be granted the objects of his desire, whiclelethis stage been reduced to
water, food, and drugs. While King looks at Annsebe&ing a metaphor for drugs
and alcohol it is also important to take into cdesation King’'s addiction to
writing. Writing, he has said on many occasionsisstherapy. Therapy, as we
have seen iMisery, can lead to addiction and so it stands as ameaguthat his
addiction to writing is as much an underlying imapon behind this novel.

If we readMiseryasa novel dealing with the extreme anxieties of
producing a work of fiction then Annie Wilkes becesran exceptionally
demanding muse, an evil agent as much as an agewit.cAs a novelist | am
aware of the anticipation and the drawing urgedgif a new piece of fiction.
Likewise, | am aware of the factors that get thromto the mix once such a
work has been completed. These, like the basimofita in many of King’s
works, are often domestic in nature. A grocerymareding to be made, the
sorting and settling of the monthly bills, a chidking from a nightmare, are all
elements that occur in the lives of writers thatxsthe creative process. King's
extremes demand that the writing process be taagethe most hauntingly
familiar setting, with the familiarity extending tbe object of terror. A family-
less family home in a remote location with a mofirgure who happens to be a
psychotic nurse is not out of the ordinary, for ¢end his readers have come to
expect nothing less. Now, all our captive autha toedo is to get over the pain
within his broken body and write through the felad addictions his saviour and

tormenter has imposed.
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There are occasions in the novel that make it ¢resirPaul Sheldon
looks on Annie Wilkes as his muse. We meet Pauld®heafter he has already
killed off his fictional character of Misery Chastan a novel that is due to reach
bookstores. In his possession he has a copy of@anotanuscript which he
believes to be the literary work which few critltgve considered him capable of
writing. His intention is not to return to tihdisery novels, but to leave his
heroine dead and move on to what King terms ‘meeast fiction’. Enter Annie
Wilkes, breathing putrid-smelling life into Sheldsitungs and demanding, once
she has read the final Misery Chastain novel, kaketurn to the story and bring
the fictional Misery back to life. As this is agairPaul’s intentions she forces
him in a series of painful and degrading episoddsegin work. Paul is then
writing as a matter of life and death — or more amtely as a matter of
comfort or pain.

In Fear ItselfTony Magistrale speaks of how King'’s fiction canta
levels of normality in the most abnormal of circdamees and in doing so
creates a greater depth to horrors as they ardaawvd in the daily round of
ritual and routine: “Horror springs in King’'s stes from contemporary social
reality, and I'd say it is this quality more than any ottleat has made King a
bestseller. King doesn’t take vampires seriously,you would have to be a fool
or a saint not to recognize and react to the parmgdmorror in everyday life”
(Fear ltself 92).

This pervasive horror is not limited to the maieatn fiction King has
produced in th®ifferent Seasonesollection. His supernatural epics, suchTas
andThe Standlefine vivid otherworldly horrors through suchnitemporary

social reality’. As | have already demonstrateid through the use of humans
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that many of King’s supernatural creatures are ttbtause the most destruction,
both in a physical and psychological sense. Kimggtusion of socio-political

commentary adds further dimensions to his richstext

In most of the inanimate, malevolent centers ingi&rfiction
— from Christine, to the MicMac burial ground, teet
Overlook Hotel, to the Tommyknockers’ spaceship — a
connection and / or identification with the humaorid is
absolutely necessary to animate their malefic eegré¢ing
may well be suggesting that evil exists only asemtetical
construct without human beings — and that it ogdmes
real when we humans, with our greeds, liabilitees]
unchecked urges, served as its ho&scénd Decadd 02-

103)

An example of this is depicted most vividlyNeedful Thingsvhere a new shop
Is to open in the small town of Castle Rock, MaM#hile at this time Castle
Rock has seen a fair share of devastation itllsastmall town with the lethargic
pace it has always possessed. This is evidentingkning line: “In a small
town, the opening of a store is big news”.

In Needful ThingKing creates a commentary on American consumerism,
highlighting the mentality of the “want over needlilture. The economy of
Castle Rock need not be bustling for the townspetipshop ilNeedful Things
Money will not purchase any of the items Leland @dwas for sale. What he

wants in return for his wares is commitment to gshg a small part of the
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community. A pledge to run a seemingly harmlesarety or commit a small act
of vandalism in exchange for a most desired possessay not seem like a deal
to pass by. For the people of Castle Rock the gtardsutweigh the bad they
have done — all except for a child.

As | discuss in other chapters, King's fictionilgefl with children of
extraordinary qualities. Whether we are speakirapatelekinetic powers like
Carrie White, Danny Torrance or Charlie McGEe&dstarter), or the morally
galvanised characters such as Gordie Lachance Siacyer, and ilNeedful
Things Brian Rusk, King’s child-characters have surviahilities that give them
the opportunities to negotiate the pitfalls of &ukilt world.

Brian Rusk may tell himself that he does not hdneesame interest in the
new store in town, not as much interest as marlgeofidults in the town
anyway, but there is the curiosity that still pdiisn through the door of the shop.
A curiosity that is often at play within King’s fion — the same urge that took
Danny Torrance into room 217 at the Overlook Hated the same curiosity that
kept Trisha McFarland walking away from her bickgrmother and brother in
The Girl Who Loved Tom Gordon

What becomes frightening is the uncertainty abbetdecision-making
of King’s young characters. We witness Gage Credéath inPet Sematary
when he walks into the road, in front of a speedingk. We follow Carrie
White as she returns home to her mother when taercehto be normal had
failed. And we watch Brian Rusk agonise over hischwandalism until he uses
his father’s shotgun to commit suicide. None ofthehildren were saved by
their parents. While Louis Creed made an attempat@ his son before he

stepped in front of the truck, the other childregrevfailed by either violent or
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absent parents. Brian Rusk’s mother, for exampées, too busy being with Elvis
when her son needed to confess his dirty littleetec

These are just a few examples of the failed childirat frequent King’s
stories, but what is important to consider arecineumstances that cause the
parents to fail them. These are often eternal tereal sources and forces,
something of a greater power, that guide theioastin a deviant direction. Even
when motivation begins as noble and harmless, behaful — as with Louis
Creed and his interest in science with the intentibusing it to save the dying —
extremes will soon set in and with the extremesetime delivery of evil or the

monster itself.
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Chapter Two

Retrospection of Abuse:

Recollection of Mistreatment and Neglect
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Retrospection of Abuse:

Recollection of Mistreatment and Neglect

My focus in this chapter is on the recollectiorvaflent episodes, often featured
in detailed flashbacks, which in some way impingeruthe present predicament
of characters. Bearing in mind that King’s work laggreoccupation with
psychological traumas — most notably traumas tleméwngrained within the
character’s psyche during episodes of childhoog@bul chose to deal primarily
with the novella ‘The Body’ which places physicadgpsychological abuse at
the forefront of the narrative. | also chose tlosella because it is outside of the
horror genre, and although the violent pasts ofaittars are portrayed in these
texts as well, King’s storytelling is at its stra@sj when dealing with human
beings rather than devils and demons.

| also chose the novella, as it was adaptedrnoifilwhat King believed
to be “the finest thing that’s ever been made fraynwork” (Creepshows47). It
is not simply the fact that the book has been ssfaly adapted that makes the
novella a more appealing source. It is more to db the difficulties King and
director Rob Reiner encountered when trying to ntakdilm. When the
production company changed hands, King’s origimall dvith Embassy
Communications fell through two days before filmings due to start. This
setback was followed by more frustrating timesmiiilg eventually took place in
Oregon and California, yet upon completion a distior could not be found.
Rob Reiner explained: “We actually played down Ksngame because we
didn’t want people to have the idea that this watoady, gory horror movie”
(Creepshows49). The stigma attached to Stephen King had pestticted by

his editor, Bill Thompson, when King submitted thanuscript oSalem’s Lot

44



(1975) as his second novel. Thompson had said: jtist that if you do a book
about vampires as the follow-up to a book aboutlavtpo can move things by
mind-power, you're going to get typed” (“Afterwordifferent Season$53).

Before examining “The Body” with regard to narratidevices | think a
moment of consideration needs to be given to tHeatmn of stories in which
‘The Body’ was first publishedifferent Seasons a compilation of four
mainstream novellas written following the complataf a full-length novel. In
King’s own words, “it's as if I've always finishetthe big job with just enough
gas left in the tank to blow off one good-sized elta/ (“Afterword”, Different
Seasonsb55).Salem’s Lo(1975),The Shining1977),The Dead Zon€lL979),
andFirestarter (1980) were all works King had completed beforarpa the
remainder of creative resources into novellasughido market hybrid of short
and long fiction. The idea that King wrote four edss, in what he calls the
style of ‘mainstream fiction’, after writing horroiovels shows his allegiance to
the genre fiction that granted him global popujanthile not entirely allowing
himself to be contained in any one category. HoweXimg faces a population
of fans and critics alike that think of his writiag horror, even when the stories,
like those inDifferent Seasonfl982), bear little resemblance to the writings
within the genre novels they succeeded. For hdemsahis labelling of King as
a horror writer comes from an appreciation of flsedn he has produced in the
past. For some critics and ‘literary writers’ Kisdiction lacks elegance while
relying too heavily on unrealistic scenarios.

Although his writing sells remarkably well, Kinlike most genre writers,
has few fans among the writers of the ‘literary MforJames Kelman says the

one characteristic of all genre fiction is its laxfkeality (Kelman 1988, 25).
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Kelman goes on to say that this disregard for tyeadigenre fiction is,
“structural — in other words, if reality had a ptrtplay in genre fiction then it
would stop being genre fiction” (25). If we weretédke these words to heart and
read through the novellas in tB&ferent Seasonsollection we would affirm
that what has occurred with these writings is agehift, where the plot eases
back and allows characterization to emerge indheffont of the narrative. In
his genre writing King uses the story to propeltbader through the text,
performing the same song and dance routine thaesnaikn a great storyteller,
while placing an emphasis on the evil creaturesrinl conjures into being.
Since the publication d¥lisery (1984) King’s fiction has taken a
progressive shift in the subject matter he hasams write aboutDolores
Claiborne(1992) andRose Madde(1995) were both novels looking at female
figures that have been the subject of domesticabileRose Madder
continues King's genre tradition with the preseata painted monster it does
act as a marker of sorts as to the changes thattweome. Likdolores
Claiborng Rose Madders a novel concerned more with the plight of thased
woman than it is with the monster within the stagg so it is the abusive
husband that takes centre stage in the plot, bexxpthe true (realistic) monster.
Prior to the publication of either of these nové&ls)g had explored the
consequences of male abuse of powé&enald’'s Gamg1992), in which the
main protagonist, Jessie Birlingame, recollectsséaial abuse she suffered at
the hands of her father during a solar eclipseol@a@enf, in “Gerald’s Game
and Dolores Claiborne: Stephen King and the Evotutif an Authentic Female
Narrative Voice”, connects Jesse Birlingame’s mstif abuse with her present

predicament: “She had spent her entire life refgngsbe fact that her father
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sexually abused her when she was a child, andahenarried a man who
continued to dominate her life. Now middle-aged sha literal prisoner of her
husband’s sexual desirdh{agining the Worst94). It is evident that this
childhood event structured her subsequent reldtipaswhich ultimately led her
to marry an exploitative man — the Gerald of ttle ivhose bondage game she
plays against her will — and to the tight spot imiet she finds herself for so
much of the novel, handcuffed to a bed recallinglife

Once again, this novel still contains distinct ed¢ents of grotesque horror
through the mutilation of Jessie’s dead husband&bloy a dog named Prince.
But the supernatural, horror fiction elements &f tlovel are overshadowed by
the haunting presence of abusive male figures, bashand present. The abuse
Jessie suffers at the hands of her father prorhptsreation of a voice that
advises her at moments when she is being comprdnos@erceives she may be

compromised, by men similar to her father:

In later years that voice, which she eventually eaonthink of
as that of the Goodwife, frequently filled her wakasperation;
it was sometimes the voice of caution, often theevof blame,
and almost always the voice of denial. Unpleadangs,

demeaning things, painful things.Gérald’'s Game191)

Such histories of abuse affecting individuals hbgen prevalent in King’s
fiction from early in his writing career. Howevéhey have assumed a more
profound role in recent years, often taking therabir of the abuser and

shaping them to embody the once mythical monstatshtaunted the closets of
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his narratives. This may be the maturing of theevrione who once thought
himself incapable of writing a story that encapsgahe trepidation of modern
life and instead used outside entities, often Uisteég to enforce the brutality
within the text. While Carrie White was victimizég her mother’s abuse her
story is heavily based on the supernatural occae®that emerge with the
appearance of the woman from the pubescent gid.shiift in King’s canon,
from supernatural-based fiction to more mainstr@airks, came in 1984 with
the publication oMiserywhich | discuss further in a later chapter.

King’'s young characters have often been involvelbng journeys, rites
of passage, where they face adult challenges anfbiared to look into
themselves to question what strengths they postesg.Magistrale notes:
“King’s children cling to their youthful idealisnnd romantic innocence, both of
which come under fierce attack in his novels frowv@ dppressive forces of
societal institutions and the supernatural creatthat frequently emerge as a
direct consequence of adult moral lapses. If tyes®g people are to survive —
morally as well as physically — they must somehmd & way to resist the
prevailing values of a society that transformsadsits into monsters” (“Stephen
King”, American Writers142).

Since early interviews King has declared his irgene young characters
and made it clear that he always wished they weulfdive, to complete their
rites of passage and end their journeys unscabBwgd writer cannot always
choose the direction of a story: “There’s a bogalem’s Lotvho gets away. His
name is Mark Petrie and he and the writer, Ben Begat away. There’s a little
boyin The ShiningDanny Torrance, who also gets away. | think nebshe

times the kids get away. But we also know as ada#tshinking rational people,
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that sometimes they don’t. There are crib dealtesetare kids who are abused
and get killed that way"Bare Bones18).

This makes it clear that from the very beginningdhas been
preoccupied with the monstrous human as well agtheman monster. We see
this inThe Bachman Bookwith the character of Charlie DeckerRagetaking
matters into his own violent hands, holding hisslaostage in order to get
heard. We see this in King’s short stories whichascsnapshots, focusing in on
the dark and shady reaches of human nature, watm#jority still containing
elements of the creatures that appear on movierssi@s wet plastic imitations
of bad dreams. However, King did make attemptsnaiinstream fiction’ earlier
in his career with short stories that are publisindais collectionNight Shift
(1978). Both ‘The Last Rung on the Ladder’ and “WMeman in the Room’ are
about the loss felt with the death and sufferingpofily members. Neither of
these stories delves into horror and terror, hiherathey look deeply and
emotionally at the reality and gravity of humansloBoth of these stories also
take a look at the incidents of the past and thgswawhich the memories of
these events affect the people who experienced. thieis theme King exploits
well with the use of sometimes-lengthy flashbadla shape both the character
and the situations surrounding the narrative. ‘Bbdy’ is one of the finest
examples of King's use of flashback, with the entext being told in retrospect
by a man who has survived and lived a succes$éulThe text gives glimpses
into the present and the years bridging the twesiand allows a clear view of
how the events changed the lives of those chastteolved. What is different

about ‘The Body’ is that the narrator has overcdheetragedies he witnessed in
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the past and makes it clear that he is a survitdtrat this leaves is the telling of
the stories of the other three boys, and theirdifanging encounter with death.

In ‘The Body’ we are introduced to four twelve ye&dd boys who are on
their summer break from school when one of themgsrthe news that his
brother has discovered the body of a missing boyatbRay Brower who had
disappeared from a neighbouring town. The closeokage sparks the interest
of the four boys who listen intently to the stofftlie young boy on radio
broadcasts. The group attributes to Ray Browelranst legendary status and,
given the opportunity to see him, or at least mains, in person, they
immediately decide to spend the weekend in sedrtttedbody. The morbid idea
of children wanting to see a dead human being denpdausible by explanations
made by the narrator, who at twelve years old wesad the four youths on the
guest to find the dead boy. The story is a recoti@events that take place as
the boys set off on an adventure that follows thieaad tracks that are thought
to have ultimately killed Ray Brower. Although theemise of the story is simple
it is the development of character and voice withimnarrative, as in all of

King's writing, that makes his stories both absogoand insightful:

Even when the supernatural is not introduced, &ae the
adolescent is given a privileged place from whixlspeak, and to
speak unchallenged. The enemy of such adolesadrasurse, is
that symbol of American modernism, the middle-classily. It is
the family that makes of adolescence such a gruesme.

(‘Postmodern Gothic’'Journal of Popular Studied.54)
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Although this story deals with child abuse, showanlgllts who seem to neither
care for their children nor face punishment foiirtlaetions, the voice that tells
the story does not ask for sympathy from the red€ieg uses a similar matter-
of-fact voice in many of his narratives. AccorditaegDavid Punter, “King’s
narrators emerge as story-tellers supreme, hoverirthe enticing, languorous
infantile borderline between the voice which lulsto sleep and the voice which
whispers terror in the dark” (‘Problems of Recdliec and Constructions’,
Modern Gothic: A Readef25). The voice used in the telling of ‘The Body’
floats between good and evil, but more importafdhthe purpose of my
argument it is a voice that treads a fine line leetwthat of an adult and that of a
child, both the age of the abused and the abuser.

The narrative within the text of ‘The Body’ is wifahlomith Rimmon-
Kenan refers to as a homodiegetic narrative, wherearrator takes part in the
story “in some manifestation of his ‘selfN@rrative Fiction 95). It may be
worth noting that Rimmon-Kenan choogaeat Expectationas an example for
the use of this kind of narrative, showing it is tiarrator Pip who tells the story
of a ‘younger version of himself’ (96). The usetltoé homodiegetic narrator in
‘The Body’ gives the reader an instant key-holengise into the future by
showing that Gordon Lachance escapes any lifetémaay events that may have
taken place during that fateful summer and hasdiecome a millionaire writer.
Just as importantly the use of the homodiegeticat@r adds validity to the
telling of the tale, giving the reader an eyewitascount of all the events that
touched these boys in the summer of 1960, of sdoheoding magnitude that

Gordon Lachance felt it necessary to speak of Wwhppened years later.
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King seems to have found a formula for storytglimth the ingredients
of narrative voice and retrospective divergencedifig their way into his texts.
Another ingredient of King's storytelling, and pdsg most important of all, is
King’'s opening paragraphs. He has the ability imesthe reader with a snapshot
of the troubles to come, stringing them along hgckiing the dark curiosities
that live in all of us. In ‘The Body’ King beginsitlr a fragment of what is to
come, allowing the reader a moment to think ofdtweflict before it is presented
in a distant sequence of events. It is as if lseisng the reader up for a ride and
showing them the crash that will inevitably takeqa before the passengers have

even had a chance to buckle themselves in:

| was twelve going on thirteen when | first sawead human
being. It happened in 1960, a long time ago ... aitjio
sometimes it doesn’t seem that long to me. Espeanlthe
nights | wake up from those dreams where the Bhiirfto his

open eye9qDifferent Seasons21)

As readers we want to know how a boy of twelve ctortge in the presence of a
dead body and it is clear that King intends to takéo the place where the body
lay and show us all of the tortures and decayastdone through. Having woken
the reader’s curiosity with this short introductithve narrator focuses the
attention of the reader on the tree house whergrthg spent the majority of its
time, issuing visions of a ‘good place’ where creld will be safe, and for the
most part these illusions proved to be actualitdeg.what becomes clear is that

the tree house is used as a place of refuge fremhitbmes, each of which are
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locations of abuse. It is interesting to note thatfirst characterizations come
while in the tree house, the safe place where Goashal his friends felt they
could speak freely, without consequence.

The elaborate construction of the four centrakati@rs in ‘The Body’ is
created through the situations of abuse at theshahfamily members and
subsequent ill-mannered interactions the four taye with other adults. Before
the weekend hike begins we are introduced to all & the boys beginning with
Teddy Duchamp, a simple-minded youth with a hotgenand a juvenile
bravado that drives him to jump in front of movimngcks and trains in an effort
to test his mettle. But before learning of Teddyenchant for self-destructive
behaviour we learn of the abuse he suffered abdines of his father, an abuse

that left Teddy slightly deformed and hard of hegri

Teddy’s dad took Teddy over to the big woodstovimatback of
the kitchen and shoved the side of Teddy’s headchdagainst one
of the cast-iron burner plates. He held it downelfer about ten
seconds. Then he yanked Teddy up by the hair ahthdiother
side. Then he called the Central Maine General Bamay Unit

and told them to come get his boy. (324)

Along with demonstrating to the reader the excestabuse Teddy had endured
at the hands of his father we are presented wstegshot of the father after this
episode when he shows no remorse for what he hees ttas interesting in
looking at this section of text to take into accbine sense of loyalty Teddy

demonstrates toward his father throughout the nedeaiof the story. He is
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continually defending the actions of his fatheatyone who will listen by
habitually recounting the fact that Mr Duchamp tseidrmed the beaches of
Normandy’, which Teddy clearly accepted as a taegistification for his
father’s actions. Teddy’s attempts at dodging Mekics simply his way of
duplicating his father’s courage, acting on primaérgies as if he were a soldier
running in the sandy prints his father had leftibeéh

Alarmingly, this type of behaviour according tsearch into the
consequences of abuse is hot uncommon. Teddy'esgjge and destructive
tendencies are traits which frequently emerge asehwho suffer regular

episodes of violence physical abuse:

Many physically abused children suffer consideraietional
and psychological problems in their early childhoedding
them to have problems in trusting other peopletarsiiffer
from a sense of personal worthlessness. Sociatly an
intellectually they do not perform well becausedtos. Child

Abuse 170)

By coming of age through traumatic rites of passagealo the four boys in “The
Body”, King’s adolescent characters run the riskkgguming the violent
tendencies of their family members. The influentegis adults have on his
adolescent characters can been seen as contrilboiting drastic actions some of
them take — such as the rampage of Carrie Whit€harlie Decker’s hostage
taking inRage According to Tony Magistrale, “The adults in Kiadiction act

frequently like the worst of his children; they & places where they have no
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business going, their behaviour is often immatune w&ithout consequence”
(Landscape of Feai77). He goes on to touch on a key theme in Kifigtgon —
institutions and the lack of support they give thtdsey are set up to protect and
serve: “their institutions — the church, the stat®assive bureaucratic system of
control, the nuclear family itself — barely maskuardercurrent of violence that is
capable of manifesting itself at any given momdnit). This is summed up
nicelyin Lisey’s Story(2006), where the husband and wife team agree that
‘Families suck’ (149).

King borrows from a Gothic convention by reprasey a domestic
danger, one that cannot be escaped as it livégihdme, the place of sanctuary
and rest. By establishing monsters in the homéssofictims, King is not
merely using the reality of the familiar (and faia) monster to make the abuse
more real, but he is confining the choices of higracters by reducing the
chance for flight. The resulting need to fight sarvival creates a claustrophobic
feel to his settings — one that is common in tbheet which established the

genre:

Gothic writing had displayed a marked tendency to
represent the family as a source of danger, evamasdel
of false consciousness: works like Walpol€le Castle
Otranto(1764) or Shelley’'s melodranidne Cenc{(1819),

as well as later novels lik&/uthering Height$1847) and
many other characteristic Gothic fictions, représdrhe
family, not merely as failing its individual membebut as a

source of dangerously concealed secrets, eveterdlli
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skeletons in the cupboard. (‘The Ghost StofyCompanion

to the Gothi¢127)

I would like to turn now to the narrator of ‘The 8g, who was spared the
physical abuse from his parents, but has instead bebjected to a distanced
relationship after the death of his older brotiAdthough Gordon tells us that his
parents were older than most of the people who veaseng children that were
his age it is the text within the text that getshte heart of their relationship.
Gordon speaks about readimyisible Manby Ralph Ellison for a class project
and he explains the feelings he had toward theackarrin the book and in doing
So gives a vivid account of the relationship hewdl his parents: “Nobody ever
notices him at all unless he fucks up. People ligtkt through him. When he
talks, nobody answers. He’s like a black ghost.edmgot into it, | ate that book
up like it was John D Macdonald, because that egphREllison was writing
about me” Different Seasons40). Even if the reader of ‘The Body’ had not
previously readnvisible Manthe simplifying of Ellison’s text within the
narrative illustrates the impact it had and s@§lon Gordon Lachance. Such
uses of other writers’ texts are not uncommon indgi§ fiction and the use of
Ellison here is appropriate insofar as the lag imnvisible Manreads: “Who
knows but that, on the lower frequencies, | sp@ak/du?” (nvisible Man 469).
Ironically, the African American phrase that Kinges to identify with Ellison’s
invisible man — “that cat” — is out of sync withliEbn’s own largely unaccented
English in his novel.

Coincidentally, Richard Wright, speaking of his ehWative Son

(1940), remarks: “We have only a money-grubbingistdal civilization. But we
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do have in the Negro the embodiment of a pastdragough to appease the
spiritual hunger of even a James; and we havesiopipression of the Negro a
shadow athwart our national life dense and heawey@im to satisfy even the
gloomy broodings of a Hawthorne. And if Poe wereeahe would not have to
invent horror; horror would invent himNative Son540). Perhaps the horror
genre, far from being irrelevant, gets closer likart of the American
nightmare than other literary forms.

This technique of borrowing from other texts, irdthg those from his
own writing, is a common method of building chaesic@nd atmosphere within
King'’s stories. David Punter, in recognizing thigit, wrote that what we
commonly find in King’s writing is “a manic prolifation of texts, texts about
texts spun from side-hints and ideas, texts dedigméll an endless vacuum”
(‘Problems of Recollection and Constructiokiodern Gothic, A Readel22).
This adds considerably to King's storytelling, lolimlg a world that appears
deeply rooted in the real by simply allowing thader to see something that is
both familiar and tangible.

It is not only the texts of other writers that ifiembeds in his fiction, but
texts that he has written himself, either as thte@uStephen King, or as the
narrator within his stories. There are several eptamof this embedding
technique within “The Body’, from a simple mentitman elaborate story within
the story. This acts as a quick way of ensuringélagler’s trust by flashing
before them something familiar that suggests aesehseality within a fictional
world. One such use of this text within the textnes almost without notice
when the narrator speaks of Cujo, a dog that stieakinto the town of Castle

Rock after becoming rabid. This use of intertextyabould go unnoticed if the
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reader was not familiar with King's other writingad would not recognize the
name of one of King’s novels, adapted, like muchisfwork, for the screen.

Another, more prolific instance of intertextualisythe skeleton of a story
that the young Gordon Lachance has made up anddsite write. The story is
told as the four boys are taking a break from therney down the railroad
tracks. This is a section of the novella that mdy shows the interaction
between the boys but also demonstrates the leadepsalities Gordon
possesses, and his ability to keep the group’stadte This segment of text
connects the past and present in an economicabwagginning the telling of
the tale by the young Gordon Lachance and stogpadgruptly only to continue
the story as the older Gordon’s published pieddénfollowing chapter. It gives
a sense of what the boy we have grown to know besrhe, offering a break
from the adventure of the summer of 1960 to letrdaeler know all is well at the
present time. This is a technique used again ilatére novella in a story titled
‘Stud City’, and like the story young Gordon begalfing it shows the voice and
evolution of the adult writer Gordon. This telliofthe story is cut short once
more as the ensuing chapter returns to the acgoumntiy Gordon gives at the
side of the rail tracks. The effect of the shiirfr past to present in the telling of
the tale gives a clear sense of ‘then’ and ‘nowdiag an element of nostalgia
while again letting the reader know not all of thaags resulting from this
summer end badly.

In building even further on the relationship tlemator has with his
family King uses another device, one that seem®rmpersonal than hearing of
the events that happened in the past directly tftemouth of Gordon

Lachance. Instead, we read the words from his aama hBy printing a story
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written by the narrator, one that comes completa mublishing information, the
reader is exposed to both his interpretation ofsibns and obvious
embellishments within the story, but is also explasewhat can be seen as the
effects of the past. This portion of the noveltésaas a quick way out for the
narrator, allowing him to tell of his not-so-perféamily without having to retell
his story. As a reader we are given an intimate erdgrwith the writer Gordon
Lachance, not the narrator of the same name. Koeg this by sectioning off a
chapter and devoting it to a story Gordon Lachdrazepublished in 1970. The
story, ‘Stud City’, printed in place of Chapteri§ written in the first person and
is clearly autobiographical, with Chico taking thlace of Gordon and Johnny
taking the role of Dennis, Gordon’s dead brother.

It is interesting when looking at the narration$tud City’ to notice that
abuse seems to be a topic that Gordon is keetktaldaut, but only when it is in
the context of other people. It can be argued®@uaton’s story is true to life,
with the events that take place in ‘Stud City’ mytaken place after the summer
of 1960. As if the presentation of these eventsi®fife was not intimate enough
Gordon allows the reader further insight in thédwing chapter when the
present day Gordon Lachance gives his thoughteestory: “But it was the
first time | had ever really used the places | kraawd the things | felt in a piece
of fiction, and there was a kind of dreadful extalson in seeing things that had
bothered me for years come out in a new farfgrm over which | had imposed
control’ (358).

Italics as indication of internal thought is a @evKing uses in many of
his stories. A simple slanting of letters and thader is aware that something is

taking place, a voice of conscience, a voice odaaar one of irrational thought,
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a significant memory, whatever the content of tabas the significance of this
text within the text has immediate impact and iawgidable. While the majority
of instances where King employs the technique waek there are moments
when his use of italics as emphasis (as we sdeialiove excerpt) or when
indicating internal thoughts seems clunky and fdré¢oments when it works
well include the point when King uses it to emphaghe inner struggle of
characters without requiring them to speak thestrdss. As readers hearing the
most private thoughts we have intimate accesset@chlaracter and are able to see
both the actions and intentions, which in Kingibn are not always
harmonized.

An example of this is in “Apt Pupil”, another nolaefrom theDifferent
Seasonsollection. ‘All American’ school boy Todd Bowddras a fascination
with Nazi Germany and in 1975 he secretly discoadiazi war criminal living
in his quiet neighbourhood. With his desire toteemmes a frightening
determination to take from the old man a historyiisfexperiences. He controls
elderly Kurt Dussander, making him commit to evearendemeaning tasks in a
bid to keep his secret safe. As we see Todd begpmore controlling and more
of a monster externally there remain moments whesee the inner workings of

the boy who has lost his way.

He stared at the grades, unbelieving. He had knbwas
going to be bad, but this was a disaster.
Maybe that’s bestan inner voice spoke up suddenly

Maybe you even did it on purpose, because a pamwf
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wants it to end. Needs for it to end. Before somgtbad

happens(‘Apt Pupil’, Different Season455)

This internalized conflict works as the emotionsptihyed by Todd Bowden’s
character are so extreme that the violent extesibalanced by the inner rational
mind. His calm conscience is a character withialftand is one which we hope
to see again as readers, almost urging as weharnpage to see the slanting
letters of Todd'’s italic thoughts.

For now we will leave Gordon and ‘Stud City’ anakoat Chris
Chambers, the leader of the rag-tag group, whoegaally unable to escape the
harm of an angry father. What is most disturbingut€Chris Chambers’ story is
that we know his abuse was public knowledge, hase®n a truant officer
visiting the Chambers’ house to find out why Chragl not made it to school that
day. This scene also shows the disrespect thelmwesfor adult authority
figures as they have named the truant officer Bentian effort to demonstrate
their disinclination: ‘if Bertie found out that Gkrwas home because his father
had beaten the shit out of him, Bertie just wendyaand didn’t say boo to a
cuckoo-bird’ (‘'The Body’, 336). This is the firstentearn that a public awareness
of the abuse these boys suffered existed in tha tduCastle Rock. Yet this
revelation comes at a time in the novella whenctieacters are still being
presented to the reader, before their interactatisother adults have been
witnessed and the reactions to the abuse at thasladriheir family can be seen
first-hand. At this time the boys seem innocent gnedscenes of abuse are

devastating and brutal, however they are not showrave changed the
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personalities of the boys thus far in the text, mgkhem all seem more
victimized in their innocence than later becomgsaagnt.

We finally come to the character of Vern Tessiowlike Teddy, is
simpleminded, yet less aggressive and quick-tendp&fern is slightly different
from the other kids in the group as his abuse caahése hands of his older
brother, Billy. Although we do not see the beatiNMgsn suffered we know they
are just as real when they are spoken of in jist dll of the episodes the other
boys experienced. The way these boys speak abosé abakes the episodes
appear to be occurrences that happened to evenytinese days, something that
was accepted. This acceptance allows the boyg &gk the bad times and get
on with other things. Such a philosophy could actdor King’'s assigning Vern
Tessio a humorous role within the story and prasgiitim as comic relief. By
introducing Vern when he is under the porch ofrhigher’s house digging, King
secures our interest. Just as he has done atghmnbe of the novella, he has
captured the reader’s attention before offeringhierr explanation. When he
reveals to readers that Vern is digging for penthas he buried four years
previous we think it is humorous, and knowing tleempchild has been searching

for a long time and still has not found what heoking for makes us pity him.

It is clear that the boys know there are conseeeetiat come with the
abuse that all have suffered at the hands of thgiily members. Individually,
they can see this in each other, and this is egpdeat points throughout the
novella. It is also important to note that distions are made as to what changes
have come as a result of the beatings, with castizsng drawn as to the way

each of the boys have been transformed.
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These proposed changes or fears of the effectsbirgve family
members are having on the boys come up in convaensatVhile the topic of
physical abuse is largely hidden from the dialothigetopic of what causes the
violence to happen is often breached. The boysksipeely about the troubles of
family and make attempts to understand the rottt@problems. These
conversations are often conducted with a shockatimca cold callous dialogue
that emerges with each new revelation, makingpeap as if the boys expect
that they will have been changed as a result opHysical pain they have
endured, most often fearing they will become mike their abusers.

Gordon Lachance recalls a conversation with Chingr@bers when the
subject of alcoholism came up. As a result of these he suffers Chris has made

a conscious decision to abstain from the activifdsis father and brother:

He said his father never got his nose all the wayobthe
bottle anymore, that his older brother had beenldout of
his tits when he raped that girl, and that Eyebal always
guzzling purple Jesuses with Ace Merrill and CleaHogan
and Billy Tessio. What, he asked me, did | think ¢hhances
of letting go of the bottle would be once he pickaap?

(361).

Along with the boys foreseeing the consequencdisenébuse, they grasp the
reasons why abuse is taking place, not justifyirggections, but identifying the
origins of this violence. A conversation betweeni€hand Gordon sees Chris

testifying to the fact that abuse in his own fanaitts as a means of keeping him
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in order while preserving the memory of his brotfdris comes as a powerful
statement from a boy of twelve who already undedgahe reasons for his
abusive environment, looking at it as a way ofdratg himself and possibly
preparing him for the future.

Not only does Chris Chambers see the reasonsdalihse in his own
household, he sees the abuse in other familiesefisdsordon that his mother
and father are doing something very similar to Hitrknow about you and your
folks. They don’t give a shit about you. Your bigpther was the one they cared
about. Like my dad, when Frank got thrown into steckade in Portsmouth.
That was when he started always bein’ mad at ey éids and hitting us all the
time’ (418).

In Child Abuse: Towards a Knowledge BaBean Corby suggests that
mental health issues such as depression (from wheparents of each of the
boys seem to suffer) have historically been undienased in research of
families where abuse occurs (116). Such an underasdn of mental health
issues in families where domestic abuse takes jdawat surprising and can
account, at least partially, for a culture in whechlosed door can hide many
sins.

Gordon Lachance allows the reader access to irgigetails about the
most basic and disturbing of his family dynamicsshgring the dialogue he had
with his friends. We also glean from these excharagsense of the raw emotion,
which is in the most literal way unadulterated ahdws the reader that these
boys are all self-sufficient and observant of tleldsand their place in it. The

certainty these youngsters exude gives them ansalaault quality and possibly
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offers an explanation as to the resonance thig &t with a broad readership
and why it has adapted well to film.

The concern these boys feel for one anothernsetdj yet we can see that
the hardships they have endured have contributeéd@mve as readers can
accept their hardened exteriors. When Chris Chasnlmaralizes his concerns for
Teddy’'s mental composure following another truckigiag incident we are
interested to see how he interprets the dangexus@ne which we would
almost expect to be met with an encouragement oé¢ fa@vado: “Oh, yeah,’
Chris said matter-of-factly. ‘He won't live to beite the age he is now, | bet.
His dad burnin’ his ear like that. That's what didHe’s crazy to dodge trucks
the way he does. He can’'t see worth a shit, glasses glasses™ (370).

This dispassionate comment does not seem to befthdtiend who is
worried that what he has said may come true. InsGhmind it is common
knowledge that Teddy is destined for an early derargd this thought is
enhanced even further by Gordon who describesotileTeddy gets when train-
dodging: “That queer light was creeping back inealdy’s eyes and | thought he
wasn’t seeing the GS&WM train trestle at all bubdrag sandy beach, a thousand
LSTs aground in the foaming wave, ten thousandc@dsging up the sand,
combat boots digging. They were leaping rolls abled wire! Tossing grenades
at pillboxes! Overrunning machine-gun nests!” (390)is lets the reader know
quite clearly that Teddy is already following tleadl of his father and feels it
necessary to demonstrate his guts and glory. Taog/éor the military, and
possibly aware that the deformity his father gawe Wwill keep him from ever
gaining acceptance in the armed forces, he findgheurhood dangers to be

fitting conquests.
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It is also important to remember that it is throtigé use of dialogue and
third person narrative that we learn of Gordon lzand®, the man behind the
voice giving us the details of each and every otharacter in the novella. It is
possible in considering reasons for his distanoingmself in the narrative that
Gordon (the famous and accomplished writer) fearecan the risk of becoming
an unreliable narrator if he went on to descrilzedwn troubled family life. With
these four characters being raised in brutal sadimgs it is almost fitting that
they are in search of the body of a dead boy, sam#wir own age who is much
worse off than themselves. As they are walking @libre railway line they take
some time to consider what they are about to wétmégen they finally come to
see the body. Moments of uncertainty are expreggdt is in the common
interest of the group to overcome fear becauskdm minds toughness is a
virtue, and this journey represents the greatsstiey have had to face to date.
It is a test that comes not only as a means ohdgaidead boy, but one that is
more physical in nature as they walk the railwag land are forced to cross a
bridge where a near miss with an unexpected tesinds Gordon and Vern
almost tasting the same fate as Ray Brower.

The climax of the story comes with the locatinghs body of the dead
boy, with suspense mounting through the initialifegs the boys express when
seeing the body — no longer a boy — for the firset Throughout the novella we
learned not only of the four boys who are lookingRay as they walked along
the railway line, we also learned of Ray Browegnfy from the small amount
that the boys had heard on the radio and more itapity from Gordon as he
prepared to see Ray for the first time. Gordon shpity for Ray Brower

because he visualized him alone in the woods, é&dphnd scared, and seems to
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give no thought to the notion that he and his figeare in the same situation,
with the only obvious difference being that Ragéad. Although the walk to see
Ray Brower is one that sends a chill through thieespof each of the boys taking
part, it is Ray whom Gordon feels for, demonstanyouthful ideal of death
where all is not at an end. Although the climaXudes the confrontation with
the older brothers who arrive with the intentiortaking Ray Bower’s body, the
most disturbing and crucial element of the scenkasobservation Gordon

makes when seeing Ray Brower’s face:

There was a dried froth of blood above his mouth@m his chin
— from a bloody nose, | thought — and the righetlhis face
was lacerated and darkly bruised. Still, | thougletdidn’t really
look bad. | had once walked into a door my brotbennis was
shoving open, came off with bruises even worse tharkid’s,
plusthe bloody nose, and still had two helpings ofrgthreng for

supper after it happened. (450)

This piece of narrative demonstrates the extemtich the abuse each of the

boys has suffered has altered their perceptiomghat the human body can

endure. As each of the boys is a survivor of alblisg have expectation as to

what the body of Ray Brower will look like, nothiisort of a mangled mess.

When they see that Ray’s injuries are not as mdyleedernal as many of their

own injuries have been, the prospect of a youngahtyrbecomes very real.
While making the final section of the journey thaduage of the

narrative becomes more brutal with the clouds engky turning dangerous and
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transforming to “thunderheads in great pillars agfe as bruises” (444). The
atmosphere suggests that more trouble is on thethatythe journey will not
end with the locating of Ray Brower’s body. And witBe boys do come to find
the dead boy they come together to look down upar évaluating his wounds.

Throughout the text the reader is subjected tekteemes of physical
abuse suffered by a group of young boys, culmigdtirthe corpse of another
young boy, whose death being covered up as adczident is terrifyingly
feasible. What is even more disturbing is the adse of dislocation that these
four boys express throughout the text in regardaraoly and society in general.
They are only able to express concern when cordgtbby the body of Ray
Brower. However odd it appears for children toiadhis way it is through the
building of character and the story itself that #otions and emotions of these
adolescents are deemed plausible, even if it i@hyatifficult to accept.

After finding the body of Ray Brower the confrotba that ensues with
the older boys from town displays the connectiat thordon and his friends
feel toward Ray Brower. The initial intention offling the dead boy was to
collect on a reward for information leading to resurn, but somehow the
journey has made them all feel a closer bond wéir. Rs they stand over the
body, taking in the surroundings for the first tirmegang of older boys,
including the brothers of Chris and Vern, arriveey come in cars and Gordon
feels a sense of contempt at the fact that the blogs show up, prepared to load
the body and return it to the city, without haviogmake a journey as difficult as
their own. The confrontation that ensues bringwérd a question of ownership
as to who has the right to the body of Ray Brow@ch group calls for ‘dibs’ on

the body and neither is willing to give into thd&et. It is not until Chris
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Chambers fires his father’s pistol into the airt tie shift of power is evident.
This final act of empowerment enables Gordon asdriends to take control of
the situation. Although the promise of revenge comigh the departure of the
older boys, it is a small conquest that has beam Was at this point that the
reality of the situation — the body of a dead libg, inevitable retaliation from
the older gang, and the consequences of takirigaaek to the city of Castle
Rock — presents a genuine dilemma. In the endehd Hoy is left behind, alone
in the woods, as he had been when they arrived.

King's ability to command the reader’s attentianesirly in the story can
give the reader a sense of what these young boysgaeng through, following
the lead of those they trusted in a world thatoisas safe as small town America
is thought to be. In gaining the reader’s trustnfy by engaging their curiosity,
King has begun to use the reader as a tool im¢gethe story, making them
become part of the group in a sense and havingetider experience life in the
setting of 1960 Maine. Even more importantly, Kiagyuiding the reader along
in an adventure to find a dead boy, much like Gordachance does with his
three friends. King makes the experience of readbwut the happenings of the
summer of 1960 as vivid as walking along the ssraed railroad tracks as a
young and vulnerable youth. He creates a senssabfyrthat reminds the reader
of the past they will experience in the text anel plast they have already
experienced in reality. The reader is left feelrsgexposed as Ray Brower,
abandoned on a track that promises to lead homedwetr does, the hail falling

into their open eyes.
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Chapter Three

Remorse and Resurrection:
Interpreting Loss and Suffering Through Faith and

Science
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Remorse and Resurrection:

Interpreting Loss and Suffering Through Faith and Sience

Grief is like a drunken houseguest, always comiagkidor one more

goodbye hug.Bag of Bones67)

Mike Noonan’s remark captures the sense of proldmggeavement found in
King'’s fiction. Characters who suffer loss or l@$snnocence are subject to
extended periods of mourning. There is a senséiinhngrief is a source of the
grotesque. A recurring theme in King’s fiction etfear and realisation of loss.
Whether the loss is physical or psychological iturait is often used as a
device to weaken individuals, making them more gtdble to the horrors and
supernatural creatures haunting the stories. Tlaeveng of characters through
loss commonly results in the altered mindset ofaffected characters. This
‘softening of the target’, as | shall call it heegts as a device to add suspense to
the narrative while soliciting empathy from thedea

The loss and suffering in King's fiction affectstbanind and body,
taking advantage of the two, leaving charactersmiaised, commonly ending in
an irrational and extreme state of mind. From “S8towvType” in Skeleton Crew
where a surgeon stranded on a deserted island arepyiarts of himself to use
as a food source (simultaneously losing himsellsptally and mentally in an
effort to survive), tdsalem’s Latwhere a town is coming to terms with the
mysterious deaths of its citizens while trying tmvsve the monsters within,
King’s fiction is a complicated mix of storylinesased on loss. In his fiction
there is more fight than flight, with characterquiged to kill to survive and save

the mourning until after the monsters are all defg@@r destroyed.
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Steven Bruhm notes that the Gothic form has alvib@gn heavily
weighted on the traumas affecting characters: tRing Gothic itself is a
narrative of trauma. Its protagonists usually edgrere some horrifying event
that profoundly affects them, destroying (at l¢astporarily) the norms that
structure their lives and identities” (‘Contempagr&othic’, Gothic Fiction
268). Bruhm goes on to connect the similarity betweharacters witnessing
“images of hauntings, destruction and death, obsessturn to the shattering
moment, forgetfulness or unwanted epiphany” tomeoesearch and writings
produced by Cathy Caruth in defining “trauma asccirollary, post-traumatic
stress disorder” (‘Trauma and Experiend@auma 10).

Loss and suffering are woven throughout King'sidic, but | have
selected a series of texts which best embody #mehand the emotions and
reactions directly related to it. This chapterpBtsnto two sections in which |
look at alternating means by which loss and suftgare used as a narrative
device. First, | look aPet Sematarywhere the suffering of characters is a key
component in the narrative drive and structureanecurring motif throughout
the novel. King admits that he had shied away faniting about the process of
suffering after death because “for me, it was ldaking through a window into
something that could beA¢t of darkness, 154). IRet Sematar¥ing faces the
subject of grief head-on and creates in the proaessteresting study of how
extreme faiths determine the depth of mourning. fleenbers of the Creed
family have contrasting means by which they de#h\ass — through science

and medicine, or through religious belief.

Domesticating Death: Raising Cats and Kids ifPet Sematary
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| decided to focus oRet Sematary written phonetically to depict the sense of
innocence of the children who created and contiougaintain the burial site —
as it is a novel in which loss is used to credtestory, a present and a possible
future for the small town setting of Ludlow, Main&hile there is a strong
presence of physical loss in the novel, notablgugh the deaths of Gage Creed
and Norma Crandall, the novel also introduces ttleenes of loss of youth, loss
of trust, loss of place and most importantly irstbinapter loss of faith.

It is important at this time to take into considera the significance of
names King has given his characters. Names seemda@ame for King,
sometimes ironic, often thought provoking, and gfsvaffering an initial sense
of character. The family name of Creed holds nliltrensional meaning with
Rachel choosing faith in religion and Louis selegthis faith in medicine. The
name is important as it is used regularly in theateve to remind the reader of
the faith Louis possesses — one that drives hiabsessive acts in an attempt to
keep him from facing the consequences of failuog.lBuis Creed, a man of
medicine, failure means death and this catastragsthas required him to re-
evaluate the loss of his religious faith. Douglamf speaks about this central
focus of loss of faith withifPet Sematarand the importance the names have in
the novel: “King named Ellie’s cat with a purposethe death of Church, he
signals that the issue at the hearlPet Sematarys that of the rational being’s
struggle with modern death — death without Godtldegthout hope of
salvation” @rt of Darkness157).

As quickly as we get to know the Creed family usoaet to know their
setting. The Creeds have just moved to Ludlow, Maivhere they intend to

start a new life, away from the hustle of the citiie history of Ludlow, we
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come to learn, is etched in the headstones matkegraves of family pets that
have been buried over the years in the Pet Sema#WNAH THE BEST
DOG THAT EVER LIVED 1929-1939” (35), “TRIXIE, KILTON THE
HIGHWAY SEPT 15, 1968” (34). These markings, witle tmisspellings and
the simplistic syntax are the work of children, mah whom are now adults, if
not dead themselves. The pet cemetery is a platédids the tradition of the
town just as much as it holds the bodies of de&sl gad Crandall emphasises
the importance of the cemetery and the traditian flas been continued by
generations of Ludlow youths when he says “thertdds come up here a lot, |
already told you that. They keep it nice. Nobodlg tthem to; they just do it”
(312).

This early indication that the local children hankerited burial practices
and a strong sense of the responsibility which expamies these practices is
simultaneously engaging and disquieting. By estbig so early in the story
that death is ceremoniously marked in Ludlow, Kiah@llenges the reader to
equally believe in the practice of these buriatsatdeast accept that they have
taken place for years and will continue to take@las long as local animals
continue to die on the busy road.

The Oxford English Dictionarydefines a “gage” as “Something of value
deposited to ensure the performance of some aaiahliable to forfeiture in
case of non-performance; a pawn, pledge, secufityie to his name, Gage
Creed is indeed a pawn to the powers that occupiviibmac burial ground. His
death (Louis’s failure to save him) results in tleath of security and the demise

of the Creed family.
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Like the Creeds, we as readers have only justeshtéie town of Ludlow
and must accept the traditions - creeds - or fageglrejected. As the property
of their house borders the tree-line which lead$i¢oentrance of the pet
cemetery, the Creeds face the prospect of witngssaburial processions of
many of Ludlow’s house pets. This close proximayhe pet cemetery is
something that Rachel Creed finds disconcertingsba also finds solace in the
peace and comfort of the setting. Seclusion cornasast. Once we have seen
the pet cemetery for the first time we are agamineled of how idyllic the town
of Ludlow is, in effect taking away the jitters tble creepy place that is hidden in
the woodlands. The depth of the town and the hisibthe place are intensified
in a very typical King fashion by a story-withinstéery told by Jud Crandall:
“That year my dog Spot died —1910, | mean, the finse he died — Stanny was
already an old man, and more than a little craz$2|.

Thus begins the history of Ludlow, as createduplothe narratives
introducing the Pet Sematary, building a strongseeaf nostalgia. King's use of
nostalgia is not merely a tool that assigns tinoes place, but rather it deepens
the complexity of the place by creating a serielapérs, of happenings which
add to the charm and darkness of this town. Thesseries, the characters and
their contexts, add vividness and urgency, asdhder is aware and familiar
with how each was created.

The predicaments that King’s characters face daenascalations of the
events of the past. These ‘lost moments’ of tingesditl present as they are, in
true naturalistic form, the cause of the story bdold. For instanc&erald’s
Gamemay focus on the story of Jessie Birlingame, a aimandcuffed naked

to a bed in an isolated cabin, with her husband deher side, but the depth of
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the story and the scale of her misfortune is reagak we learn of the abuse she
suffered at the hands of her father. This abusesom®e to understand, is the
reason Jessie has continually become involved atatisive and domineering
men.

Jud Crandall’s story about his dog Spot is simakait assigns the town of
Ludlow a sense of history as well as making us awéthe powers that the land
behind the pet cemetery possesses. We learn tthéudied Spot for the first
time in the Micmac burial ground and the animalineéd from the dead. By
relaying this story to Louis Creed, a man of metkaivho feels he is in
competition with death, Jud Crandall is reintrodaigcihe horrors of the past. Jud
knows the trouble that will follow and yet he ssliggests to Louis that burial in
the sacred Indian land is an option; an option tviias a horrifying outcome,
made simply to spare Louis’s daughter Ellie fronaihg to face mourning her
dead cat.

My interest here is in the ways in which the mamaracters deal with the
suffering brought on by the experience of loss.he@cdhe characters iRet
Sematarydeals with loss in a different way, each is hgawifluenced by events
of their past as well as the influence of religaord science. With Louis Creed
we have a lapsed Methodist, who has since placefhitin in science and
medicine. Instead of praying for the dying, Louiglps himself on an ability to
resuscitate victims and accepts his moments okesscas great triumphs. His
wife Rachel, on the other hand, is more spiritadhough she admits the lapse
in her once devout following of Judaism. Their dateg Ellie is finding her own

faith in God from school and from investigating loam feelings about the loss
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of loved ones. Jud Crandall, the Creeds’ elderlghit®our has faith in the town
of Ludlow, a community that has grown round him oW years.

Louis as a medical man brings a scientific perspedo the spirituality
of suffering. We are reminded throughout the nalat Louis Creed has been
successful in saving lives, and so has becomegmafiat his role of doctor -
both at home and in the workplace. We are alsonéedl that while he is a good
doctor he cannot save all of his patients. His m&s®f those he has lost — in
his mind, failed — seems to have driven him tohfertaccept the power of
medicine rather than maintain his former faithehgion. One particular passage
makes this evident: “He had pronounced two dozaple dead in his career
and had never felt the passage of a soul” (26).

This shift from spiritual to scientific faith if¢ same change that caused
an uproar during the age of enlightenment. Loume@rdisplays, late in the
novel, the same blind drive to cheat death thrahghuse of science as seen in
Mary Shelley’s Victor Frankenstein. The act of lgiimg a human being back to
life fills both of these men with a sense of powat also proves, through
experimentation with forbidden science, that destiot final — a theory that
Louis Creed holds true until Church, the family, ¢akilled.

I will discuss King’s influences in greater detailthe second half of this
essay, but it is important here to consider ongiokey influences. Freud’s
theories have impacted King's writing, from thebaleate use of flashback to
childhood to his vivid dream sequences. Freud’sings on gothic literature and
the psyche have helped mould some of King’s charactLouis Creed is no
exception and his drive to prove that death ismetitable, even when it

undermines his belief that death is a natural E®,ds suggested by Freud to be
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a typical driving force and trait in scientistsekd suggested that two things
account for this conservatism. The first beinggstrength of the “emotional
reaction to death” and the second is the “inswdficy of our scientific
knowledge about it”. According to Freud the fadcttBiology has not yet been
able to decide whether death is “a regular” or tdable” event of life will
continue to drive further scientific study on thibgect Art and Literature 364).

It seems that the main difference between Victankenstein and Louis
Creed is the initiation that brought each man foeexnent with the dead. While
Frankenstein’s monster was created in a laborat@hythe direct intention of
restoring life to an un-living thing, Louis Creedmotivated by the failure of
domestic happiness, something Victor Frankenstas neglecting in favour of
his science. Both men do, however, come to a girfata through their
experiments when loved ones are killed by the nevaghey have resurrected.

While Frankenstein collected parts of corpses wherdid not know in
an effort to piece his monster together, the credte creates looks upon him as
a father-figure. Conversely, Louis Creed returrsssain from the dead and upon
his return looks into Gage’s eyes and can no losgerthe boy as his son. In fact
it is not until he injects the resurrected Gagédnaithypodermic needle to Kill
him that Louis sees his son again, just as thedims/for the second time: “Now
Gage looked up at him and for a moment Louis s&sbin — his real son — his
face unhappy and filled with pain” (414).

Both men display a need to fulfil themselves as ofestience, men of
scientific faith, and their dedication to provirgemselves takes them on
disastrous journeys into unknown territory. Oustfiglimpse of Louis Creed

saving a life comes after we have witnessed hiimrfdiis attempt to save Victor
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Pascal, a university student hit by a car whilegjog with his fiancée. Louis’s
inability to save the young man causes him disttes&ever what Louis
experiences is not suffering in the sense of mogrthe departed, but rather
concern with his failure to bring him back througge of his skills in medicine.
His science, we later come to find, is the cloteslis Creed comes to religion.
His profession requires him to consider the losthefpatient as a common
occurrence, one he will have to accept as an otiomad hazard.

Still, his decision to accept a position as heathefmedical staff at the
university is one that keeps him from having tcefaaegular influx of such
extreme traumas — or so he had believed. In Lom&sl the University position
gave him the opportunity to practice medicine withilve constant treatment of
the critically ill. Instead what he deals with @@mmon ailments in a usually
healthy population. By his own admission in theteinmonths leading to
Christmas Louis and his staff were inundated witldlents suffering from
‘bronchitis and several cases of mononucleosisiaiking pneumonia’ (182).
All of these ailments in young and otherwise fitipats are easily treated,
thereby allowing doctors to provide a simple ansiyeaure.

After a trauma occurs when a toboggan sled, dribyedrunken fraternity
boys, hits a Civil War cannon, Louis’s reaction whelaying the story to Rachel
shows how he thrives on dealing with the afternmditiccidents which are not

life threatening:

He had laughed almost until he cried. Rachel hakdd at

him strangely, not understanding what was so fuany,

Louis couldn’t tell her: it had been a stupid aecitj and
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people had been hurt, but they would all walk atvasn it.
His laughter was partly relief, but it was partiyymph, too —

won one today, Louis. (182)

Further evidence of Louis Creed’s “saviour syndromeresented while he is
contemplating Gage returning from the grave. Ltais a vision in which he
sees himself and Gage heading to Florida, wherésltakes a job in Disneyland
as a medic and finds himself continuing the mundgeeenviable task of saving

the lives of tourists:

He saw himself, dressed in white, resuscitatingegmant
woman who had foolishly gone on the Magic Mountaile and
had faintedStand back, stand back, give her somerarheard
himself saying, and the woman opened her eyesraiéds

gratefully at him. (314)

It is ironic that the first patient Louis sees is hew role on the University
medical staff is Victor Pascal, whom he fails toes&7). This failure to
resuscitate plays heavily on Louis’s conscienceiardforce that builds
throughout the novel as he seeks opportunitieedeeam himself. One such
opportunity appears as Louis chaperones Ellie otdafoween trick-or-

treating, while in the Crandall home, Norma Crahslaffers a severe heart
attack. The episode is a key scene in the novielsa®ws Louis’s ability to save
a life. Crucially, it encapsulates his view of theman body as an ever-decaying

object. This loss of youth becomes paramount aaaliel progresses, showing
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that the loss of youth (and most importantly lobthe abilities and freedoms of
youth, as displayed through the young and naive Hllher Halloween outfit
looking on) reminds characters of the ever-presatire of death. Death, Louis
Creed believes, is “just as natural as childbi(g9).

While Norma'’s heart is failing, Louis reflects wimat she may have been
like in her younger years. His attention to herdiban is secondary to the
notion of the lost young girl, the one hiding iresithe skin of an aged and dying

woman:

She opened her mouth. Stale denture breath watiedand
Louis felt a moment of aching sorrow for her, lyihgre on
her kitchen floor in a litter of apples and Hall@wecandy. It
occurred to him that once she had been seventeemréasts
eyed with great interest by the young men of the
neighbourhood, all her teeth her own, and the haader her

shirtwaist a tough little pony-engine. (104)

This is the reflection of Louis’s own fear and idgdion at the realisation that he
and Rachel are on their way to the same end: tve ahd inevitable progression
of time and its effects on the human body. Louissught — YWe’'re really going
to get old (25) — is a reflection of his concern early i thovel — the whispers
of mortality he hears — and it is a concern thlo¥es him throughout the tale.
Louis does not appear to feel a sense of suffeinige idea of himself
and Rachel growing old, yet there is a sense ocanuobloly when attending to the

fact that Ellie and Gage will not always be chilurgvhile speaking with Ellie
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about Norma’s death and the possibilities of aerbfié Louis confesses to being
a lapsed Methodist. He encounters guilt at havirsgead an opportunity to pass
those taught religious beliefs on to his daught&he’s only fivebutit’s late
for that. Jesus Christ, it gets late so fast” (19h)s reflects Louis’s belief that
the innocence of youth makes them vulnerable, andming of new notions, as
adults develop stringent barriers to block lesgitala ideas.

On another occasion, the day of “Gage’s firsttwdicame and passed,
and when Louis saw his son’s hair growing in darkerjoked about it and did
his own mourning — but only in his heart” (218)s Awill discuss later in this
chapter Louis suffers inwardly throughout the noVéhen Gage is killed Louis
turns again to this inward, self-obsessed mourmrgch becomes such a
confining and consuming state that he developsuanard appearance of cold-
heartedness. It turns him ‘stoney’ and rendersumable to help Rachel and
Ellie come to terms with the loss of the young aad brother.

However distressing the realisation of physicajederation may be,
Louis Creed continues to press on. His interestedicine and his faith in the
healing powers of modern science give him an unaledeng of death and its
natural processes. His interest in the subjeceatld as inevitable as it must be
in his profession, often turns to the facts hedwase to understand during his
years of study. When introduced to the Micmac bgpiaund by Jud, Louis’s
initial reaction is to question the ritual of burgithe cat beyond the Pet
Sematary, but this urge is overcome by a memotgppg him from
guestioning Jud’s suggestions. Facts help LouieCoepe with the notion of

death, of the finality of death, and of the beli@fa rituals spawned from it:
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This made Louis think of the Egyptians, who hadegtivat
one better: they had slaughtered the pets of gysdtthat the
souls of the pets might go along to whatever aféetthere
might be with the soul of the master. He remembegading
about the slaughter of more than ten thousandgmets
domestic animals following the decease of one itésa
daughter — included in the tally had been six hedghigs, and
two thousand peacocks. The pigs had been scentiecttar
of roses, the dead lady’s favourite perfume, befloeg

throats were cut. (131)

This passage clarifies Louis’s translation of fdot§aith where he thinks there
may be an afterlife, but is uncertain as to whay mawaiting in the afterlife.
His nature is to heal and believe in the hard fawis to think about the element
of the unknown. When considering death Louis cagritee uncertainty of what
the afterlife may be like with the facts and datarf scientific studies and his
personal notion of death as being as natural @agt$iélf. Suffering and grief are
psychological states that have a cure through raktigatment, as does
everything else, including, he will later discoveeath.

Louis’s theories are based on his experiencd,tfieg of the Methodist
Church which cannot stop people from dying and latg participation in
another institution, that of organised medicines Hffiliation with medicine has
seen the saving of lives rather than prayers ®dgnad. His mother’s words
continue to come back to him throughout the noWghat's dead is dead’. Still,

his conviction and the medical training that hasulght him to head up the
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campus medical staff of the University of Maingdrono creates a barrier that
can postpone this inevitability. It is clear thatis finds cheating death the most
rewarding aspect of his profession.

This triumph Louis feels when saving lives is heanreligion, one that
holds all his faith, as he is not required to bespae in the presence of death.
The line ‘won one today, Louis’ is a reflectiontbe game he plays with death
on a daily basis. His philosophical take on thetpms of medical practitioner is
not one of providing medicine and comfort to thdyeng, but rather one which
pits doctor against the ‘death’ opponent. Thes@eamnters with death come as a
challenge in which the victor retains the patientpaze. For Louis it is not the
physical object, or patient, which lasts as pribat the sense that he has
succeeded in scoring for the side of the livingisTrhay be a rather callous way
of looking at the doctor/patient relationship, dus one that explains why Louis
chose to stay away from hospitals and private weavhere chances of such
encounters may be more frequent with an increagetbar of patients to see.

Louis’s faith in the medical institution grows exgentially throughout
the novel. Each resurrection drives him furthethim extremes of his belief in the
ability to heal. While he questions the notioranofafterlife in a conversation
with his daughter Ellie, he sees the powers oMi@nac burial ground, having
returned Church from his roadside death. His Mastagbringing may have
taught him to pray for the animal, for its soul arsdourney to an afterlife, but
his medical profession organises the possibilgfagincarnation into

discernable and discrete blocks of information.
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This is the first of Louis Creed’s excursionshe tndian burial ground
and one that is initiated by Jud Crandall. Haviagesl his wife, Jud feels

compelled to help Louis from suffering the effeatdoss within his family.

“Does she love the cat?”

“Yes, but -”

Jud’s voice, soft and somehow logical: “And do yove her?”
“Of course | love her, she’s my dau-"

“Then come on.”

Louis went. (121)

This excerpt homes in on a key theme witRet Sematarythe drive of its
characters to save others from having to deal thidh which will cause
emotional pain. The fact that Jud leads Louis &htrial ground, after
witnessing the ill-fated resurrection of his own,pg important to consider.
Tony Magistrale sees Jud Crandall’'s suggestiorotad_to bury Churchill in the
pet cemetery as kindly meant, but unknowingly wogkioward the design of

evil which exists in the Micmac burial ground.

Jud is well-intentioned; he introduces Louis to vaenpiric
mystery of the Micmac cemetery because he sincerahts
to help him deal with the problem of his dead Bait in once
again transgressing the “barrier that was not meabé
crossed,” Jud is also serving evil's design. Heobees, albeit

unwittingly, as much manipulated by the power ledaat the
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Micmac gravesite as the spectres (Jack) Torranst mu
confront in residence at the OverlooKoflywood’s Stephen

King, 101)

Louis buries Church in an effort to save Ellie frtime grief that would follow for
the same reason that he refrains from engagingdRachonversations about
death. Rachel holds tightly to a secret histofyiséory deeply rooted in the loss
of her sister when she was a young and innoceltt. dbnce again, King's
characters are often devastated by memories afghst. While Rachel is very
much spiritual over physical, she has suffereddks of her sister, Zelda, who
succumbed to spinal meningitis. She has sincetsilesd the notion of loss that

comes into her life by staying away from funerdlfowed ones:

“Lou, I couldn’t,” she said simply. She soundesdy
sleepy now. “Since then I've been... | guess a ljtiebic on
the subject.”

Just a little phobicLouis thoughtYeah, right

“I can’t... seem to help it. In my mind | know yoe’r
right, that death is perfectly natural, good, evdsut what my

mind knows and what happens... inside nig209)

But when Gage is killed by a speeding truck thenmea-one left to save them
from suffering. This is the crucial moment in th@val where Louis, who has
been able to save Norma Crandall from her heatlatGage from choking, and

six college kids from a toboggan accident, is absdby the loss of his son. It is
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a loss that brings suffering which accentuatesrtiwiduality of the characters.
We witness Rachel suffering as a mother, but adsm\woman who only recently
came to terms with the loss of her sister. We sésoEllie, who has come to
terms with the inevitability of death, while notcapting the ‘right of God’ to
take the life, understand that it is part of thegass of living.

It is important to consider this section of thettekere Gage is killed
more closely as it was here that King found himbkelfing trouble with the
subject matter. While he had killed child charagierhis earlier novels (Tad
Trenton inCujo) the death of Gage Creed was the first “death @tianal level”

that King had written.

| have always been aware of the things that | digkant to
write about. The death of a child is one — anddisath of Tad
Trenton at the end @ujo was bad enough, but there | didn’t
have to deal with the aftermath. And | have alwstyied away
from the entire funeral process — the aftermattieaith. The
funeral parlors, the burial, the grief, and, patacly where
you are dealing with the death of a healthy chiié, guilt —

the feeling that you are somehow at fault. Andnia, it was
like looking through a window into something thatid be.

(The Art of Darknessl54)

After Louis’s conversation with Ellie that delveg®o ideas of faith and death she

seems to understand, from having experienced #sedbNorma Crandall that

life goes on. However, even when explaining thesilgy of the existence and

87



non-existence of an afterlife to Ellie, Louis remsvery stoic on the subject,
showing that with his daughter he pulls no pundrethe subject of death and

remains more logical and analytical than religious:

What weknowis this: when we die, one of two things
happens. Either our souls and thoughts somehowvsuihe
experience of dying, or they don’t. If they do,ttbaens up
every possibility you could think of. If we donit’s just

blotto. The end. (198)

Ellie, showing a measure of resolve typical of mahiing’s child characters,
tells Louis: “If he [Church] died now, | could taklt¢’ she said, and then seemed
to consider the thought she had just spoken aksid,mildly startled. Then she
said, as if agreeing with herself: “Sure | couldrid went to find Rachel” (200).

Even though Ellie believes she can handle the dea@inurch she
mourns the loss of Norma for what she may no losgare with her. “No more
cookies,” Ellie sobbed. “She made the best oatmaakies | ever ate. But she
won’'t make them any more because slie'ad Daddy, why do people have to
be dead?” (214). This affirms that Ellie has ndtgrasped the similarities
between the finality of human death and animalldeBoth are final, and both
cause equal suffering in those left behind. Asaineing’s children Ellie has the
responsibility to continue to ask the questions matte the demands that are the
most direct and affecting. In her simplicity andipuEllie convinces Louis

Creed that he cannot give up on Gage followinglewth. Ironically it is Ellie’s
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faith in God which gives Louis the faith within haelf to attempt the impossible

and bring his son back to life.

“I'm going to wish really hard,” Ellie said calmlyand
pray to God for Gage to come back.”

“Ellie —*

“God can take it back if wants to,” Ellie said. “ldan do
anything He wants to.”

“Ellie, God doesn’t do things like that,” Louis dali
uneasily, and in his mind’s eye he saw Church simugadn
the closed lid of the toilet, staring at him witlose muddy
eyes as Louis lay in the tub.

“He does so0,” she said. “In Sunday School the teach
told us about this guy Lazarus. He was dead anégJasught
him back to life. He said, ‘Lazarus, come fortmtahe
teacher said if he'd just said ‘Come forth,” prolyab
everybody in that graveyard would have come out, Jasus

only wanted Lazarus” (251).

Likewise, it is Louis’s “mind’s eye” memory of whaappened to Church
upon his return from the Micmac burial grounds varstow his attempts at
a second resurrection.
Freud speaks about the actions of Leonardo de Yoflowing the death
of his mother, where the artist shows his recognitf his mother by paying for

an expensive funeral. Freud suggests it is diffitmulnderstand why he went to
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such great expense and maintains it is understesidhen put into the context
of Leonardo’s “obsessional neurosis”: “What we hbe®re us in the account of
the costs of the funeral is the expression — destloout of all recognition — of his
mourning for his mother. We wonder how such digtartould come about, and
indeed we cannot understand it if we treat it asranal mental process. But
similar processes are well known to us in abnowroatitions of neurosis and
especially of what is know as ‘obsessional neutfogArt and Literature 197).
Like Louis Creed, Leonardo had according to Freutteeded in

subjecting his feelings to the yoke of researchiandhibiting their free
utterance; but even for him there were occasiorenwvhat had been suppressed
obtained expression forcibly. The death of the raotie had once loved so
dearly was one of these” (197). Jud Crandall, wi diready endured Norma’s
death from a second heart attack, withesses Gdgatk and is present
throughout the Creeds’ grieving. As he has proges$srough the grieving
process once before, his presence during thewvigges that of experience and
guidance as much as that of a friend.

It was Jud who offered Louis the opportunity tongrChurch back to life
and it was Jud who reminded Louis why they weragldi. In speaking to Louis
about Ellie’s understanding that Church will befetiént when he returns from

the burial ground he offers his take on death aedstffering it brings:

Maybe she’ll learn something about what death yas|!|
which is where the pain stops and the good membgagsn.
Not the end of life, but the end of pain. You dadett her

those things; she will figure them out on her o(i©4)
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Louis takes his daughter’s dead cat to the Micma@bground in an act that
will not only save him from having to face his datey’s mourning, but also
explore the possibility of unexplained forces, anth this exploration (and
experimentation) he hopes to find a way to beatifagh which his science
cannot cheat. What Louis does not take into conalia, possibly as he is a
man who has lost his connection with the importasfcgpiritual faith and no
longer has consideration as to what it means teefst, is the moral impropriety

of using the land which has been taken from (Ig¥tihe Micmac Indians:

The Micmac burial ground that lies beyond the mebetery
exerts a malignant and ancient spiritual influeocer the
environs of Ludlow, Maine; the Wendigo who presidesr
this burial ground is the amoral nature god wharret to
reclaim what Christianity has taken from the nagive

(‘Contemporary Gothic’Gothic Fiction 271)

What the Indian people lost was more than theireshlands. History shows that
the Micmac was a tribe of people that lived aswitk nature. The French
colonialists were so taken by the hospitality afestyle of the Micmac people
that they left them to remain on their land andaad built their villages on land
nearby. It was not until the English arrived anoktthe land from the French

that trouble for the Micmac people began:

91



The English trait of colonialization was rapidlytpato effect,
the Micmac being confined to reservations and tbdree
hunting and fishing economy gone forever. The sgbset
exploitation — further loss of lands, loss of watesources and
the offer of only seasonal jobs at subsistence wage a
shameful chapter in the settling of Acadia, bulict
demonstrate the great resilience of the peoplee (Native

Americans453)

One of the principles which helped the Micmac peaulrvive the reservation
lifestyle was their philosophy that they were pHrhature and one with the
earth. The Micmac philosophy said: “Man was pamature — not outside it — he
was but part of the webs of the natural world, dredearth and woodlands could
be neither owned nor exploited.” (455) Accordingptee notable scholar, C. E.
Cleland, who studied the Micmac people in deptis, ¢tose connection with
nature made life and death a seamless entity. “@haan is born and for a time
becomes a cannibal, eating and taking energy fiisrfeliow creatures; when his
soul and shadow leaves his body, Earth Mother takesck to nourish the plants
which in turn feed both animals and men. His dslsepayed, his spirit freed,
and the cycle of life completeThe Native Americang55).

This closeness with nature and the spiritualityahby the Micmac
Indians would not be easily understood by Louise@rédaving already
witnessed the power of the Micmac land he is ngéorconcerned about the
logical, that death is a natural process of lifae, is he concerned with the moral

implications of using land which has been takemftost by) the Micmac
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people. There is nothing that will stop his plam$ting his son back to life
because for Louis Creed rationality is gone andtughieft is the all-consuming
guilt of a man who witnessed what the burial grobad to offer. As a medical
man Louis is not concerned with the medicine masmhEs made an assessment
of the power of the Micmac burial ground. He is $dous of its power and feels
the presence, although he cannot explain it herisia it is there. He also has an
understanding of what it has taken from him andtuthexpects to get in return

for his use of the sacred grounds:

It has fed on your grief ... no, more than that. éitsibled it,
cubed it, raised it to the nth power. And it iga'st grief it
feeds on. Sanity. It's eaten your sanity. The flanly the
inability to accept, not uncommon. It's cost yourywife and
it's almost surely cost you your best friend aslhaslyour
son. This is it. What comes when you're too sloshing
away the thing that knocks on your door in the raad the

night is simple enough. Total darkne@6)

While in this delicate mental state Louis looks &source of solace and
inevitably delves deeply into his faith in sciemecean attempt to find an end to
the suffering. This is a crucial turning point iretnovel and in the character of
Louis Creed as this far into the narrative Louis B@en death as something ‘as
natural as birth’ and often a good thing. His refee to death has been as a
means to end the suffering, yet the death of Gaggsa sense of loss that

Louis has yet to experience. His cheating deatth hesrcontinued competition to
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save lives, has kept him from having to participatthe act of grieving. More
accurately, rather than returning to his ‘losttiidiollowing the loss of his son
Louis chooses to explore his new possibility agxension of his faith in
science, that of the magic held within the Micmaddd grounds.

The novel takes a horrifying turn when we witnéssextremes of Louis
Creed’s personality. Unlike Jack Torrance, Louisdtkis a calm and thoughtful
man, yet one who is irrational in caring for hisnfyy, a very ironic flaw in his
character as he is seemingly so caring in his raédareer. His irrationality
leads to decision making which causes the demiséesdamily and leads to the
most horrific of premises in the horror novel, tb&teturning the dead to the
living.

Slavoj Zizek suggests that the fundamental fanthspntemporary mass
culture is that “of a person who does not wantay slead but returns again and
again to pose a threat to the livingfopking Awry 22). This point is considered
“partially correct” by Jesse W. Nash who suggestglZhas failed to take into
consideration two key elements, that “the fantasyit is rooted in the popular
imagination and the archaic religious mind, is dase a fear of the dead, and
that fantasy is not that someone will “want” to aback from the dead but that
someone or something will bring that person badRdgtmodern Gothic’,
Journal of Popular Culturgl53). Nash goes on to discuss a second pointwhic
she believes is important as it “flies in the fatevhat we know from our
experience and from what we know medically andrdtfieally.” She says: “A
second and perhaps even more significant aspélestsactommon fantasy is that

it expresses a pre-scientific or superstitious fieat death is not final, that death
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can somehow be overturned, that one can be bothatehalive at the same
time” (153).

In terms of Louis Creed this irrational belief tisameone can be both
alive and dead at the same time goes againstithgriascience. He is in effect
losing his faith by considering and performing éxtumation and reburial of
Gage in the Micmac burial ground. His scientifiolnedge would tell him what
his mother had been telling him for years — deatted. However, he has seen
the possibility. While unexplained, the Micmac laliground had returned
Church and spared his daughter from suffering tiinchis death, and so it too
could return Gage and spare him and his family fsoiffering the loss of his
son.

Saving lives is clearly Louis Creed’s passion amthis faith in medicine
Is tangible and his failings cause him to questisrfaith or at least the practice
of his faith. In terms of Gage his failure to savigfe is heightened by his wish to
quell the suffering he and his family will experoen Here, it is important to see
how closely related Louis’s feelings (and the ditwrmof the speeding truck and
his naive son) are to King the man as well as thiemy

An inspiration for the scene in which Gage is killey a speeding semi is
stranger than fiction. King explained during aremtew withLondon’s Evening
Standardnewspaper that: “IRet Sematarghere is a little boy who runs into a
road and a truck runs him over. At that time miydiboy had run into a road and
a truck was coming. | caught him by one leg andkgdrhim down and saved his
life — which is what God made parents for, to sinesr kids’ lives. When | wrote
about that, | did have the feeling of being on ychgtrist's couch articulating

some traumatic possibility'Greepshow;s58).
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This explains the power held within the narrativet as dramatic a
revelation as it is we can also determine thatebants for the manner in which
Louis, lost in his own thoughts, makes referencééopsychological, and
textbook, stages of the grieving process. His gitsrto understand the stages,
and the stage his wife Rachel is currently experray allows him the space to
assess the amount of loss his wife feels. Simil&dyg in researching his novel
would have carried out his own research in an gitemlearn what he would
have suffered if not for his narrow escape. He alds to “bring the boy down”
whereas Louis’ hand brushed the hood of Gage’'sjatke was a fraction too
far away and that small amount of space and tinaegbd him. His obsession
becomes apparent and we see this through secfidins oovel that tend to read
as very clinical and precise. Here, Louis Creealnsedical man dealing with his

wife’s suffering through textbook knowledge:

All the textbooks he’d read on the subject of deatth him
that the bereaved'’s first strong impulse in theraftath of
death-shock is to get away from the place where it
happened... and that to follow such an impulse may aut
to be the most harmful course of action, becauakoivs the
bereaved the dubious luxury of refusing to cometms with

the new reality. (294)

This is a very rational and logical means by wHichis is seemingly taking
control of his overwhelming grief. Still, it becom&ightening when placed in
the context of the irrational man we see earligh@anovel. After witnessing

speeding trucks on the road in front of his hoasel, following the death of
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Church, Louis neglects his children’s safety. Nsays: “He [Louis] does not
build a fence at this point, heeding a real warnima he considers resurrecting
Church. So central is the cat to the health ofdmsily — and thus the
significance of the cat's name — that Creed takesar to the old Indian burial
ground and resurrects him.” (156)

Despite everything, Louis puts Rachel and Ellieagiane to Chicago so
he can bury Gage with the hope that he will retmith fewer changes than those
he witnessed with Church. He again places his osadito restore his loss ahead
of his family’s need to work through their loss.ui® himself intends to work
through Gage’s death by bringing him back to Iies (medical/physical method
of dealing with loss) while allowing Rachel thesalluxury of separation from
troubling memories of Gage.

Louis’s own sense of loss is expressed more astresk that he was not
able to stop the tragedy from taking place. He weable to grab Gage’s jacket
before he made it to the road, stepping in frorthefspeeding truck. His fingers
had touched the fabric, but never gained enougthase to pull his son back.
But in his dreams Louis is able to bring the bogkbdn the dreams that come
after he has been drinking, after his conversatwitts Jud Crandall who warns
against using the Micmac burial ground to bury Gagelis dreams about the

day and saves Gage:

Louis put on a final burst of speed and leapeaviing

himself out straight and parallel to the groune l&football

player about to make a tackle...(277)
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This series of events is the same as the day ochvidage died, brought on by
the sound of the trucks thundering down the roddesfell asleep. But in the
dream his fingers do not slip down the back of Gageket, and the boy does
not stumble out in front of the truck. In the dredjust as Gage’s forward
motion carried him into the road, Louis’s fingersithed the back of his jacket
... and then snagged it” (278).

The quilt Louis feels when considering the margmultnich he missed
saving his son’s life is a guilt that weighs as\lilgaas Rachel's remorse at being
unable to protect him. However, Rachel has neven ladle to protect the
children from physical harm. When Gage is stricketh flu early in the novel
he begins to choke and in a hysterical moment Racimemons Louis to
administer care to the boy. She is paralysed bytbspect of losing her
children in the same way she lost her sister Zdélglan after Louis has cleared
the vomit choking his son’s airways Rachel remauigy: “He almost died,
didn’t he, Louis? He almost ch-ch-ch- oh @gd” (180). Louis replies by
saying: “The chances are fifty-to-one he would éaleared it himself, Rachel.
| just gave him a hand”.

He then responds to Rachel’s fear that Gage wae ¢ttodying by simply
stating that “we’re all close. All the time” (180Q)ith Louis the philosophy that
death is always close at hand does not cause uhsluess. He has accepted his
responsibility to his family and friends and higigats that he is the one on call
to postpone the inevitability of death. This is egsed after Norma suffers a
brain embolism, which takes her life as Louis wason hand to save her (193).

Having Rachel and Ellie leave Ludlow to spend timign Rachel's

family in Chicago gives Louis the time alone tolde#h his grief, and plot
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Gage’s homecoming. Rachel’s difficulty in copinglwihe loss of her son is not
eased by her emotionally distant husband, yet aheat feel angry at his lack of

reaction to Gage’s death:

There had been times in the dark watches of th& migen
she had longed to hate Louis for the grief he lagiefred
inside her, and for not giving her the comfort slkeeded (or
allowing her to give the comfort she needed to gibat she
could not. She loved him too much still, and hisefaad been

so pale ... so watchful ... (368)

Rachel considers Louis as the saviour — and senrtiakthe family, and he
is in terms of healing physical wounds, and stagdjuard over the grave,
but Rachel is the saviour in terms of emotional masi After Norma’s
death she comforts Ellie by helping her bake oatrmakies, the same
cookies Norma had made. After Louis loses his patictor Pascal in the
University Medical Center Rachel comforts him wgttiysical contact and
emotional support. Yet Rachel lacks the abilith&al physical wounds,
just as Louis is incapable, outside of taught pelay, to deal with
emotional distress. For this reason Louis inslsis Rachel take Ellie to
Chicago, with the supposed purpose of beginnindgnéading process,
while in actuality it is designed to allow Louislbegin his own recovery
process: raising the dead.

While the act of bringing Gage back to life is dhat would not sit

well with those who grieve over the death, Louisrezt help but consider
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the option as a means of rectifying his failursaoe his son’s life. This
revolving and evolving secret remorse Louis hotwts4iling his son is one
that applies to him an outward appearance of apnpathetic mourner,
one who believes their suffering is greater tha df others. This outward
appearance causes difficulty for Louis, as StevkJanl believe him to be
neglecting his responsibility, as a husband arttefato support his wife
and daughter through the difficulties of losingpadd one. While this may
be true in terms of emotional support, Louis badgethat his attempts to
return Gage to his family through use of the Micrhadal ground will
salve all the suffering and restore the loss. StenkeJud, who offer him no
support, while giving Rachel all they can offer|yosee a man selfish in

his own suffering:

After a moment — in terms of clock-time probabiytg short,
but both then and in retrospect it seemed longeveSput an
arm around her and hugged her gently. His eyesooisls
were reproachful and angry. Louis turned from theward
Jud, but Jud was looking down, as if in shame. @ &s no

help there. (244)

The men around Louis feel he should take contrdltaip his wife and
daughter through this time of suffering. Louis ¢drélp himself as he
contemplates the slim margin by which he almostdaathe tragedy from
taking place. But he was too tired to shake itriaps, after twelve or sixteen

hours of sleep, he would be able to comfort Raahitle” (245). This seems

100



cold and disconnected, yet it is important to refmenthat Louis is a doctor who
thinks of timescales for healing, even in shomn®with the medicinal agent

being nothing more than sleep.

Jud later uses a softer approach and tells Losiisrg about bodies of
dead soldiers being brought back to Ludlow on ia tfEhe soldiers were killed

in Italy during the Second World War:

A second child might have reminded old Bill thagr's
others that feel the pain and have to be helpadigir. | guess
in that way, you're luckier — having another chalad all, |

mean. A child and a wife who are both alive and.wW2b5)

This does nothing for Louis, who at Gage’s funéuahs away from Jud’s
damning stare: “Louis looked away. There was nattiea could do for her, not
yet. She would have to swim in her grief as bestciuld. His thoughts were too
full of his son” (284). More accurately, his thoaglwvere with the plans he was
turning over and over in his mind, plans of pafieenhduring the funeral and the
burial. Plans that will see his wife follow her pats to their home with Ellie
grieving at her side. His thoughts were with thenglto resurrect his son and
return his family to the way it had been, skippihg grieving process entirely

and leaving it for another day. Louis Creed, theagcheater of death.

The connection | made earlier in this chapter Withis Creed
paralleling the interests of Victor Frankensteigins to surface frequently as
Louis prepares, both logistically and psycholodicdbr the reburial of his dead

son. While logistically there are concerns arowrdaving the body from the
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grave and transporting it to the Micmac burial grdwithout being detected,
there is also concern at the outcome of the operaiWhile Louis makes clear
his concerns about the resurrection in medical¢drendoes not speak about the
spiritual and moral dilemma of returning his dead ® life.

Robert Hertz's research into death and burial presthas been
influential in the study of mourning and funeraagtices around the world. His
simple suggestion that “death has not always begresented and felt as it is in
our society’(Death and the Right Han@8) was enough to prompt further
exploration into the interpretations of death anddl practices. While | will not
go into great detail here, there are some conmetioth Louis Creed’s motives

that changed my interpretation of his actions:

The detailed attention to the sequence of mortutay is
intended to show how these rituals organise anldestcate
private emotions, a point which is illustrated wilie example
of weeping which, Hertz argues, is both institusiiiy
governed and the manifestation of an emotion whbears

falsely internal. Death & the Regeneration of Ljf8)

In Hertz’ theory he argues that the process ofdbamd mourning takes place in
two phases: “Society’ had to meet this threat éguperating from the deceased
what it had given of itself and regrafting it toodiner host. There are thus two
phases to the mortuary rituals: a phase of disgggjon (represented by the
temporary disposal of the corpse) followed by asghaf reinstallation

(represented by the secondary burial) from whiehdbllectivity emerges
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triumphant over death. This dual process is midanebelief about the fate of
the soul and the ritual condition of the mournéB3&ath and the Right Hand
81).

In terms of King’s novel, Louis Creed had alreadinessed Gage’s
funeral. Hertz’s suggestion that the burial prodekss place in two phases is
reinterpreted in Louis’s actions where the ‘dis&ggtion’ is the temporary
disposal of his son’s body in a plot at PleastavwwCemetery. While this was
meant to begin the ‘regrafting’ process onto anofast’ it was only the
beginning of the intended ‘reinstallation’ whichuis was to carry out in the
Micmac burial ground. This makes an eerie senseaae is then regrafted to the
host of the Wendigo which protects the lands surdmg the sacred site,
returning to Louis a very different Gage.

This should have been no surprise for Louis whodiezhdy witnessed
Church come back as a different cat from the ohedkby a speeding truck.
True, he questions how the boy will return havioffjesed the same fate. As a
man of science Louis sees death as the failingebbdy rather than the
releasing of the soul. After Gage’s death, Louisdoees introspective in his
grief. The suffering Louis Creed endures is rematdgaving been unable to
save Gage and contemplation as to how to bringdaick. His grief exists more
in connection with his wife, as she suffers foraggedy he has not been able to
avoid; just as he felt for Rachel when Norma Crérdied: “Louis’s brow
furrowed, and in spite of this terrible news herfdut was Rachel his mind was
going out to, seeking, trying to find” (192).

According to Freud, while mourning seems natural ‘self-evident” to

layman, it has remained a “great riddle” to psyoldts who see it as “one of
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those phenomena which cannot themselves be exglautedo which other
obscurities can be traced backi{and Literature 289). This scientific look at
mourning as a great riddle may explain why Louis tie ability to overcome
grief, especially when it is connected with dedttz he has had no chance to
prevent. Norma died while he was at the UniverSigdical Center executing his
responsibility as caretaker of the dying. Earlierdadmits during a television
interview that Victor Pascow was “mortally woundgabn being struck” (71),
which again clears him of responsibility for theupg man’s death. While these
two losses are out of Louis’s control, Gage’s deethonly occurred before him,
but he had touched the fabric of the boy’s jackdbte making it to the road. For
this reason Louis is consumed by the life he wasblento save, that of his child
whom he had saved earlier that year, and whomshe parent, (according to
King) was supposed to save again and again.

It must be taken into account that up to this phouis’s feelings have
been hidden. There are glimpses of Louis’s painnareeollecting the near-miss
when grasping for Gage, but as to the full extémi®feelings about the
prospect of living without Gage, for example, theaze been very few
suggestions that he has considered living withgutdt all. This may suggest
that Louis has always considered the possibilitgrafging his son back to life,
which would reverse the effects of the death ahamehis family to the way it

had been before the accident.

As Louis gets closer to bringing Gage back he rstto his experience as
a medical practitioner, demonstrating that he tsimerested in rekindling his
old religious beliefs. The lapsed Methodist hagr@ngyer faith in science than in

his lost religion. That is not to say Louis complgtlacks a spiritual side, as this
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is demonstrated in his conversations with Ellieardgng faith. These exchanges
with his daughter demonstrate that he now consitierpossibilities of an

afterlife with a scientific rationale.

At times this rationale offers insights into howuis feels about the loss
of his son. For instance when Louis considers Gageath and Rachel’s
suffering it is stated: “When it started not to thutrstarted not to matter. She
understood, perhaps, Louis thought, how easy itdvbe to let Gage become
dead” (252). This reflects the beliefs of Jud wéltstEllie to continue thinking
of Gage and he will always be around. Still, Ladisconnects himself from the

process of suffering by absorbing himself intogos’s re-interment.

According to Louis it is science alone that camrinis son back to life,
and it is his son’s resurrection that will returadRel to the woman she has been,
curing her suffering. Louis’s faith in science dnd need to redeem himself as a

healing man are demonstrated in the following pgessa

| will make a diagnosis, not only of his body biihis spirit. |
will make allowances for the trauma of the accidesdlf,
which he may or may not remember. Keeping the ebeanfip
Church before me, | will expect retardation, perkampild,
perhaps profound. | will judge our ability to reggrate Gage
into our family on the basis of what | see overeaqd of from
twenty-four to seventy-two hours. And if the Ies®0 great —
or if he comes back as Timmy Baterman apparenttyeca

back, as a thing of evil — I will kill hin{313)
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The vocabulary Louis uses is in itself medical, o¢ of a suffering father, but
one of a physician about to perform an operatidms ©peration is one which
will right the wrongs for Louis even if it fails twork and Gage remains dead.
However, Gage’s return to life would allow Louisuerify that he is able to
cheat death and by doing so he will be satisfiegjitee Gage back” if he is not
able to serve another purpose, to return to Rahalloving son.

This persona reflects heavily on that of Victorrik@nstein, a man who
loves his fiancée, who goes to her to marry hatirgight the monster to life,
and who suffers her death because he was willimdpémdon his responsibility to
the monster. This responsibility of bringing lifadk from the dead is weighted
in a statement made by Victor Pascow: “The sod afan’s heart is stonier,
Louis,” the dying man whispered. “A man grows whatcan ... and tends it”
(67). Itis a statement that is echoed by Jud dathmvho delivers Louis to the
Micmac burial ground to bury Church. It is a wagnthat a man must accept the
choices he makes, living by the consequences @dtisns, good or bad.

Louis continues to consider his experiment in ma&dierms: “The
reinterment completed, he would fly to Chicago gnd his family.
Neither Rachel nor Ellie need ever know about &iled experiment”
(313). Again, this demonstrates that Gage is ngdohis dead son, but
rather an object of his failure, or of his God-lgaility if the boy were to
return without complications. Further indicatidntlms monstrous
conjunction comes when Louis considers the possiliieome of the

experiment:
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Besideshe gibbered to himselit, may still come out all right,
there is no gain without risk, perhaps no risk withlove.
There’s still my bag, not the one downstairs batdhe in our
bathroom on the high shelf, the one | sent Ellrettie night
Norma had her heart attack. There are syringes, ind
something happens ... something bad ... no one haswo k

but me(375)

Gage'’s reburial according to Louis has been wealhpéd and he has a
contingency in case the boy returns in a similanmea to Church. Yet the
funeral rites which Louis enacts on his own, layting boy to rest in the sacred
Indian ground, should be considered. After pla¢ivegboy in the ground Louis
returns to his home and falls asleep. He feeld tred in performing the task he
can finally rest: “To lie here on his back, at reghs exquisite. His thoughts
turned to Disney World again. He saw himself inarpwhite uniform, driving a
white van with the mouse ears logo on it — nothiongndicate it was a rescue unit
on the outside, of course, nothing to scare thengagustomers” (383).

This sense of relief is short-lived as Gage retuwvith the spirit of the
Wendigo inside of him and begins to enact the &pierrible will upon first Jud
Crandall and then Rachel Creed: “I brought you gbimg, mommy!” (399).
Louis wakes from his sound slumber to find the @ties his son has committed
and in a final connection with Victor Frankenstenmore to the monster, he
feels the solitude and the disaster of his owroasti“That click was in his head.
It was the sound of some relay fusing and burnung@ar ever, the sound of

lightening stroking down in a direct hit, the souwfda door opening” (413).

107



It does not take long for Louis to realise histake in bringing Gage
back to life and it is my belief that this refletiis extreme drive to cheat death
rather than reflecting on his affections towardduos. By succeeding in raising
Gage he erases the narrow miss in keeping Gager&aching the road. While
his hand missed his son’s hood he has hit the migihkre-creating his son.
Louis realises that Gage comes back different filoerboy he had been,
returning a monstrous form of his self. This zordike state is described by

Marina Warner irPhantasmagoria

A zombie is someone whose soul has been stolerseninady
has not exactly died but passed into the powermégician or

owner who uses it for his (rarely her) own purpd8&5).

While the wendigo spirit at the Micmac burial grdumay be controlling
the actions of the zombie-like Gage, it is aptdasider that Louis Creed
is equally to be credited as a magician of soris\aas his placing Gage
in the ground which began the transformation. Loassthe ‘owner’ of
Gage, is using his dead son to experiment in hsgegsdon with cheating
death. As puppeteer Louis is even less capableit@asmat controlling
fate and his scientific logic soon sets in as hech@es his only option to
limit the ill effects of his mistake is to “mercylik his son.

Louis finds his son and administers the lethakdasing the
hypodermic needle. He watches the creature stuashiiebegins to die
and when it calls to him he goes to it after sedimgturning to his “real

son™:
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Louis stood there for a moment, then went to Gag®jing
carefully, expecting some trick. But there was mak no
sudden leap with clawed hands. He slid his fingepsertly
down Gage’s throat, found the pulse, and heldetwas then
a doctor for the last time in his life, monitoritige pulse,
monitoring until there was nothing, nothing insidething

outside. (414)

For the first time in the novel we see Louis acoeptieath, welcoming it. His
fight against death, however, is not over as hise®f responsibility in the
murder of his wife brings him to question if théet attempts to resurrect his
family were simply quirks of fate. Following herath at the hands of Gage,
Louis — seeing what role his hands have playedaating the monster — decides
one last trip to the burial ground is in order. dta his irrational self his
immediate reaction is to journey to the Micmac lamdeturn his wife to the
living rather than considering Ellie, the survivingember of his family who
remains with Rachel’s parents in Chicago. For Lélreed it is no longer the
living that concerns him. As in King’s latest offeg, Lisey’s Storythe pulling
power of the past, and in particular the “plotsitthold the secrets of the dead, is
both a coping mechanism against the pressureg girdsent and a desperate

way of warding off fearful futures.
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Chapter Four

The Selfish Apparition:

Memory and Fear Projecting Entity
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The Selfish Apparition:

Memory and Fear Projecting Entity

In Bag of Bonesbestselling author Mike Noonan finds himself @ated by his
dead wife. Noonan, as one of King’'s writers, hasdapacity to channel the
supernatural, but he also has the capacity thrbiggimagination to create a
perceived supernatural, often as a result of ttex-affects of trauma. In the case
of Bag of Boned is Mike’s suffering from the loss of his wifadt brings on the
experiences of, and encounters with, an other-wuwstdor. While Stephen King
is renowned for being a writer of supernaturalidicf it is most often his hinting
toward the possibility of the supernatural thansst disturbing. Just as Freud
suggested that the uncanny results when the farbéieomes unfamiliar, so
King’s horrors most often emerge after his read@ngrossed in domestic
normality. It is there, at home, or in a home-frbome, in a place perceived to
be safe, that the horrors take place. When theruycaccurs in these
recognisable social settings it creates the bdhétsathe story requires. King’'s
readers are left the arduous task of distinguisheadjty from imaginative terror,
or natural from supernatural.

Freud wrote that “an uncanny effect is often argllg@roduced when the
distinction between imagination and reality is effd, as when something that
we have hitherto regarded as imaginary appearseéafoin reality, or when a
symbol takes over the full function of the thingisnbolizes” (‘The Uncanny’,
367). InBag of BonesNoonan finds himself continually contacted by wha
believes to be the spirit of his dead wife. As @&evy Noonan freely and openly

admits to having voices living in his head, voitest give him trouble
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differentiating between real and fantasy, and amykmnakes this admission early
in the novel that the narrator does not always kandat is fact and what is
fiction the reader is offered a more active rok@ntlust passive audience
member. King is leaving it up to the reader to deavhen Noonan is reliable
and when he is employing the excessive imagindbiahhas made him a

successful writer. According to Freud we must altbig process to take place:

It is true that the writer creates a kind of unaiertly in us in the
beginning by not letting us know, no doubt purpgseihether
he is taking us into the real world or into a pyr@ntastic one

of his own creation Art & Literature, 351)

This question of reliability creates another lagecomplexity to a tale that sees
a writer suffering from severe writer’'s block begimg to search for answers
surrounding the mystery of his wife’s untimely deakhe investigation takes
Noonan to Sara Laughs, a holiday home he and esregularly visited on
Dark Score Lake in a New England region known asliR. What occurs at Sara
Laughs is arguably Mike’s subconscious directing o solve the mystery
surrounding Jo’s death while also solving the muadésara Tidwell, a blues
singer who once lived in the house which now goeldy nickname ‘Sara
Laughs’.

This section of the chapter examines the noticim&mory creating
apparition”. This term refers to the peculiar positking places his readers in —
a position which blurs the lines of the natural gneeies of past occurrences) and

the supernatural (ghostly occurrences). It is myteation that Mike Noonan'’s
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psychological anguish from the loss of his wifepings memories of her which
contribute to the appearance of the hauntings perences. He is in essence
creating a perceived reality through memories siwife, bringing her back to
life in the form of apparitions which live only ms mind. This process affects
Mike from the moment he first enters Sara Laugkey af four-year absence. It is
Mike’s need to solve the mystery of his wife’s de@nd the secrets she was
hiding from him) that leads him to the cabin. Ihis memory of her that follows
him, and in turn meets him at the home she hadyaslwherished. The memories,
and not the apparitions, begin to haunt him fromrttoment he arrives;
memories deeply rooted in the ornaments the hoolsks has much as in the
house itself. This powerful emotional attachmentrexts Mike to the house
and, drawing him in as much as it drove him awdgwa the building to take on
a persona and become an entity in itself in aticadil Gothic twist. Grief is an
extreme state that features prominently in Kinggdn, changing the way his
characters perceive the world. Michael Gamer sugdkat such extreme states

of consciousness have long been common in Gothic@nantic literature:

Mary Shelley and Byron, meanwhile, increasinglyfin the
Gothic a language for philosophical and psycholalgicquiry,
taking their cues from writers like Radcliffe ancatdrin while
redirecting the focus of the texts away from ronganarratives
and toward the representation of extreme statesrdciousness.

(Cambridge Companion to Gothic Fictioh00)

114



This extreme state of consciousnesBag of Boness commonly found in

King’s canon. There is no doubt that King has tekemething from Freud’s
work on the Gothic and the human psyche. They gharsame fascination with
what it is that scares people and what it is tleapls readers turning the page. It
is fitting that King pays homage to Freud in so gnahhis works which have the
bones, if not the blood, of Freud’s theories rugrtimrough their pages.

King's references to Freud in his fiction are nletays complimentary and
at times refer to the Austrian father of psychogsialin terms that suggests
King’s association with Freud is sceptical detachinelowever, the simple fact
that King refers to Freud in his work signifies mgerest in his theories and
shows, as unashamedly as his homage to the mastessor, that he finds
validity in Freud’s writings. Writers who have insgd his work are listed
throughout King’'s canon arBlag of Boness no exception with the likes of
Harper Lee (28), John D. MacDonald (60), Somersatigham (19) and Ray
Bradbury (351) all gaining a mention.

In Bag of Bones we are dealing with a character who is suffering
psychological trauma and who believes in the ghdstave also researched the
process of grieving and have included excerpts lwkied light on Mike’s
neurotic state, which in turn make the notion afimagining the entities he
encounters more real. My readingBdg of Bonesleals more with the study of
psychology of character than the literary theorlyibe the characterisation. | feel
it is important to examine the novel in this wayiradlike Noonan we are faced
with someone who is absorbed by his grief ande&isg solace, in an irrational

way, by following the direction of his dreams.
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King's characters dream and, whether these dreams i the waking
hours or in the darkest of nights, there is alwagysrehension as to what they
will find in these hypnotic-type states. King's caeters dream in Technicolor
and each episode gives vital clues to the chasatiat are dreaming and the
characters they are dreaming about.

Adding a sense of validity to the novel, and ingtag with the traditions
of the Gothic ghost storgag of Boness told through a first-person narrator.
As Robert Phillips indicates in his introductionN@htshades: Z‘OCentury
Ghost Storieshe use of the first-person narrator is “part @& ttadition dating
back to Edgar Allan Poe, whose tales nearly alwasr® told by a narrator so as
to garner credibility” (xiii). The technique workgell in Bag of BonesWe are
intrigued by Mike Noonan as from the outset he appé& be one of the more
autobiographical of King’s characters. He is alse of the more unstable
characters in King’'s corpus, failing in his jobaldte to concentrate and suffering
from relentless nightmares.

In one of the first dream sequences, before Mikeedrto Sara Laughs, he
sees himself walking up the path toward the lak&skoln his dream, or
precognition of events to come, Mike questionsrépercussions of staying
away from the lake house for so long. This sedsamportant as it clearly
establishes King'’s intention of drawing the readés Mike Noonan’s thoughts
and his habitual questioning of his actions andg@rons. While it is the first
person narrative that allows an instant intimachwhe reader, it is Mike’s
admission of his feelings towards the house thates& clear to the reader what

he believes he will find upon arrival.

116



It's dark, and it will be frightening to go intodahdark place alone
(suppose Sara resents having been left so longaleumppose she’s

angry?), but | must. (38)

This excerpt shows that Mike has come to belieaé $ara Laughs has
summoned him, drawing him to return to the TR (akeMefers to the lakeside
town surrounding Dark Score Lake) after Jo’s deaththis part of the chapter
looks at the text as a story of a very naturalrmdkstruggle, one dealing with
fear of betrayal and uncertainty following the la$sa loved one, Mike’s
conviction that Sara Laughs draws him back is fdssind plausible as the
appeal of the place is most heightened by hisigstiemory of his dead wife.
There are several similarities between Mike Noocawash another disturbed writer
in King’s canon. A haunted hotel that guided hinatempt to murder his wife
and son summoned Jack Torrancel e ShiningWhile Torrance travelled to
the Overlook Hotel to find a job in the hope thatould keep his domestic life
intact, Noonan returns to Sara Laughs and the TiRdoanswers as to where his
domestic life went wrong. Both men are trying tadfthemselves as men and
writers and both are suffering from serious casewriver’s block, as well as a
form of post-traumatic stress disorder.

Mike suggests throughout the novel that Jo fouedltR, and Sara
Laughs in particular, a place where she felt a¢ elhsvas quiet and she could
work on her crafts in the shed behind the housdéeviiike tapped at his word
processor in a secluded room upstairs. Such sassagciations connecting his
wife with the house suggests that it is Mike’s meymaf Jo, and his fond

memories of how happy she was while at Sara Laughsmake it possible for
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her to remain in the place for his own psychologregll being. After all, Mike
has yet to set foot in Sara Laughs since his wideath, and yet he has not made
any attempt to sell it on. The house is the lastaiaing tangible reminder of his
wife, standing as much as a monument to Jo Noomaeisory, as it stands in
memory of Sara Tidwell.

Before visiting Sara Laughs Mike begins to conteatgplts connection

with his wife:

| lay on my side, the shivers slowly subsidingnking of her
coffin lying there in the driveway, thinking thatmade a kind
of mad sense — Jo had loved Sara, and if she wéraunt

anyplace, it would be there (53).

This excerpt offers reasons why Mike returns ta3aughs, and why the house
seems to have such a supernatural draw — becagsmiinected so deeply to his
wife’s memory. While this admission demonstratingk®’s strong belief that
Jo’s connection with Sara Laughs extends furthen the grave, it also urges the
reader to question Mike’s state of mind as he isad shivering as he thinks of
his dead wife. A man who is still deeply mourning beloved, but also one who
Is searching for something that will connect thatbeit in a non-physical sense,
once more, cannot be in control of his faculties.

Anthony Storr reminds us that dreams, accordirfgrénd, are wish
fulfilments: “Freud affirmed that, with very few egptions, dreams were
disguised, hallucinatory fulfilments of represseidhes. He also asserted that

dreams not only represented current wishes, bug aiep invariably expressions
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of wish-fulfilments dating from early childhoodFfeud & Jung 32). While
Mike’s dreams of his wife do not recollect momeintsn his childhood they are
reflections and recordings of the moments in Ifies br at least the place the
moments were recorded in his mind, which reprelsmsntvife. His wish-
fulfilment is clearly to be rejoined with Jo and l@dmission that she would most
likely ‘haunt’ Sara Laughs is confirmed within ldeeam of the summerhouse.
We can interpret this section as a moment of deyoes reading it as
Mike’s first step towards convincing himself thair§ Laughs is the
connection he needs. Shortly after this moment Mikaits that his dreams
of Sara Laughs are becoming more and more reatasdhat he discovers
wounds suffered during the series of his dreamdexnlgt appear as he

regains consciousness:

It was the cut on the back of my hand. That cutleeh in all
the dreams, | would swear it had ... and then itdzdally
appeared. You didn’t get that sort of shit in tharkg of Dr
Freud; stuff like that was strictly for the Psyckigends hotline.

(63-64)

Mike’s instant connection between the dreams aadtientific study of
their subconscious meanings demonstrates thatdmcerned with his
mental state. Likewise it affirms that he (like )ns aware of Freud’s work.
What is more interesting is that Freud’s connectitth studies of
psychology and Gothic fiction are considered ietglial and defining

whereas the Psychic Friends Hotline is the sciergduivalent, to use
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King's phrase, of a Big Mac, large fries, and atfieke. King seems to be
playing with the reliability of his narrator herse much as in many of his
tales featuring writer protagonists. Mike Noonarfdsa strong allegiance to
popular culture. What King says here is as muchdmission about the
popularity of tarot readings as it is about popwating, or anything else
that is embraced by the masses.

When King refers to the Psychic Friends Networkshealling
attention to the thousands of people using itrid & sort of faith, a belief in
the popular notion of the afterlife and spirituahd this taking of faith from
an accessible and marketable form of the ‘superalata similar to the faith
King's loyal readers have in his works. Both Mikedwan and King
perceive their writings as similar to the Psychiefds Network as they
have found commercial success and popularity, wimakes their books
easily dismissible by some sceptics and criticss passage is also important
as Mike admits that the story he is about to geihcredible, if not
impossible. As importantly, Mike demonstrates tiais coming to terms
with his ‘need to believe’ as well as his uneasth we unexplained. This is
a lot to consider for a man who is in a poor mestale — one that has
crippled his writing career. Freud is often invokea playful fashion by
King, as a kind of bogeyman whose theories botipst@nd undermine the
horror genre’s reliance on popular psychology. @frse, Freud drew
heavily on imaginative writing for his own theorjes® the links between his
work and King’s writing are not so tenuous.

King has mentioned in several interviews that hesdwot believe in

monsters but that the thought of monsters frightemsjust the same. But his
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reasoning behind the statement and his interaspins that touch upon the
subject of the supernatural is summarised in arew he gave t®layboy
Magazinein 1983: “There’s a big and vital difference betndahe
unexplained and the inexplicable, and we shoulg kieat in mind when
discussing so-called psychic phenomena. Actualpyefer the term “wild
talents,” which was coined by the science fictiaitev Jack Vance”Bare
Bones 26).

But, what kind of person believes in ghosts? A perss devastated
as Mike Noonan, equipped with his imaginative cégats a magnet for the
supernatural. Consider Freud’s theories about Wihdtof people suffer
from “serious depression”: “The person who is k&l develop serious
depression in response to loss, rather than sipgsging through a period of
mourning, can be thought of as someone who haidog sense of his
own worth, and who therefore has no inner resourcéall back upon when
loss or deprivation assails him. Such a person iresremntirely dependent
upon external supplies to keep up his self-estegorn other people to love
or admire him, or upon achievement to boost his @geud & Jung, 57).

With this in mind, we go back to Mike Noonan, whassmot
produced a work of fiction in the years followinig wife’s death and who
has exhausted his resources of completed manusahijper pilfering all of
his completed work from a safe-deposit box andingthem to his
publisher he is truly alone and feeling without thoiSo now he is searching
for a last connection (some kind of a contact) w#thelp him pass through

his ‘period of mourning’ and help him get on witis kfe again.
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Take into account King’s admiration for Shirley Ks@n’sHaunting of
Hill Houseand the character of Eleanor Vance, a psychicig/doawn in by the
house where she is caught in trances, saved fntdar crashes into a tree as
she tries to escape the house) by her fellow psgdhom the research team.
What is key here is the similarities between Mik#oNan (and Jack Torrance
from The Shininyand Eleanor Vance. These characters are in adigxyrbed
state of mind and are individuals who are very epsble to the powers of the

house:

There is, of course, a strong suggestion that tlisédrhas taken
possession of Eleanor and has forced her to rigéivterrible
past — and this, indeed, is one of the donnedseahaunted
house genre. However, the possibility also looras Bteanor is
mentally unstable. Even before the issue of thesgiural
becomes a live one, she has an overwhelming desibelong”

and to be loved.The Philosophy of Horrorl47)

Mike’s admission that he now needs dreams moredhansuggests that he is
no longer capable of exhausting his subconsciaasi¢in writing his

imagination. This is important when consideringdeglining mental state.
Mike’s former occupation, heavily, if not entirelgliant on creative thought, has
left him completely since the death of his wife kigls requirement to fill the
void — both in terms of his writing and his domedituation — sets in train a

desperate search to locate an outlet, or in tlie aa inlet for his imagination.
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His admission that dreams have begun, since hessadeath, to play a major

part in his psychological maintenance is made earlge novel:

There was an exotic strangeness to the dream #satmissing
from my waking life, now that the road leading ofimy

imagination was so effectively blocked. (39)

It is not only dreams that seem to have taken obofrthe energy that was once
used to fuel Mike’s literary output. His subconsmat times tends to draw on
the same energy, producing voices and at timeghgsthich Mike does not
have the ability to control. Mike’s connection keethouse, and the entities
present inside, is expressed as he has his fipgrriexice with an apparition in
Sara Laughs. The entity, or its voice in this egtds that of a child crying when
he enters the house and turns on the foyer liglgrd’is a moment when Mike
believes it is a spirit, yet he is quick to disntiss laugh as a voice that has been
conjured by fear brought on by the recollectiomisfdreams. He rationalises the
voice as being part of him, one of the many viviices that live in his writer's

mind:

| hear voices in my head, and have for as longcas Iremember.
| don’t know if that’s part of the necessary equgnhfor being a
writer or not; I've never asked another one. | mde# the need

to, because | know all the voices | hear are vassa me. (87)

123



Mike’s rationale is that the house holds memoiiles & container for spirits, and
so the house keeps spirits within the structureingaik possible to hear, and at
times see, those who have been living within thipast. It stands to reason
that Mike, holding memories as strongly as he deesps Jo alive in his mind.
The house seems to be, for Mike, an extension pfsi@s much as his
memories of her are an extension of himself.

In another excerpt, where Mike is walking towa&#sa Laughs,
recalling the dreams that have prompted his ratuthe house, he finds himself

unable to differentiate between what is reality st had been the dream.

Even before the shrouded thing had come burstihgfahe
house, | had felt something was all wrong, all tagsup; | had

felt that somehow the house itself had gone ing@3.

As Mike’s need to be reunited with Jo in an eftorexorcize his demons
draws him to Sara Laughs it is his psychologicsairdss that in actuality
guides him. If the house has, as Mike puts it, ggorsane’ so too has Mike
as he believes irrationally that the house has miesho

Mike visits Sara Laughs with a preconceived notlaat houses
and buildings hold souls like some kind of cosnuatainer, a belief King
often exploits. This belief connects directly witie hallucination Mike has
as he dreams of Sara Tidwell, singing to a crowthénTR of the past.
This time-stream Mike speaks of, and experiencéisdrdream, holds not

only the spirits of former tenants, but their meresias well.
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| think houses live their own lives along a timesaim that’s
different from the ones upon which their ownerafjomne that's
slower. In a house, especially an old one, theipagobser. In my
life Johanna had been dead nearly four yearspddtata, she was

much nearer than that. (88)

This ability for houses to store the energy of thado have lived in them is a
common theory in parapsychology; it is also a thednich has captured the
imagination of writers and readers of Gothic litara for years in such novels as
The Haunting of Hill Housd-all of the House of Ushend more recentlghost
Story. King commented during an interview about suchafsspirits of past
tenants to bring a new context to a story aboutipsipgical horror: “InThe
Yellow Wallpapeby Charlotte Perkins Gilman, the new tenant ofttbhese sees
this greasy mark on the wallpaper where another amsngone mad, walking
around on her hands and knees for weeks on enchesithead tipped against the
wallpaper, so it’s left that greasy mark. But Ie&t something far more sinister
than that. It's left the spirit of madnes84gre Bones60).

King is speaking about the marks left behind asdthe ghosts of
someone else, or the undesirable part of the palispr the failed element of
the troubled individual. What is important to catesi, as King has displayed
here, is that what is most troubling is the reatdioof insanity which has been
left behind. As significant as the marks on thelwsahow we as readers interpret
them. How do we see the greasy stain upon the MaN®? do we visualise the
madness of the woman? Most strikingly, in relatoiMike Noonan in his

fragile state, what do our interpretations of thiglence say about us?
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Mike’s belief that such memories of past tenanistexithin Sara Laughs
is evident later in the novel when Mike is caughBara Laughs in a dream state,
which is plagued by both spatial and chronologasadmalies. During the dream
state Mike finds himself walking through the tinmdiof Sara Laughs — picking
up spirits/memories of the house. Not only doembet Sara Tidwell, young and
vibrant and alive — as he admitted he had desirel for so long — but as he
returns from his dream/spiritual time-travellingfirels himself in a corridor that

in itself acts as a timeline:

As | stood before the second pair of doorwaysartie voice
somewhere in the dark say quite clearly: ‘No, theskRlent’s wife

wasn’t hit. That's his blood on her stockings.’ 436

Prior to Mike entering this dream state, befordihgs himself in the corridor
listening to commentary on the assassination dfiekeat Kennedy, Mike recalls
an episode in his life when he entered another statk. Mike at the time was
eight years old and we can assume it was the yeané&dy was shot. This makes
the current experience significant as it is coneetd a past illness which
allowed Mike to worm into this new consciousneskeMs as unwell now as he
was back then and the inclusion of commentary ami€dy’s assassination is
used to bridge the time-gap between the then and Inathe story Mike tells
how he contracted measles and became extremalithlla high fever. The fever
made him delirious and he entered what he rememiberge a similar state to
the one he experiences when travelling through’Stnae lapse: “It was as if |
had found a secret passage hidden just beyondahefthe world and went

crawling along it” (207).
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While Mike does not make the connection betweerigher he suffered
from as a child and his ability to communicate vitie spirit world it does beg
the question as to why he would associate the ongirengly if there had not
been a reason. Mike seems to be admitting thah@asidelirium to the one he
experienced at eight years of age, could have tteecause and explanation for
what he experienced in present-day Sara Laughs; again admitting that while
an explanation could be reached through Freud'shmgnalysis, there is still an
element of the supernatural at hand.

In another dream sequence Mike hears music plaliagecognises the
lyrics as those of Sara Tidwell and knows thas ghe and her band the Red-
Tops playing. Here, Mike doesn’t say Sara Tidwedbwocking, he says Sara
Laughs (as in the house) is rocking. This secsaignificant as all of the
present-day construction and additions which haenlbuilt over the years exist
in the dream-state. In Mike’s previous dreams $Sargghs had been no more
than the original shack in which Sara Tidwell haed. Mike has found himself

in the time-space, and the house has become Savdt

It was laughing and urgent and ominous all at #mestime, and
| knew at once that | was hearing Sara Tidwell, Whd never cut
a record in her life. | was hearing Sara Laughd,raan, she was

rocking (207)

Given Mike’s visions and his propensity for heanrmces that no one else can

hear we should consider here that Mike is credtiegsense of place he wishes

existed around him. He is sitting in Jo’s studypKimg at old pictures of Sara
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Tidwell, considering times of old and wondering wBara’s voice would have
sounded like. Just as his need for confirmatioh dbavas present in the house
was recognised and arguably fulfilled with the relog of her voice, so Mike’s
interest in Sara Tidwell is validated with the cbamo witness her perform in a
dream state. This suggested presence of the stypeina prevalent throughout
the novel with Mike taking account of the voicesl dhe messages he receives
from what he believes to be spirits held withingSaaughs. These messages are
not always letters arranged on the refrigeratolr glo& most often no more than
voices inside the head of a troubled writer, sucM#&e’s explanation of the

writing process when he observes:

The muses are ghosts, and sometimes they come
uninvited.

My house is haunted.

Sara Laughs has always been haunted... you've stmed
up.

stirred, | wrote on the refrigerator. (302)

Another example of such an experience finds Migarimg what he
believes to be the voice of his dead wife. In Hastion Mike has just come in
contact with Max DeVore for the first time. The eensation with DeVore is
unexpected as Mike is sitting on the porch watchinegFourth of July fireworks,
a moment he has been dreading since returningriol8aighs. As the fireworks
display was an event Mike shared each year withvHes his thoughts are

entirely with her when DeVore interrupts with thggeessive phone call:
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You're scared of this guy, aren’t you® askedOkay, maybe
you're right to be scared. A man who feels he caarfgry
whenever he wants to at whoever he wants to .. sthatian who
can be dangerous.

Then Mattie’s voiceMr Noonan, I’'m not a bad mother.

Nothing like this has ever happened to me befdr&4)

With this section of internal dialogue King asks readers to consider the
possibility that the voices in Mike’s head are sliyrfus way of sounding out his
ideas. It is possible to believe that his inten@tes, while sounding like those
of people he has experienced, both dead and aligegjothing more than his
conscience. After all, it is impossible not to take consideration that Mattie’s
voice is simply repeating something she said toWwhen they first met a few
days before this phone call. His recollection oftfiéés voice repeating her
words precisely is no more than memory, makingiirely possible that Jo’s
voice is much the same.

While King has his readers question throughoutthel whether or not
the supernatural is in Mike’s head or in the phgisieorld he adds a further twist
by allowing Mike unusual communication skills. HedeKyra Devore
communicate through dreams and more significahtigyugh a kind of telepathic
phone call that King in his other novels calls ‘Btene’.

The relevance of the ability to ‘shine’ Bag of Boness not far removed
from that ofThe Shiningvhere Danny Torrance and Dick Hallorann have the

ability to communicate without speaking. This tel#y is a survival mechanism
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in King’s fiction as it allows thoughts to remaiacset from those who intend to
cause harm. The ability to ‘shine’ is distinct fraout related to the telekinetic
and pyrotechnic powers of the protagonist€arrie andFirestarter.

The study of telepathic phenomenon gained a fréshest around the
time King began producing his early supernaturalkaoWhile it had been
‘practiced’ and demonstrated within the spirituadind parapsychic communities
for many years before, it was through fiction aihah that the subject began to
garner greater public attention. Telepathy comas fihe Greek tele, ‘distance’
and pathos, ‘sensation of feeling.” The word wased in 1882 by Fredrick W.
H. Myers, who defined it as “transmission of thouigldependently of the
recognised channels of sens&hé Spirit Book406).

A possible inspiration foBag of Boness a theory that telekinesis is
conducted through a kind of ghostly grapevine: t€ssor James Henry Hyslop
thought it possible that spirits might be the canisielepathy between the living.
He claimed that Myers also saw this possibilityhat start of his investigation
into telepathy. In his experiments with Miss Mikasd Miss Ramsden, Miles
claimed that she could always tell when her telepbatd been successful
because she heard rappingBhé Spirit Book406).

| discuss the significance of these “rappingséian this chapter when
Mike encounters what he believes to be Jo’s gpitihe cellar of Sara Laughs,
but for now we will stay with the process of shminMike’s relationship with
Kyra DeVore is one that is similar in strength amensity to Danny and Jack
Torrance in the early chaptersTdie Shiningand even arguably Ben Mears and
Mark Petrie inSalem’s LatJoseph Reino suggests that it is easy to reaé the

relationships as paedophilic in nature. He quat@s fsections oSalem’s Lot
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where the dialogue between Mark Petrie and Ben $/&2&ms to be more of an
exchange between lovers than a conversation betwesn and a boy. Reino
does, however counter this perception by sayingn*8initial reaction to Mark
and his subsequent relationships fall somewhat siioaw sexual attraction, yet
are clearly beyond friendship, paternal affectiomere remembrance of things
past” Stephen King: The First Decade9).

Such relationships between adults and childrening fiction are
never as intense as when the two share the atailishine’. It seems King is
making a literal association with the phrase ‘tgkinshine to something’ by
establishing such a passionate bond between ingilddhat the resulting
“connections” the two share are almost inexplicablthose outside of the bond.
Reino argues: “Simplistic explanations of whatasng on beneath the
psychological surface are of little value and ssgigeerhaps, an insensitivity to
the kind of haunted nuance at which King is mogifsk (Stephen King: The
First Decade 26).

Even within the text dflearts in Atlantisthe relationship between
Bobby Garfield and Ted Brautigan comes under su@pitom Liz Garfield.
Bobby’s mother’s perception of the relationshipuaacceptable is directly
related to the mistreatment she suffers at thediahter boss (164). Her
suspicions of Ted Brautigan are confirmed in hardiwhen she returns home to
find a young Carole Gerber shirtless and cryindhiléthe reader is aware that
Bobby had brought Carole to the house to get Tieelis in mending her arm
following an attack by three neighbourhood boyg, 4ees the ‘bad man’ as Ted
Brautigan because of her distrust in men. Evem @féeole pleads on behalf of

Ted’s innocence Liz Garfield remains certain ofleisherous ways: “Quite the
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Good Samaritan, aren’t you? How many feels did g@u while you were fixing
her up? She hasn’t got much, but I bet you cheekeat you could, didn’t
you?™ (189)

Liz Garfield’s concerns may seem to be justifiad kve witnessed the
scene from her perspective, however with insigtd the nature of his contact
with Carole Gerber we see Ted as being as mucttianvas the young girl. We
also see Liz Garfield as a victim having backgrotmthe abuse she has
suffered, and equally understand her concern fogih and her suspicions in
the older man. The dilemma King presents to thdees more in terms of
challenging the existing social taboo of such ddhild relationships. It is
important to note that it is the physical contaiat Garfield is concerned that Ted
Brautigan is having with Carole Gerber that consdrer most, yet the
intellectual and telekinetic connection Ted shavis her son Bobby is much
more intimate. It appears that such a relationshap it is unseen and comes
without physical harm — appears, at least to Lidi@la, to be more acceptable.

The ability to shine which Mike shares with KyraBag of Bons is one
of the few sections of the novel which cannot bgl&red away as simple
memory. However, taking into consideration the payahological research
surrounding the topic of telepathic communicatgpecifically concerning the
influence which spirits are believed to have onghecess, it stands to reason
that Mike’s connection with Kyra Devore is influatt(conducted) by Jo as she
was unable to deliver him the child which she wasying.

The connection between the “refrigerator peopleddhan’s name for the
unseen forces he believes to be sending him mesbggaranging letters on

kitchen appliances) and the supernatural telelda¢tiat Mike and Kyra have in
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common appear in this novel to be more of a medashow the connectedness
that the two share, an emotional pairing that waldtitat the apparition
occupying Sara Laughs and heal the emotional trdvikea feels from losing his
wife. Still, there are questions as to whethemtessages left on Mike’s
appliances and those on Kyra’s fridge are in fachmunications from ‘the other
side’ or if they are simply the result of Mike algira moving them without
thought.

In one section Mike says: “I returned to the fricgel once more
forgot to open it. My hands went to the magnettemd and again began
moving them around, watching as words formed, bagaat, evolved. It was
a peculiar kind of writing ... but iwaswriting. | could tell by the way | was
starting to trance out” (301). If he is trancing there is nothing to stop us
believing that he is subconsciously (or unconsdigusturning to the fridge
to leave himself messages. It is not surprising thiken Mattie tells Mike:

“I haven't talked to anyone about Ki's frigafatgfyra’s pronunciation]
people. Neither has she, until now. Not that tlzeesany real people, but the
letters seem to move around by themselves. It&sdilOuija board™ (328).

Ouija boards require the hands of people to wonkediums, to touch
the marker from which the message is spelled osiit & through the medium
(in this case Mike and Kyra) that the responseasent is arguable that it is not
the spirits that are making the messages, but #ttums themselves. This
argument is further established when Mattie deslasx suspicions. “You
know,’ she said, ‘it's crossed my mind that Kyraisving the letters around

herself. Mentally™” (329).
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The process of writing, while requiring a slight@mt of physical
activity is very much a ‘mental’ process. The osilyggestion in the novel that
there is real supernatural power taking placead¢tepathy between Mike and
Kyra when they shine; and again there is the suggethat the two are
connected by the spirit of Johanna Noonan. It #aadeason then that if Mike’s
ability to shine is influenced or enabled by theispvorld he would then be able
to use it to communicate with ghosts. During orghtiMike gets out of bed and
hears the sobbing of a child. While this could hbggun communication with
the other side, which Mike seems so intent to Gadnection with, he instead

dismisses the sound as nothing, “Just another Mbayddream”:

| knew better, but | also knew | was going backleep, and right
then that seemed like the important thing. As fteldi off, |
thought in a voice that was purely my ov8he is alive. Sara is

alive. (117)

While it is Mike’s belief that Sara Tidwell's spirand Sara Laughs, the house
itself, drew him back to the TR to enact Sara’srge, he is also aware that
until this trip to Dark Score Lake he had not sachhas thought of Sara Laughs.
That part of his life had, as Mike puts it, “bee@rsjob”. The power of Jo’s spirit
Is in question throughout the novel with the vatoening in whispers and her
presence felt in warm winds and in the ringing ahir the moose’s bell. It is
evident in Mike’s mind, after considering the pbdgy that it was Sara who
summoned him to the TR, that something had keptaway during the past four

years. In considering what may have been the refasdns distance, and lack of
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intention, in visiting Sara Laughs, Mike comeshe tealization that it may have

been nothing more than his intense relationship witting.

Had somehow forgotten all about Sara Laughs, insee even
when summer came around. Was it possible to bebisrbed in
a writing project? It didn’'t seem likely ... but whather

explanation was there? (121)

Mike’s questioning of how he had forgotten aboutaSaaughs and why, when
she was living, it was Jo’s responsibility to decighen to visit the TR,
enlightens the reader as to Mike’s negligent pabityn Up to this point in the
novel we have seen a man desperately searchimgm$orers, yet now we find a
man who may be to blame for part of the pain antl he has been
experiencing. It is because of Mike’s writing cartdheat he has neglected his wife
and now that she is dead he feels the need tomecowith her. Remember that
Mike’s writing career has come to a standstill sido’s death: “Sometimes |
tried to write, and every time | did, | locked @pnce, when | tried to force a
sentence or two (any sentence or two, just asdsmnfey came fresh-baked out
of my own head), | had to grab a wastebasket andtunto it” (31). He can no
longer neglect her in favour of his writing andwiteither of his passions
accessible he has become a suffering and lonely man

Throughout the novel Mike is involved in the prage$ mourning his wife,
a process that he approaches with the same inagéttention that he would
have used in approaching a new writing project. itleshas undertaken at Sara

Laughs is much more difficult, as he has to defitlee apparitions are truly
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spirits haunting Sara Laughs or if the spirits apgaritions he has experienced
are merely in his head. This is a process that,vaster, he has never before

questioned as it was one which has made him mofei@nt at his craft:

It wasn't the first time I'd spooked myself likeath | see things
that’s all. Write enough stories and every shadawhe floor looks
like a footprint, every line in the dirt like a setmessage. Which
did not, of course, ease the task of deciding wizet really
peculiar at Sara Laughs and what was peculiar loetause my

mindwas peculiar. (123)

On a Dictaphone that Mike was given by his agetatr dhe publication of his
first novel he captures the voice of his dead wgfeing him what would at first
appeared to be a piece of physical evidence thetnim Noonan'’s spirit is
present in Sara Laughs. It is interesting that Mi&etinually questions his
experience with the ghosts as being possibly inddiehis writer’s mind. The
fact that the voice of his dead wife is capturedrenMemo-Scriber Dictaphone,
given to him by his agent, suggests again thawhisg and the spirit activity
are connected. It is also worth pointing out hbet this contacting of a ghost
through ‘new media’ is way of giving an otherwisaditional ghost story a
contemporary feel.

In 1944, Edmund Wilson suggesteddtassics and Commercials: A
Literary Chronicle of the Fortiethat there would be no reason to read ghost
stories in an age of electronic light, radio arldgbone (128). Over sixty years

on and the ghost story is still a popular form, dtidly less than what it was
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during the height of the so-called mediumistic eratthe Victorian period,

when science and spiritualism appeared to be edgages awkward dance, yet
there seems to be increasing means of communiocattbrthe other side through
the advancement of technology. Not just the radobtalephone, but also the use
of computers and, iBag of Bonesthe handy Dictaphone. New technologies
advance ghosts rather than setting them back.

Still, it is interesting to consider what Wilsoadto say were the reasons
behind the public’s interest in ghost stories. ldkdved two main drivers kept
people returning to these tales of the unnatutas. first is that we search for
evidence of another world the moment we feel tbat ‘world has failed us.”
The second, Wilson suggests is “the instinct teimate ourselves against panic
at the real horrors loose on the earilassis and Commercigld73). King
discussed the subject of writing about the suparahtadmitting there are
responsibilities a writer must face when broachimgsubject that has yet to be
proven: “I did not accept the ideas in this artiméegospel truth — it seems to me
that the writer who deals with psychic phenomeniaisror her fiction has a
responsibility to deal with such phenomena respéygtbut not in a state of utter,
worshipful belief — but | did find the idea intetieg), both for the idea itself and
because it suggested a vague but intriguing reff@many own experience: that
the pasts a ghost which haunts our present lives constafilghse Macabrge
265).

While we as readers are absorbing ourselves, alnighaway from the
horrors we should be facing in our real world, M¥&eonan is hiding away in
his summer house, creating his version of a ghosy.dt stands to reason that

as successful a writer as Mike Noonan had beene-i#@ten’t rich enough to
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own a jet (Grisham) or a pro football team (Clantygt by the standards of
Derry, Maine, we were quite rolling in it” (20) -ehvould need an outlet for his
imagination. If his illness came when he was canssly attempting to put
words down on the page the question remains asiéthser he would be ill when
creating the story without enacting the literarfpstf

His communications with the spirits continue anel lagightened further
by his scribblings with pencil and paper. This ghgsical confirmation that his
activities as a writer make him a perfect mediurmtestigate the house and
assist or dispel the spirits and memories that hiaugtill, his fruitful mind
makes him question if what he is experiencing &, rié“the presence | felt
might be, let’s face it, only in my own head” (269)

From the recording of Jo’s voice on the Dictaphbhiee finds himself
frightened and bewildered, yet he continues tockefr Jo’s spirit. There is still
a question as to what it is that Mike has captwrethe memo-scriber
Dictaphone. “Oh Mike’ a voice whispered — mourned, almost — on the,tapd
| found myself having to press the heel of one hanay mouth to hold back a
scream. It was what | had heard in Jo’s office wiendraft rushed past the side
of my face ..” (131). If we are to take Mike at his word then are to believe
that what he recorded sounds like a breeze, itthee than a soft wind, and so it
Is Mike’s interpretation of what is on the tapettitgentifies the sound as being
his wife’s voice. And again when the voice is melgal (322), much the same
way as before, it is Mike who needs to hear hig\witoice. He is the only one
to listen to these recordings and so he has necooenfirm it is Jo’s voice (or

any voice at all) that is on the tape. Mike, infnggile state, does not offer
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anyone the chance to hear the tape, making certaome can question what it is
that he has captured.

As it is Jo that he wants it is not surprising that Jo that Mike gets.
Mike’s first response to the recording of his wieoice is one of horror, yet it
quickly changes to one of satisfaction, and evatifgration, that he has found

what he’s been searching for:

‘Thanks,’ | said, and my voice wasn’t quite my of@en a moment
or two. It seemed that in the TR my wife was hatkpad at all.

(134)

We should take into consideration the fact thatevhiike is speaking with his
dead wife, he is communicating by using a voicé tigadoes not completely
recognize as being his own. Here, King hints méwa horror emerging and
taking shape within the novel, one which sees a steadily on the decline to a
mental breakdown. Still, we cannot pass judgemsesityjet as Mike Noonan is
one of King’s writers, and constant readers willpeare of the writer’s ability,
within his canon, to conduct supernatural evenenaevhen they seem so
obviously troubled.

Whether Mike’s personality is changing in the nowely be an issue, but
another related topic for argument is one raise@hxyymas Edison, who
speculated thus: “If our personality survives, titas strictly logical or scientific
to assume that it retains memory, intellect, otheulties and knowledge that we
acquire on this Earth. Therefore... if we can ev@aanstrument so delicate as

to be affected by our personality as it survivethmnext life, such an
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instrument, when made available, ought to recondetbing” (The Spirit Book
128-129). This is an interesting concept, yet difScult to see a common
Dictaphone as being the sensitive piece of equipfBédison spoke about, one
capable of capturing messages from the other Aicteording to a 1974
publication entitledrou Can Communicate With the Unseen Waldth a
notion is not preposterous. Harold Sherman wrdg:se of an ordinary tape
recorder and/or a radio set attuned to unused drezjes, spirit voices of
purported entities are being received” (128).

This communication with the ‘unseen world’ becamewn as Electronic
Voice Phenomenon (EVP). This was a new and excttevglopment in the
spiritualist movement around the time King’s supéunal writing career was
taking off, and at a time when his writing changedocus less on the natural
human characters such as Charlie Deck&ageand more on the likes of Carrie
White, such a development would have held a faioméor King. This would
have made it into his ‘toolbox’ as he calls ithm Writing only to be used in a
novel some thirty years later.

While the recording of Jo’s voice acts for Mikecamfirmation that she
exists within the house, the continual contact thlegre through thoughts is
something that Mike can more easily explain awalis®veractive writer’s
mind. Yet it is through these exchanges that ibbees apparent that Jo in life

may have been Mike’s voice of reason.

Settle down, Michaello’s voice advisedlhe red rag is gone

now, no one’s waving anything in front of you, st jsettle —

(159)
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If in fact Jo was Mike’s voice of reason while shas still alive it is arguable
that she would continue to be a voice of reasohiwitis head after she has
passed on. Mike admits that he has voices floatintgs head, voices he
recognises, as well as voices that just come onbwhere. With this in mind it
Is not too far fetched to believe that the voicéhaf most influential person in his
life would remain with him after she had died. Ftewrote: “We possess, as it
seems, a certain amount of capacity for love — wigatall libido — which in the
earliest stages of development is directed towand®wn ego. Later, though
still at a very early time, this libido is diverté@m the ego onto objects, which
are thus in a sense taken into our ego. If thectbpre destroyed or if they are
lost to us, our capacity for love (our libido) isc@ more liberated; and it can
then either take other objects instead or can teanfypreturn to the ego” Art
and Literature 289). More simply, Mike’s memories of Jo and émeotions
they shared will be part of Mike, and with his lamkconnection and his need for
an “ego boost” he is a likely conduit for the memsfapparitions which are
floating around Sara Laughs.

Physical contact with a spirit comes late in theelovhen Mike is
attacked by Devore and Whitmore, who are terragisiim, driving him into
Dark Score Lake where he attempts to swim to saf&tgwing tired, Mike fears
he will not be able to reach the raft in the midaofie¢he lake: “I sank, swallowed
more water, and spat it out. | began pummellingdke again and forced myself
to stop. From the shore, | could hear Rogette Winigrs tinkling laughterYou
bitch, | thought.You scrawny ki (292). Jo’s voice again enters Mike’s head - as

he is in the water it would be difficult to heaettoice of the spirit otherwise.
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Mike admits: “Her voice was in my head, but it washe one | make when I'm
imagining her side of the mental dialogue or wharst miss her and need to
whistle her up for a while” (292). There is the pital experience of something

splashing beside Mike to lend credence to his abntdh Jo:

Then | felt a hand seize me by the nape of the.nBo& pain of
having my hair yanked brought me back to realitg filash — it
was better than an epinephrine injection. | fetitar hand clamp
around my left leg; there was a brief but terribdmse of heat. The
cramp let go and | broke the surface swimmingally

swimming this time, not just dogpaddling, and inalveeemed

like seconds | was clinging to the ladder on tlue sif the float.

(293)

“After-death communication” is a term coined by Aioan researchers of the
paranormal Bill and Judy Guggenheim, and is a stltpat has been gaining
increasing popularity with more people coming fordvevith stories of contact
with the dead. Emma Heathcote-Jones said of thg&ugim’s theory: “Their
assertion is that some sort of after-death comnatioit is one of the most
common spiritual experiences that we have. Indeedimber of studies
published in medical journals and other scholaolyrees have established that a
high percentage of bereaved people have visiotieeadeceased, with research
showing as many as 75 per cent of grieving spooisparents claiming to have

had some sort of visitationAfter-death Communicatioi8).
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Visitations are not likely to occur, according targpsychologists, as the
physical manifestations of loved ones happens rnesshfrequently than audible
indications of spirit presence. These audible efgs@and occasionally (yet
rarely) the sense of being touched, are the mpstdlyindications that a
haunting is taking place according to Hans EysemtkCarl Sargent: “Rappings,
noises, the sensation of being touched by somsibigiagent, apparition, and
longevity (reports by different people over a Igregiod of years) appear to
typify hauntings. By contrast, poltergeists invotwere dramatic movements of
objects, are of short duration, include fewer ragpj and less apparent
communication by any alleged spir{Explaining the Unexplained.27).

However, it seems that rapping is often accompalmyeather ghostly
activity associated with poltergeists. “The phenooreof raps on walls,
windows, roofs, and furniture are usually accomedtiy other poltergeist
occurrences, though not in every instance. Sughimgp are sometimes sharp
but just as often heard as dull thumps or as lamys’” The Spirit Book341).
This is an important piece of information. Accomglito parapsychology the
differentiation between a haunting and a poltetgaiggests that what Mike
Noonan is experiencing in Sara Laughs is a comioimatf two separate
paranormal occurrences. Communication with Jo’stgpiin line with what is
deemed here to be a haunting, as Jo’s ghost i&isgeand even touching Mike.
The other activities taking place in Sara Laughshsas the moving of letters on
the refrigerator, the message in the flour, anditiging of Bunter’s bell, are
associated more often with poltergeist activities.

It has been suggested that poltergeist activiaesbe brought on by

heightened sexual tension. While Mike is missirgviife in an emotional sense,
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what is alluded to less in his narrative, yet gagdduced, is that he is missing
her in a physical sense as well: “Frequently-voittebry about poltergeists,
namely that they are in some way linked to pubextyl therefore to sexual
tensions and conflicts, a notion assiduously exgdbin movies such ashe
ExorcistandCarrie” (Explaining the Unexplained.27). While the author of this
text does not take into consideration that neitfieghese movies (or the novels
on which they were based) are depicting storigsotiergeists, but rather stories
of human possession by demons, | find it intemgstinat the suggestion is made
that the paranormal can be triggered by sexualdens

In Bag of Boned/ike Noonan is missing his wife in an emotionatian
physical sense, and as importantly he is concetr@dshe may have been
having an affair. His uncertainty and his failingsoulinity are exploited by Sara
Laughs who visits Noonan in a dream. Such a thisocgnfirmed by Raymond
Buckland inThe Spirit Bookvhere he says: “Poltergeist activity often takes
place around an adolescent going through puberigomeone in a highly
emotional state. The person is usually unawarbepent-up energy being
randomly released in his or her vicinity until th&tergeist activity explodes.”
(The Spirit Book313)

Mike’s life revolved round his writing, so much 8wt he admits to being
sent into a trance-like state each time he takésetaraft. Jo gave him the time
and space he needed to produce his fiction, bde¢ath Jo seems to use Mike as
an instrument to write through the mysteries bel8aca Laughs. As this is in
one sense the converse to her living personarggable that Mike is
subconsciously using Jo’s spiritfmemory as a méafiad his writing mind

again. This would explain why Mike uses Jo’s typéavrto break his writer’'s
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block (230). Although she had her own interestdevbine was alive, and agreed
to leave the writing to Mike, it is through the usfener typewriter that he is able
to regain some of his former abilities to tell argtand at the same time makes
himself more susceptible to his spiritmemoriesdygstablishing his
imagination: “I had come back to Sara Laughs; | wmake zone; | had returned
to my dream and this time it had possessed me”)(438

While researching Jo’s final movements Mike iswod tminds: the writer
who wants “to know just enough so | can lie coltdyf(229) and the man who
Is desperate with guilt and ideas of betrayal. Tdtier version of his personality
prevails and the obsessive man sees no stonentefined. It is, however through
his persistence that Mike locates the owls whidiveehim a final affirmation
that his efforts were worthwhile.

Mike locates the owl in Jo’s shed and from “two p&gth hollow space
between them” (457) he removes JO’'S NOTIONS. Tipages of thoughts and
ideas which Jo had collected over the years gake ke opportunity to
continue/finish what his wife had started. With thisrmation contained in JO'S
NOTIONS Mike is able to solve the mystery surroumgdSara Tidwell's death
and her haunting of Sara Laughs. Aside from theitgince to plot the delivery
of JO’S NOTIONS plays a significant part in Mikejseving process as Jo had
died with their first child still inside of her. Bypcating the owl statues in Jo’'s
shed and removing in a symbolic manner the matécaintained Mike is
delivering (and laying to rest) his unborn child.

While the notes help Mike piece together the mystéiSara Laughs, he
suggests: “I didn’t need Jo to show me the spetGheen Lady had been

pointing to it all along. Even had she not bee, even if Sara Tidwell did not
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stink to the heavens, | think | would have knowthihk | would have been led
there by my own haunted heart” (468).

Mike burns the pages of JO’S NOTIONS, and in thexess speaks with
Ki about what the pages represent. She believéshbaare a story and Mike
tells her they are more like a crossword or ardeHe tells Ki that keeping the
pages around is not a good idea: “Because théyan come back to haunt you
was what rose to mind, but | wouldn’t say it. ‘Basa they can embarrass you in
later life™ (501).

It is through Mike’s writing that he comes to realiwhat is happening in
the TR, the drownings and the owls both ‘appeariadiim through writing.

Still, he is not comfortable to think that he hastten what he knows — hiding
the information in what he refers to as ‘secone-thtillers’ — but he cannot
come to terms with the fact that his wife is gader spiritfmemory helps him
understand all that has happened in the past,jst@yof Sara Laughs and the
entire TR, and how it has affected and still adbibse descendents of the
victims and tormentors.

As Mike reads through the novel he has producenhginis stay at Sara
Laughs he finds the cryptic messages from theigefator people’ running
through his head. He discovers the answers to dat looking for, and begins
to understand the history of the house: “I rememtéow deliriously happy |
had been to discover that the block had been disda@nd | could write again. It
had been dissolved all right, but not becauseitfidllfy beaten it or found a way
around it.Jo had dissolved it” (449).

After solving the mystery of Sara Laughs and contotgrms with the

loss of his wife, Mike finds the peace of mind thathas been seeking. By
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travelling to the summer house he uncovers the memthat guided his
investigation, and by confronting his fears (nigates) he is able to ‘dissolve’
his writer’s block. His ghosts, seen and heard,etomMike in his home, in a
place where he should feel safe, yet Mike Noonas seared from the start - and
for good reason: “A ghost is frequently a domestjare, haunting familiar
places, threatening where you feel most safe oniwgmvhen you feel secure.
Restless, the spectre unsettles the setflddiror Fiction, 162). A ghost will
unsettle the settled and so the effects the app@simemories have on Mike, in
his state of mourning, are heightened and maderagtr\We witness the search
of a man who is looking for answers and expectingrtcover ghosts along the
way. We meet Mike Noonan shivering in his bed, lm&tb leave his home, and
we witness his emergence. Through facing his faadscontinually questioning
his perceptions — challenging his visions — hediadlace in memories of what

had been.
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Prologue

Can’t remember the guy’s name. The one who tookarsee my mother’s grave
for the first time. He had arms like cannons. Bigl &lack and looked about as
heavy as the trees on the hills surrounding tHd b& headstones. He pulled the
van up the long road that ran through the middlthefcemetery. Kept checking
the piece of white paper beside him. Drove on dowed down now and again
whenever he needed to check the paper. Tried ta ¢mbk at him to see what
was going on in his head. Couldn’t see his eyesnbethe shades. He kept
moving his chin like he was angling his head tcklback at me in the rear-view
mirror. Expression on his face never changed.

‘You alright, Joe?’ he asked.

‘What are you looking at up there?’

‘A fax. Got it sent to the home so you'll know wheo find the site. The
plot, | mean.’

He raised the paper in his right hand and kepiryiv looked at it for a
second. Not reaching for it, but leaning forwardée what it was all about. Saw
the lines that were the highway we’d come off. Emeall wave that was the
roads we were driving on. One that cut throughddetre of the field. Smaller
waves went off from there, but they were just pathe/alk. Black spots next to
the main wave were places to park. There was antkeside of the main wave.
A few badly drawn circles that were probably meanbe trees so | looked up to
see if | could figure out what part of the wave were riding. Figured the x was

where my mother was buried.
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‘You holding up okay?’

‘Yeah,” | said. ‘Just kind of strange is all. Ib®en a while, you know?’

‘Long’s that?’

‘Since she was taken away.’” Turned from him sed@dn’t look at my
eyes in the mirror. ‘Since my old man hauled hér of

He shook his head and lowered the fax-map.

‘She’s been dead a while. More than a year.’

‘Why’d you decide to come out here now, Joe?’ Hgled his chin up to
the mirror again. ‘Why not sooner?’

Shrugged my shoulders and kept looking out thedawn Watched the
sky over the trees. Blue and clear. Not many clo@dy clouds | could see
were way off in the distance. Shaped like knivetimg low across the sky.
Shaving the tops of the trees where the hills igzeThey were cutting slow.
Beyond the clouds the sky was a blue that madeyey go dry. | couldn’t keep
from looking at it.

‘Probably just cause | don’t have anything elsaldo Cause there’s the
chance to come out.’

‘Hear you,” he said.

Drove the rest of the way without saying anythaige. | watched the
scene pass by outside my window. We were passinthelsame things now.
Headstones down the hill to the left and headstapethe hill to the right. We
were going down and at the bottom of the hill thewes a small circle of gravel
to turn around on. Nothing else beyond that spoidng grass and the start of a
forest. Way he was slowing the van down the clogergot to the bottom |

guessed we were lost. Didn’t say anything causkdi’t feel like it mattered.
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Could have turned the van round - driven the threers back to St Martin’s
Home for Boys - and | wouldn’t have cared a damuy. mabther wasn’t going
anywhere. Kind of figured if | didn’t see her grawght then I'd get another six-
hour round trip some other day.

‘What are you smiling at?’ the big guy asked.

‘Guess I'm smiling cause we’re lost.’

‘Got that wrong,’ he said. He pulled the van rouhe circle and stopped
it in the shade. Branches of a tree were hangingndand touching the
windscreen. He put an arm across the bench seausmet his head so | could
see myself in his sunglasses. Didn’t like whatw.s&ome runt of a guy looking
all stupid sitting pretty on a big bench seat. Henekl up next to the door like
that. Looked like a kid. Looked like some lost punk

‘You're mom’s grave is up the hill,’ he told me.H8uld be about fifty
feet up this road and then right. Walk till you pas Turned his head and was
looking down at something in the front seat. Heedithe fax-map. ‘Pass maybe
twenty plots and you should be there.’

He rolled up the sheet of paper and fed it throtigh cage that was
separating us. | took it from him and picked thaspt wrapped flowers from the
seat next to me.

‘You want to let me out?’ | asked.

‘Yeah, man.” He opened his door and stood outsidesan stretching his
back. Stayed like that for a few seconds. | watdhied almost annoyed that he
was taking his time before letting me out. Couldpét too annoyed cause he
wasn't a guy to get involved with. Big as he wasduldn’'t have a chance. He

came up to my door and pulled the handle. Swungltdoe open. ‘Sorry about
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that, Joe. Forget about the handles on these doarstimes. I'm usually driving
the other van.” Pointed at the door. ‘Other vandbers can still open from the
inside.’

‘You're not usually driving guys like me,’ | said.

He smiled at that too. His white teeth looked w&etl wide behind his
dark lips. He was nodding his head. Caught my c&fle in his glasses. Out of
reflex | put my hand to my face. Ran a finger oer scar over my left eye. Like
| needed to make sure it was still there. Got duhe van and felt his hand fall
on my shoulder.

‘I'll be watching you from here,’” he said. ‘You @& me to drive up and
get you, just raise your hand.” He waited for medal then said, ‘See you at the
top.’

His hand left my shoulder so he could aim hiskHiager up the hill.
Followed where he was pointing. Looked up to the &b the road we'd just
come from. Same one that led back to the highwagptkhodding my head
without looking at him and tossed the bouquet oWérs from one hand to the
next. Tossed it back again.

‘Take your time. I'm in no rush.’

‘Yeah,’ | said. ‘Neither am 1.’

Started walking up the hill. Out of the shade artd the heat. Sun was
coming down hard with nothing to break it up beftreit my shoulders. Wasn't
any shade in the field | was walking toward eithid¢w. big headstones even that |
could lean my back against. Felt like an ass foatwlwas wearing. I'd dressed
in a white t-shirt with some khaki shorts firstrii Then thought about it a

while. Figured | needed to suffer somehow if | vgaéng to get the full effect.
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Figured | owed that much to my mother. It was hat ¢lad felt it in my dorm
room when | woke that morning. Went back to my etoand changed. Black
button up shirt. Black jeans. My black military heahat were already gleaming
bright. Sat on my bed for a few minutes looking thé window. Staring while |
tied my boots up - watching through the bars amaltime blue sky.

Had a good feeling about getting away too. I'd lely dorm room and
stopped to look through the windows leading ontlihck green at St Martin’s.
Saw a pair of red flags sticking up out of the gr@duMarkers for the beginning
of the forest part of the cross country run. Stértwo miles of uneven trails. It
was a good run, but that day | wasn't interestedt didn’'t have the energy for
it. Went down the hall and into the reception foy®&tood at the front door and
touched the buzzer. Waited.

‘Stand to the left,” said the intercom voice. Siggped and looked down
the corridor and caught sight of the guard with ph®ne to his ear. He was
looking at me. ‘What’s the name?’

‘Joseph Pullman.’

‘Wait.’

He'd looked down at his desk and flipped throughklipboard full of
papers. Used a finger to run down the list. Flippedther page and kept running
his finger down. Finally stopped and nodded higdhea

‘Transport number fourteen,’” he said.

Door buzzed and I'd walked out through the froabd Sun came down
on me like | was under the spotlight in some oltedigve movie. Some kind of
crooked con getting it hard from the investigatiofficer. Took me a few

minutes to blink my eyes normal. Get adjusted todlare. Headed up the path
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to the blue van with the black number fourteen lsttec the rear fender. The
cannon-armed driver was leaning up against the ttking to one of the house
guards. Guard looked at me for a second. Screwddsuface and looked up at
the sky.

‘Boy,” he said. ‘You are going to burn down to hioig.” Looked at me
again and shook his head. ‘Can’t you feel the heat?

‘Sure | feel it.” Looked down at my shirt. Swipadhand across my chest
like | had something to clean away. Looked backatughe guy. ‘This is out of
respect for my mother.’

Wasn't feeling the same conviction at the cemet@rglking up the path
| wished I'd stuck with the khaki shorts and whghirt.

She’s dead and gone, Joe. Who the hell you trgingpress coming out
here looking like Johnny Fuckin’ Cash?

Farther | got from the air-conditioned van the morg shoulders got the
itch from the heat. Sun traced me like a huntestspe on a fourteen point buck.
Had me in the sights and | wasn'’t all too comfoeaabout it. Turned for a
second and walked backwards. Gravel grinding uddagging heels. Checked
on the driver. Looked back to see if he was tallanghis oversized car phone.
Calling back to the house so he could let that@yfizend of his know how bad |
had it. How much | was feeling it. Walking in thensdressed like a priest. But
he wasn’t on the phone. He'd got back in the vamasVdlready sitting in the
driver’'s seat with the chair slanted back. Handsirk his head. He brought a
hand round to give me a wave like | should keepgoLike he was a backyard
quarterback telling me he was planning to throwltimgest pass of his life — and

he was expecting me to catch it.
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Remember kid, go fifty feet and turn right. Thersspanaybe twenty
graves. That's where you’re going to find your manm

‘I'll find her alright,’ | said.

Twisted on my heels and started walking fasteelirg good for getting
away from the van. Escaping all the institutiontnoeL It wasn't all that bad. Too
much shit had fallen for the house to be clean,ibabuld’ve been worse. I'd
done the foster family thing and seems like evedybknows that didn’t work
out. Court hearings and dodging all the therapgieas with Collings had been
getting to me. | was tired of telling them the satmag every time | was asked.

So, what happened?

Charles Vincent McLean got too personal.

That's what | told them. Every damned time. It veasays followed by a
long silence. I'd use those silences to think abbetter times than these.
Collings used the silence to figure out what he g@ag to ask next. Chewed his
pen and looked at his clipboard like it was dimegthim. Like it had instructions
on how to chew a pen like a real man. He never tisesilence well cause he
was always asking me the same thing.

And what happened then?

You know, Einstein said insanity is doing the sammeg over and over
again while expecting the outcome to be differAantd you think I'm crazy.

This is meant to help you, Joe.

Thanks for the concern.

They all wanted to know about Charles Vincent cale@ made the
papers. He was the reason they couldn’t get me tioifteat’'s what they were

calling it. Collings and all the other administvaipeople at St Martins. All the
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other folks | came across who were employed bysthee. They all wanted me
homed. Thing is it's hard to home a guy like meeLl was back then. And it all
had to do with Charles Vincent - my first fosteother - if there’s such a thing.
A kid belonging to the man and woman assigned lystiate to look after me
when my mother hung herself. After my old man wenjail for killing Dean
Gillespie. Charles and his brother were real i@ in my old man. Thought
maybe me and my old man were real similar.

Are you like your father, Josepltharles had asked m¥ou a kid killer?
Had me sat down in a chair. Him and his brotherehiog over me. They kept at
it. Whenever it was just us they tried their luck.

| don’t know I'd told them. But it wasn’t enough.

Come on Charles said. Moved his face up close to mideyou have it
in you? Is it in there, Joseph?

It was all too much. Not just little Charles Vin¢eand his shadow of a
brother. It was everything. Round that time | wasear alone. Cameras. People
waiting outside whenever | went to leave their loudovering like neighbours
do when there’s trouble brewing. None of those pedked me being in their
community. I'd come outside and they'd all shakeirtiheads and look real sad
at me. They'd try to talk to me. Thing is I'd betid not to speak with anybody.
But it didn’t stop the questions. Made it so | @nit go anywhere on my own.
That just wasn’t something | could deal with. Thetesn’t any space. Then there
was Charles Vincent.

Come on, Joseph. I'm waiting!

So | decided to give him what he wanted. Answersdgluestion with

everything | had. Then | gave him some more. Luftkyme the judge put my
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reaction down to hardship. Down to the lifetimeabluse at the hands of my old
man. What | did to him didn’t make it into the pegpeNot all the details. His

broken nose was in the papers and so was his astrhdw I'd pulled it back and

used my knee for leverage. They left that out, Wudte about how it was a
‘significant break’ that ole Charlie had sufferéithey printed stuff about how

Charles Vincent needed surgery to piece the ellemk bogether. The work they
had to do to fix his eye didn’t hit print and nathdid the part about his teeth.
How he didn’t have any left up front. What | did@arles Vincent was enough
to land me in a court of my own. | found myselfan orange jumpsuit with

hands clasped over my crotch. A judge looking datvme from his high chair.

His voice roaring same as the judge must have dagreny old man.

You've been found guilty of serious assault, MiBtgiman.

‘Damned straight,’ | said. Called out to the hoy slkhme as I'd wanted to
call up to the judge. While | stood looking up anlwith my mouth shut and my
hands stuck together and sweating into cotton oslagks. Feeling all the hate
and anger swelling up inside me I'd chewed at tisede of my cheek. Chewed it
so hard the skin came off between my teeth. Suakéuk blood that was leaking
out. Soaking back into my gums. Falling back towasdthroat. I'd kept quiet.

Walked up the hill. Counting off the feet as | went

Thirty.

Forty.

Taking into consideration the life you have livddseph, | feel it is not in
your best interests to impose time at a correctidaaility. However, | do feel

you require supervision and you need guidance.
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‘Well, 'm getting that now,” | sang. ‘I'm gettingnore guidance than |
can handle, your honour.’

Fifty.

Turned right and started past the first grave. lembbkack at the van.
Couldn’t see past the glowing yellow of the suntlbb@ windscreen. Turned my
head forward and kept walking. Cooking inside myrtsand wondering how
long it would be before | passed out. How longHal/e to be unconscious before
the big councillor couldn’t bring me back. Till las so far gone they'd just dig
up my mother’s grave and chuck me down there bdwde

After the fifth headstone | started reading the esnt.ooking at the dates
and making the fast calculation to how old the peaopere when they died.
Fifties and sixties. Mothers. Fathers. Grandfath&éhere was a baby too. Born
and died on the same day. Thought it was weird ithdidn’t have the same
name as the people round it. There weren’t any giplpts either. No space for
when her parents died. No space to be added iatgrhund next to her. That got
to me. At the time | figured it was cause of thethd.ater | decided it was
because I'd be in the same place one day. Eventlidlibe stuck between
strangers. Trouble was people wouldn’t even passnamye and think it was
strange. | wasn’t young enough for it to crossitiad. | was my own person
now. Almost a man. Maybe already a man.

| was dragging my boots through the dried bladegra$s. Finally came
to the grave. Turned to it and looked down. A sniddick square with my
mother’'s name dug into i€larisse PullmanSeeing her name like that surprised
me. Didn’t think she’d have my father's name anyendtigured she’d have gone

back to her old family name. Maybe she didn’t hawhoice in it. Maybe after a
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person hangs themselves you have to bury them day thal name. One they
choked out with in the en€Can’t change to birth names in cases of suicitle.
just not Christian All kinds of crazy things were going through naelal.

The plagque was simple. Shining black. Her nameeet@md white.

Clarisse Pullman
Born May, 3 1948

Died April 16, 1987

Nothing about a loving mother. Devoted wife. Screggmvictim. Just
Clarisse Pullman and when she came and when shie inapped the flowers
on the headstone and looked back at the van. Weddtt was being watched
or if the big guy had fallen asleep behind the viheart of me was yelling out to
chance it. Cut off for the woods and see how fapuld get before someone
tracked me down. Then again | didn’t think theresvmauch of a chance that |
could get far enough to make a difference. Evehtudley would get me.
Chances were good that they would get me beforddiiavas finished.

He’s got scars all over him. Look for the wishbéimeag that cuts up over
his left eye. You see that and you know we gotaun.

With that | sat on the grass in front of my motkegrave. Crossed my
legs like an Indian and felt the sun burning agamg back. Skin on my neck
was turning hot. It was a good feeling. Better thesling the heat through my
shirt. That was starting to get irritating. Thatahetraight on my neck was a

different kind of burn. It hurt, but not in a bady
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Took my shirt off and sat there looking at the tetade. Remembered
my mother the way she had been towards the enceliigen the kitchen of our
house on Westchester Drive. Kneeling like she wayipg for something -
screaming up at the kitchen ceiling. Screamingl timi veins in her neck swelled
up thick as snakes. Then there was the way shdéob&dd at me. Stared at me
with her red eyes looking desperate - me watchegthrough the sliding glass
door.

‘What a mess,’ | said. Reached out and touchedh#dslstone. It was
marked same as the glasses get marked when youthashin hard water. A
thin white dust coating that’s left when the wadees. Ran my fingers over the
headstone and left lines where | touched it. Loakethy fingers and felt the grit.
Used my thumb to rub the ghost-white dust into nmgértips. “You weren’t
even there.’

Felt a fool talking to her like that. Talking toettheadstone. But it felt
right too. Hearing my voice and being alone ag#irfelt normal. There was
distance from everything. From St Martin’s and frtma trouble waiting there. It
felt good because | hadn'’t closed the book on ekery. It's not that | wanted
my mother to know | was angry that she left me. Arthat she wasn't able to
take care of things like she was supposed to. dether she had failed me. She
let it all blow apart in the end. Didn't hold it @aigst her that my father beat the
shit out of me. Knocked me round like church batlfunchtime.

For whom the bell tolls, Joe-Jodlell, it's not you, fella!

‘You didn’t have half the strength | have,” | saidboked down at the

grave and figured it was probably because of hatriltivas able to get through it
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all. Cause of her I didn’t let my old man break rd&n’'t hold any of the stuff
that happened to me against her, but | wasn’tingsher grave to tell her that.

Leaned over her grave and tried to judge whereheaxd would be.
Where the top of her coffin would be deep down ¢heBot close to the
headstone and put my face to the grass. Took alategph and smelled the dry
earth. Caught a strong smell of wild onions. Suckeal up in my nose and
when | was full | shouted until my lungs went empty

‘He’s gone! He’s gone! All that time laying his ldson me. Who's the
tough one now, ma? Me! That's who. Me.’

With that | laughed. Laughed until my stomach acHgudtil my throat
felt raw. Until | couldn’t see from the water thaas swimming in my eyes.
Rolled over and felt the grass against my backtaadun finding new pale skin.
Blinked until my eyes were clear again. Until | tdbgee the sky over me. Felt
the dried blades of grass pressing into my backt bathe laugh shook away
from my shoulders. Put my hands behind my headsamdched my body out
and took the heat that was burning against my skin.

‘Goddamn, that was a crazy summer. You know it eragy.’ Looked at
her grave like she would be there. Like she’'d lyintpon her side. Maybe with
her hands crossed over her chest. Legs crossée ainkles. Fresh as the good
days she used to have. Days when she looked likgsttcould be different.
When she was close to becoming real again.

‘You want to know what happened?’

Had to stop laughing again before | told her tlueystFrom beginning to
end. Started talking and didn’t look anywhere lngt blue sky over me. Crossed

my hands over my chest and legs at my ankles artegdttalking. Took me a
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couple hours cause | didn’t leave anything out. éestopped to look and see if
there was anyone close by. Someone walking up ghrdloe paths in the woods
to lay flowers on a grave. Someone getting clogbauit knowing | was even

there. Without me knowing they were there. | jusptktalking. Telling the story

like it needed to be told. And when | was finishdellt drained.

Felt sick in my guts. Felt relief. Peace.

‘That's it,” | said. ‘Now that sonofabitch is ratiy. He's locked up and
rotting away.’

Horn on the van stopped me from saying anything.dlsoked up and
saw the van pulling up the hill. Turning onto thewwng line that reached out to
the highway. Stood up and found my skin had gohe¢igiit in my shoulders.
Pushed a finger against my chest. Pulled it awal saw a white impression
where it had been. It filled in with red the sarsdfze rest.

‘Look at that,’ | said. ‘Haven't been burned thatdobefore. Think I'll
suffer for this one?’

Looked at the grave and had a sense that I'd sagaih. Didn’t know it
was going to be almost twenty years before | mafadk. It would still look the
same when the day came. When | would be standieg ibwith my son at my
side. Trying to explain to him that my mother waedent from real mothers.
That she had problems and she’d decided to engrbbtems with a rope and a
good sturdy tree.

Another blast of the horn and | stood up. Wavethatdriver and started
walking away. Looked down at the grave one lasétim

‘They're gone,’ | told her. ‘For good.’
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Got back in the van without saying anything. La@va across the seat
and closed my eyes. Skin was on fire with somedwaealitching already setting
in, but not enough to keep me from sleeping. Waritand stayed out for a
while. Didn’t wake up until the door of the van swguopen. Looked and saw the
entrance of St Martin’s. Gravel path leading frdre an and going right up to
the main door. Hopped out and tried to stretch hpuklers. Thousand pins went
in deep so | let my arms down again.

Started walking off toward the entrance. Up thevgrgpath. Small rocks
crunching under my feet. Felt unbalanced, likedlddall down any second. So |
focused on the front door and kept moving for it.

‘You alright after today?’ the driver asked me.

‘Sure. Everything’s good.’

He walked beside me all the way. It was alreadynneand the sun was
low in the sky. He must have stopped off somewlzr@ grabbed some food
along the way. Don’t know where or when. I'd beern cold. All | know is that
my skin was tight and my guts were empty. Walkesteiaup the path and he
kept with me. Stopped at the door and he punchbdtn next to the metal
speaker and a voice called back.

‘Escorting Joseph Pullman into the building,” hesa

Electronic voice cracked something else. He looled/n at me and
shook his head. Figured it was cause of the suni@@anse of the state | was in
swaying and looking awful. Maybe it was cause Ldtjvisited my mother’s
grave. Felt sorry for me or something cause it juasme now. Before the guys

showed up on the other side of the door to lehusannon-arms aimed a finger
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at me. Reached it out like he was going to toudb iy chest. Stopped before
we connected.

‘You hang in there, Pullman. There’s a chance tar.y

He nodded his head. Smiled so big | got a looKl &tisteeth. There were
a lot of them and they gleamed white. He stuckhasihand and | shook it. When
the door opened | walked through it and left myelribehind. Took a left down
the hall and signed in at the reception desk.

Two days of pain followed.

Then there was peeling.

This is your suffering, Joe. You can’'t have sometlyiou want without
paying for it, can you? No, not you, Joe-Joe.

On the fifth day | had a knock on my door. Answeiteahd looked at the
guy for a while without talking. Tried real hardtrto smile too much and give
away what | was thinking. He was the new head ISgce Stokes got sick -
since he was taken to the medical ward coughinglapd — this was the new
assignment. He was just as big as Stokes, butalbah hard. Could tell that
much from his smooth face and soft eyes.

‘Pullman,” he said. ‘Get dressed and report to mgeabom four.’

He walked away.

Short as he was with me | figured it was officidtarted to worry that
they had connected me with Stokes’ bad weed. Gassed in my best digs and
tried to decide if Krantz had the balls to fingee rhthey'd got to him. With all
his stash he’d be needing to make a deal just seoéd go up state as an adult.
So | was sweating it hardcore. Was still thinkitgat it when | checked myself

in the mirror. White button up with blue tie. Blakacks and black socks. Slip-on
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shoes cause that's what they give you for formattings when you were in D
Class. Figured it was important to look good witlke tvay the head boy was so
tight with the facts. No smile or sneer or anythiAf bottled up.

Maybe they've got something to tell you about yoldr man. Want to
know how you're holding up after the graveyardtvisMaybe just some kind of
meeting that Dean Littlejohn could put in your fite let everyone who gives a
shit know what you’ve been doing with tax payeraegyo

Went down the hall. Nobody was out so | couldnipsanyone and ask if
they knew what was happening. All the way to Megtitoom Four the place
was dead. Like it had shut down and no one hadnt@defore they left. D class
head boy was still around — sitting on a chaihaténd of the hall reading a copy
of Franny and ZooeyPassed him by without making like it was a biglde
Waited outside the meeting room door and lister@dvbices. Wondering if
maybe it was a bunch of Stokes’ friends wantinggeak with me about the bad
joint he’d smoked. Wanting to know how his stash fipeed with poison weed.
Wasn't likely but it was still there. The chancettH was in for a real ass-
kicking.

Knocked on the door and opened it before anyontherother side had
chance to respond.

‘Joe,” Councillor Jason Clements said. He stoodhftes chair and turned
to me. ‘Thanks for coming down.’

Clements had shaved his beard off and looked tarsygunger. Almost
as young as me and the other flunkies at St Marti@nly he was wearing a
better set of clothes. His cost more than a colypleks and were made of

materials that bent when he bent. Clements puthmuhand. Wasn't usual for
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him. He liked distance and was always jumpy whenweee together. Still, |
played along and took his hand in mine. Shook bfs galm for longer than
either of us liked. We stopped shaking and | lookethe man and woman sitting
on the other side of the table. They looked corexdronly | couldn’t decide if it
was for me or about me. Nodded my head at the madnha stood up. The
woman stayed put in her chair.

‘Joe,” Jason Clements said, ‘I'd like you to medg&rton Meaks and his
wife Mona. They are very interested in speakindnwiu.’

Stepped closer to the table when the Edgerton fedlehed a hand toward
me. He leaned so his left hand was on the tabldjrigphim up. We shook hands
and | watched his face real close. Tried to plaoe Maybe see if | remembered
another Meaks I'd met along the way. Someone wb&dd similar to this guy.
Checked his face to see if he had the same feafisra@meone | remembered.
Someone I'd had some kind of problem with.

‘Pleased to meet you, sir.” He had a tight gripno&. With his hand still
in mine | said: ‘Can | ask why you're interestedmeeting me?’

‘Well, we're...” Edgerton looked at Clements and seemed to bddost
few seconds.

‘The Meaks, Joe, are interested in fostering ydde paused for a
moment and made a weird kind of sound in his thridettilted his head like he
was going to look at the Meaks, but never put iesseon them. Kind of like me
when | was around a real attractive girl. I'd waatlook, but there was just
something that kept me from taking the chance. Madecome across as being

real awkward. Clements was no better.
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‘Well, the possibility of it anyway.” He didn’t havany trouble putting
his eyes on me. Even tried for a smile.

| kept shaking Edgerton’s hand. Turned so | cooloklat his eyes and
wondered when the catch was going to come snappioglace. Tried to figure
out what was going to go wrong before the wholagleven started. The woman
next to Edgerton Meaks was looking at my face. &k a hand up to her chin.
Fingers touching her white skin like her face wasdenfrom porcelain. Like she
was afraid she’d break if she touched it too h&vdile | shook the man’s hand |
smiled at his wife. She didn’t know what to do. Hand kept moving round her
chin. Touched it all over like she thought it wasng to disappear. Felt almost
sorry for her. Not for the last time either. Six mtfws later I'd be in their house in
a place called Henderson. Place that looked likgoitbuilt for the sake of an
early edition of aNational Geographianagazine. Picture heading: American
Small Town Lives On.

Before we got to that stage | still needed to geint convinced | was
worth the risk they were thinking about taking. Yhmth looked like they were
slow moving and simple people. Wearing church @sthlmost. That concern
they came in with never really went away. Maybet thas for me or for
themselves for coming out to meet me. It was harttll, but the feeling | had
was a good one. Like there was a real chance tavggey from the home.

‘My name’s Joe, ma’am,’ | told the woman while sheved her hand up
to her mouth. ‘Joseph Reginald Pullman. It's a pehsure to meet you. Both of
you.’

‘Well, Joe,” the woman said. ‘It's very nice to nigeu.’
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I'd stopped shaking Edgerton’s hand and offeredoithis wife. She
looked at it for a moment. Wasn't until she lookguland caught my smile that
she set her hand in mine. | held it real gentle likvas going to lift her off the
chair for a slow dance. After a soft shake | legat Was almost embarrassed at
how relieved she looked when her hand fell awagnfroine. How she took hold
of it and set it in her lap.

‘How was it you decided on me?’ | asked.

‘I'm sorry?’ Edgerton said. He had started to sitvth, but stopped. Made
his back straight again. Then he pushed his hamdssi pockets like he was
intending to keep standing for a while.

‘Of all the people to foster. All the kids in ahé state, | mean. Why'd
you choose me?’

‘Well, we heard your story. Then we read about yothe papers. Saw
about your ... He looked at Clements for support, but kept tadki‘Read about
your father and his case. When he was convictednteseed, we felt it was a
shame for you to have no one left. So we calledsthge board and registered
and requested to come out and meet you.’

‘Well,” I said. ‘That’s real kind of you. Sure israal kind thing to do.’

From that we talked for a while. Small talk to pake time. Mostly
questions from Edgerton Meaks with me answering ikind of unsure way.
Jason Clements kept out of it and that was altightne. Edgerton told me folks
from his town called him Pop. He and his wife rafuaeral home. When he
mentioned the business he was in he went all glietde me think of a

salesman. Make a pitch and wait for the customees$pond sort of business.
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Keep silent as long as you have to. It was a lalegee so | decided to help him
out.

‘It's a job that'll always be in demand,’ | said.

Even got a half smile out of his long crooked faeke went back to
asking his questions. After every one I'd take epereath and nod my head like
| was considering the answer. Thing is | didn’tchélee time. | was just putting
on a show. They weren't the first people to comeand meet me. They were
the first who weren't funded by a newspaper or sother conductor, player or
fan of the media circus. | wasn’t too sure aboenthat first, but after a while |
felt like they were alright. Like they were maybesg genuine.

During a long silence | decided to throw them aéhon

Give them something, Joe. Something with meat. daike it juicy, see
how fast they bite.

‘Went to see my mother’s grave the other day,’id sedgerton looked at
me. His right eyebrow was raised up in a cartoeh.atis last question had been
something concerning history. We'd talked a lot@hastory to that point. The
papers had me pegged as a history buff. AccordinBdgerton Meaks | was
considered to have an exceptional grasp of theestildj figured there was a lot
about me and my interest in history cause peopi@rampto see me were always
loaded with questions about what | was reading.

‘How do you feel after seeing her grave, Joe?’ Mbleaks asked me.

She was looking at me with something different er keyes. She was
interested in hearing what | was about to say. @hvesis something else there

too. She was apprehensive. That much | couldrath fthe way she was holding
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her hands together just above the surface of thie.télolding them there like
she was wanting me to see just how hard she waezmg them together.

‘Well, ma’am,’ | said. ‘| feel better for taking ¢htime to speak with her.
To share my thoughts. It's been a long time siheeas just me and my mother.
You'll know from the papers all about my father.’ldoked over at Jason
Clements to see how he was going to gauge my cotsmide sat forward and
nodded his head too fast for it to be anything teas confusion. He just didn’t
know how to take me and all my past baggage. ‘Wakn you’ll know we
didn’t have a very good relationship. After my matlwas taken away he just
left me to get on with things. Made the house & weaomfortable place to live
in.’

Ran my fingers over the scars on the side of mylhi€apt doing it for a
few seconds. Usually it was out of habit. Runningfmgers across them to feel
how deep they were. How much the past was stithra @f me. With Edgerton
and Mona Meaks looking at me | did it for show. ISeouldn’t have to talk
about the beatings my father dealt out. Rubbingsbends acknowledged that |
was damaged goods. Enough said.

‘That’s just horrible,” Edgerton said. ‘And you rexvgot out to see her?’

‘No sir. Not before now.’” Looked over at Mona ewshen | was talking
to her husband. She seemed to need more of myiatteSeemed to have a need
to hear me speak about my mother. Somehow it wadmérd thing to do, telling
Mona about the experience. ‘To answer your questiore thoroughly, ma’am, |
feel like a burden has been taken from me. I'venlzd®e to talk about things that
have been stuck in my throat up to now. Wasn't artable to let some of the

things out. At my mother’s grave it came out. Alito And then some.’
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Smile. She smiled back.

‘Felt good too. You understand what I'm saying?’

‘Yes, Joe. | understand you.” She touched her @gain. Then she
dropped her hands to her lap. Her shoulders bouacddhe said: ‘| understand
you entirely, Joe.’

With that | sat back and let the room go quietdarhile. In that silence |
decided that | would do whatever | needed to dédep Edgerton and Mona
Meaks coming back to St Martin’s. I'd play the gdad and see how far the ride
was going to take me. If things worked out I'd malkenned sure | went on the
straight.

That'’s just what | did. Kept at it for a long whiieo.
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Chapter One

Edgerton Meaks was standing in front of me. He atdke other side of the table
with his head shaking one second then still asck tloe next. He'd be like that
for a few seconds. Head steady. Face without emofiben it'd start shaking
again and he’d look all angry. Even raised up laisch Index finger stuck up in
the air like he wanted me to look at the ceilinglyOwvhat he was wanting me to
look at was the red tip of his finger. Same onalhest wiped along the surface
of the table | was sitting at. Stripe his fingerdadhrough the middle of the table
was slow to fill back in. Watched him until he’drgoback to shaking his head
again. Finger stuck up between us. Red was maksigva crawl down toward
his wrist.

| looked away. Just couldn’t take the sight of tranmy more. He was old
and tired and confused. A different man to the baienet as a boy. Made me
think of all the time I'd known him. How much | odehim for all that time.
Couldn’t watch his face with those kinds of thowgylgbing through my head.
After | looked away he started talking.

‘What’'s wrong with you, Joe? What's happening?’

Shook my head at him and hoped he’d clear outdileryone else.

The lounge bar had been full when Edge stopped lsgé me. Folks had
come in for the cheap beers and out-of-the-wayesgcilt's the two things the
Trapper’s Paradise provides — that and three sguatrooms upstairs. Me and
some alcoholic the locals called Chip were using divthe rooms. The other had

a steady run of tenants, but it was never occufgedchore than a few hours at a
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time. Came down from my room that evening and foandpare seat in the
lounge. Familiar faces all round. Faces that sumkrdinto the shadows when
I'd looked at them with too much interest. Placesvitdl, but there was no one to
speak with. That suited me fine.

After a few minutes of waiting Lenny came by myleahHe’s a hunched-
shoulder kind of guy. Nothing wrong with him. Spg@ot bent and he’s not
long-time sick. He’s just got lazy shoulders andhdkes him look weak all the
time. Quiet voice and a mouth that moves too moctis words don’t help his
cause either. He's awkward to look at and speaotfinlks don’t often try. He’s
lonely. That doesn’t make him change his ways. tlecan’t look at you for
long during a conversation. Even when you’re answedmis questions.

He stopped by the table, asked what | was afterdéred a couple beers
and a bowl of the stew he had up on special. Poihie attention to the
chalkboard where he’d drawn a circle with shakgdirtoming out of itFresh
stew! Get it while it's hotHe went away with my order and | was still lookizig
the sign when he came back. Set the beers dowheotable and told me the
stew was off.

‘Smells too bad to chance it, Joe. | don’t realgnivto heat it up.’

‘I'll just settle for these then,’ | told him. Usazhe of my beer bottles to
touch the neck of the other. It made a small cliolnd that got Lenny looking at
it. He kind of faded off like he usually does. Notich of a talker. Even less of a
cook.

About the time | got through with my first beer Eedgame by. Told me
he was after some company. He knew where to findeedoubled the count of

beer bottles collecting at the centre of my taldeank without talking for a
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while. Nothing more than the usual thing betweenamé Edge. Same as it had
been for years. We'd got real easy with one anothealled him Pop and he let
me stay quiet. | appreciated him taking me awaynfrall the shit and he
appreciated me being around. Years had passed @egdanted one another what
we needed and not much more.

You doing alright?

Yeah.

Spoke with Carole yet?

Nope.

Maybe you should try...

Wasn't much of a conversation, but it was enoughlast us. We
measured time in beer bottles and after four elaelconversation was even less
important. A dozen bottles in and the smell of lséelv was filling the room.
Steaming bowls were coming through the doors leatfiom the kitchen. Lenny
passed by on the second round and leaned in dasg head. Lifted a bowl so |
could get a look at it. Liquid was like thick ddslood with a silver slick cutting
a shape through it. Grey stones of meat pokednapigi the surface.

‘You wanting to take a chance on it?’ he asked.

Shook my head and he faded away again.

‘You've got a duty, Joe. If not to yourself then Marty.” He made like
he was going to stand. Took in a deep breath affddoaut his chest. He sat like
that and looked at me for a while before he sdddn’t forget about him. He'’s a
good kid and he needs you.’

‘Don’t put it on me, Pop.’

‘Alright,” he said. ‘But you better remember he'stg@xpectation.’
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‘It's shit for everybody.” Raised my bottle andteéd it at him.
Emphasising my point. Letting him know | took ha®t ‘“This whole thing is real
shit.’

‘Well, then you go back home and straighten it’out.

Drank my beer bottle dry and looked across theetablPop. Gave real
thought to what it was | should be telling hi@arole’s got this idea that my past
is littered with bones. See, Pop, she’s wanting tandill her in on all the
happenings. All the years before the Home. Befoteand Mona came out and
fulfilled your Christian need to save a soul. Welstarted... | gave her some of
what she wanted. You know where it got me? Got wlgeap room at a guest
house that doubles as a brothel, Pop. That's wihgot me.

‘What’s going on in your head, son?’

‘Nothing, Pop. Just thinking how it's all gone wgpagain.’

Pop started jabbering on about something. Chameesamd opportunities
that. Thing is | didn’t get all of what he was gayi Over his shoulder I'd caught
a shape in the doorway. Colin Lowell. Not a manalsvinterested in seeing. He
walked through the entrance to the lounge and stooér the dim light. Eyes all
screwed up. He kept his hands in his pocket whee ldoked round for
somebody. Stopped when his chin was pointed in meciion. Hands came out
of his jacket pockets and my reaction was to stand leave. Give myself a
chance of avoiding him. He still needed to wadeubgh a few tables to get to
mine. Would need to get past Pop and | figuredwesn't going to happen. Pop
didn’t want the trouble between me and Colin tklotf all over again.

‘Joe,’ he called out. ‘Wait there, Joe. | just néedpeak with you.’
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That'’s the first indication | had that my body wascting faster than my
head. I'd stood up already. Shoved my chair bacthensame motion. Looked
down and had a couple seconds where everythingstelihge. Like I'd lost
something. So | just stood there wishing I'd ditdhiefore Colin got up close.

He was at the table by then. Hands up like he wasday trying to call
me down. Like he was expecting me to go back tototks. Show him how
upset | was with the hard side of my hands. Popdstmm his chair like he was
thinking the same thing. Leaned toward me and mitahm out. Reached over
and touched a hand to my shirt. Used his other bamdw at Colin. Doing his
best to get him moving back.

‘It was a bad idea coming here, Colin.’

Pop looked round and saw the familiar faces wesdiqg back from the
shadows. Expressions were already changing.

‘Now, I've been here for a few weeks,’ | said. ‘&e can all figure this
wasn’'t some kind of an accident. One of your famchence encounters.’

‘No, it’s nothing like that,” Colin said. ‘Listersll that other stuff doesn’t
matter. I'm here cause | need to talk to you.’

Stood for a while shaking my head. Listening to sioeind of spoons
clinking against the inside of empty bowls. Throgstting cleared. Voices
talking and getting hushed down at the same time.

‘We’ve done all our talking.’

‘It's about Carole.’

‘Now, you can stop right there,” Pop had told hide’d made his back
straight again. Kept his hand on Colin and triegush him away. Colin moved,

but not far. Stepped round Pop and came to the.t&up pushed on him and
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sent Colin to the side. ‘Listen here. Joe’s gotugioto think about right now. He
doesn’t need any more trouble from the likes of.you

‘I'm not bringing trouble, Mister Meaks.” Colin Iée@d at him all loaded
up with sincerity. Like he was hurt the old man imdde out he was trying to
cause a fuss. ‘This isn't about anything but whagsng on now. It's about
Carole. Everything else is finished. That's all wayhe past.’

‘What do you need to tell me about my wife?’ | said

Pop stopped pressing at Colin’s shirt. | didn’t Wnbow many people
were still round. For some reason it seemed impota know. Looked to the
left and saw the tables were empty. Over on thiat tigo. The last of the folks
were bent down and moving through the entrance.dSame way you see
people move on the news. When a bomb’s gone offemedybody’s clearing
out.

‘What'’s this about my wife?’ | repeated.

‘She’s been out, Joe. All over the place. Sinceymbeen here it's been
happening even more.’

‘So you're following my wife now,” | said. ‘Wasn’enough with me.
Now you’re getting a liking for Carole.’

‘No. Oh, hell, Joe. Listen to me. It's nothing likeat. But I've seen her
round. Sure, this has got to sound real weird, llvat seen her. You need to
know about it.’

‘Get the hell out of here, Colin.’

‘Mister Meaks, he’s got a right to know. As a manhas the right.’

As a man you have the right, Joe. As a man...
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After that it all goes kind of hazy. I'd moved, baitwasn’t until after
everything went messy that | knew I'd moved. Thatas aware of my muscles
burning hot. There was Colin’s face one secondnTih&as gone. Then it was
back again. Gone again. Back again. Each timedshdld up in front of me his
face was looking worse. Red all over the place. iidise getting wider. Fatter.
Mouth worked up in a wild shape that was shakirtakéhg like a rubber band
flying through the air.

Gone. Back again.

That's when Pop’s face started shaking. Then izdroMy chest was
pounding. Pulse took up a place deep inside my.hBagndering away. Went
back to my seat. Stepped back into it and settbetic®uld look up at Pop. He
was standing in front of me with that confused |la@vkhis face. Head moving.
Shake. Stop. Shake. His mouth moving again.

What's happening to you?

It was to be expected with all the commotion thaswoing on. A lot of
noise. My hands were aching. Arms wet. Head fk# liwas all filled up with
blue electric. Charged up with something wild. Aeqthumming sound deep in
there that was making me listen. No way to ignord’d have given it more
attention, but there was Pop over i8aake. Stop. Shakéolin was gone but his
voice was still coming through the humming. Makiitg) way through all the
noise.

Hear that, Joe? That's Colin Lowell. What's thathsaying? That guy’s
really bellyaching about something. Something adaeeding. Bleeding real
bad.

‘What’'s happened to you?’ Pop said.
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Something about a crazy fuck.

I was slumped back in the chair. One of the twdbattles of beer
smashed and scattered on the table in front ofumeked round and saw Colin
Lowell was off in the corner of the bar. Back behanfallen table. Laid out on
his side with his legs moving like he wanted tobgak even farther. His hands
up to his face. Couldn’t see just how bad the ca$ wnd how bad the bleeding
was going to get.

‘Jesus Christ, Joe,” Pop was saying. ‘Goddamnesbit!’

He was a mess. Pop was real shocked at the where .sde looked back
over his shoulder at Colin and | followed his le@l checked on him myself.
Nothing changing. Red still making a slow streamotigh his fingers. Time
didn’t exist. Wasn’t counting it in beer bottlesyamore. Still watching Colin
when | noticed Officer Jody Verring standing nextnte. He'd come by with a
guickness that just didn’t seem real. Didn't evere $im make it through the
entrance hall. Wasn't long before another officeme into the room. He went
over and kneeled down near Colin. Tried a few tinoeget those hands away
from his face. Each time he went for them Colin ldokick out with his legs.
Shift like a fish on a hot bank of sand. Turninglise cop just couldn’t get a look
in there.

‘The hell happened here?’ Jody Verring asked me.

‘He fell,” | said.

‘Why’s there so much busted glass, Pullman?’

‘He fell on my bottles.’

Verring’'s hand dropped on my shoulder. My musclesiged and he

went with them. Hand pulled away and when it fellme again he had a tighter
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grip. This time he tried to turn me. | wouldn’t go he pushed hard and | went
with him. Chest hit the table. Chin fell down orpigce of glass. Cut in, but it

didn’t hurt. Like pushing a nail into an orangeltRbe skin break and the glass
go in easy, but there was nothing after that. édlbonumb for a while.

‘Hold it there, Pullman.’

‘Sure thing, bud.’

‘Now you leave him be, Jody,” Pop said.

‘It's alright, Pop. Just let him do his thing.’

‘| can’t let this happen. Joe’s just been defendiimgself. Get your hands
off.’

‘Pop,’ | said. ‘Just leave it.’

‘Mister Meaks, I'll have to ask you to keep outtbis.’

Verring lifted me off the table and slammed me dawnit again. | made
a grunt sound that got Pop stirring.

‘He’s alright,” the other cop said. Caught sighthifn. He was a young
guy with a lot of teeth. Looked over at him fromevé | was laying on the table.
‘He’s not cut. Can’t see a scratch on him even.’létgked back at Colin who
was twisting fish-style away from him. ‘Just holeete, sir. I'm needing to have
a look at you.’

Colin was saying something. Muffled it into his kdarand all | heard was
this wet kind of sound. Red bubbles moved up betvweefingers.

‘He came in here and started throwing round acausatTelling Joe that
Carole’s been...’

‘Pop,’ | said. ‘Just leave it alone. For christsskelon’t want.."
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‘Shut it, Pullman.” Verring shoved his hand dowrrch@an my back. It
was starting to work on my nerves. I'd laid stedalya while figuring Colin was
in a real bad way. All busted up thanks to my querkper and the way his face
knocked against my table. If he wasn’t all that baldn’t see why | should be
spread out with Colin’s blood soaking into my clesh Least not with Jody
Verring's thigh resting between my ass cheeks asdch&nd pressing down on
the middle of my back.

‘Let me up, Verring,” | said. ‘You heard your manolin’s not even all
that hurt.’

‘You can’t just go smacking somebody around likatthnd expect to get
away with it. That's assault, Pullman. That gets jacked up.’

‘Goddamn it,” | said. Made like | was going to staop and Verring
pushed down hard again. Hand firm between my sleosidThis time | kept
moving on him. Standing up while he was trying howe me down. He couldn’t
keep me there with just one hand so he put ther atie on me. Felt his baton
digging into my right shoulder. Wondered how lohgvas going to be before he
decided shoving wasn’t going to be enough.

‘Leave him,” Pop said. ‘Don’t even think about it.’

Didn’t know who Pop was talking to. Verring or n@ouldn’t look up to
see. Verring slipped his arm round the front anlieduhis elbow in tight under
my chin. Grabbed hold round back and started & tigbke. Leaned back into
him so | wouldn’t go out. Took a good hold on himmaand tried to pull it loose.
Just get enough space there so | could get a hreaop was coming round the
table. Moving between the scattered chairs. Kiokeer the tall pot Lenny uses

to store umbrellas for his guests.
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‘Now wait there,” Pop said. Still coming. Still mioyg on us. ‘That's
enough of that.’

‘Verring! the voice came out of the air. Throudiethaze of smoke that
was clouding up high against the ceiling. Smoké wes crawling in a hypnotic
way making it hard for me to keep from going outMerring’s choke. Arm
round my neck loosed up. Took a breath and my Iveawt weird. Drained
empty. Legs were somewhere down below me. Couss&tn to find them. They
weren’t connected to me anymore. Not enough fomthe work the way they
were supposed to. Do what | wanted.

‘Set him down in the chair and back the hell off.’

‘Sheriff, he was resisting.’

‘I don’t give a good dadgum what he was doing. Yot him down on
the chair and back off like | told you.’

Was getting moved to the right. Sank until theres wachair under me.
Head was coming back and I felt a hand round mk.nRabbing. Took a few
deep breaths. Found out the hand belonged to mpp&d rubbing and swayed a
bit and put my hands on the table. Knocked awamnashards of broken glass so
| wouldn’t have them in front of me. So it was aai place to set my head down.

‘What in the hell happened here?’ Nat was asking me

‘I'd rather not talk about it, Sheriff.’

He nodded his head. His big white cowboy hat dig@ach time his head
came forward. Rose every time his head went backhip on a slow sea. He
reached up and took the hat off his head. Studit & few seconds and looked
at me again. Long enough to shake his head and makéel like I'd done

something wrong. Show me he wasn't too interestegthat | wanted. Then he
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looked over at the corner of the bar. At Colin Ldveend the deputy kneeling
beside him.

‘How’s he holding up?’ Nat asked.

‘He’s not taking his hands away so | can't tell sure.’ Kid was stooped
down on his haunches. Twisted to look at Nat. SHuskhead. ‘Most | can see
he’s not all that bad, Sheriff.’

‘Colin, quit dicking around,” Nat called out. ‘Tak@ur hands away so he
can see your face.’

Colin dropped his hands. It was a red mess. Red eking stuff
running down toward his mouth. Looked like a cufiedt. Maybe a fat one at
that. Then he went to speak and the dark mess muwwttd him. Couldn’t
understand him so he wiped a hand across his mbdatk mess went to the
other side of his face. He opened his mouth agathshowed his teeth. They
were all accounted for from where | was sittingll, St didn’t bring me the sense
of relief that it probably should have brought me.

Room was quiet while Colin checked himself out.géirs in his mouth.
Nose between thumb and bloodied fingers. He yelretl looked embarrassed
after that. Looked like a damned fool.

‘I'm alright,” he said. Looked at the blood on Hiands. Spat something
on the floor between him and the deputy. He ranhlisd over his face again.
Taking inventory and making sure it was all in giiace he thought it should be.
‘Yeah, | think I'm alright.’

‘The hell you down there hollering like that for?’
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‘Joe.” Nat had his hand out. Like he’d caught mékmg down a path he
didn’'t want me walking down. ‘Enough from you. Guliall that from your
nose?’

‘Yessir,” Colin said. ‘I think that's where it's ooing from.’

‘Jody, go back there and find Lenny. Tell him werreeding a towel or
something. Make it damp.’ Nat turned his head hkewas going to speak to me.
‘And Jody, make sure you thank him for the callisT¢ould have got worse I'm
sure.” Nat raised an eyebrow at me. Took it likevas questioning me.

‘It wasn’t going to get any worse than that,” I&aPointed to Colin who
was struggling to get to his feet. ‘All the stu#éfbrehand was just words. They
were getting loud. We disturbed the folks who weeee and | apologise for that.
Thing is..!

‘Better be good.’

‘He came by to tell me some things about Caroleasmit interested in
hearing.’

‘Well,” Nat said with his forehead all wrinkled Hyis thoughts. ‘Now |
can see how that could make a man react. Speoiadlyn your situation.’

‘It's just the details. So | guess | stopped hindit want him to get too
far into a story with other people round.’

‘This all hitting the mark, Colin?’

‘I'm sorry for the trouble, sheriff.” His eyes flasd at me for a second
then they were away. Scanning for something inpdagern on the carpet. ‘Joe,

I’'m just trying to save you some hassle later on.’
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Verring came back with the towel. Handed it to Nttt Pop took hold of
it and reached it across. Stuck it under Colin’senand pushed until Colin’s
head went back.

‘Van’s outside,” Pop said. ‘Could take him downttee medical centre.
May be better off lying down.’

‘Yeah, Edge,” Nat said. ‘You been drinking these?’

Pop looked down at the four beer bottles still ba table. Nat put his
boot on one of the bottles that had hit the fléte.rolled it under the sole of his
boot.

‘Just had a few,” Pop said.

Nat nodded.

‘You go on ahead then. Jody, you follow and make shey get down
there alright.’

Verring wasn’'t too please about the assignmenawsd me what he
would never have the balls to show Nat Upshaw. €uapt. His eyes were filled
with it. Swimming in it. Anticipation for what he auld be missing. Must have
been eating holes in that poor bastard. Angerhibat been so close to choking
me out. Close as hell, but just not able to finigiff.

Nat waited for the room to clear. He moved rounel dther side of the
table from me. Looked at the surface for a few sds@nd then pulled up a chair
that had been knocked to the side when Colin hadbleed back. Nat sat down.
Took his time getting comfortable. Held his hatklike didn't know what to do
with it. Then he looked at me. He was differentt Ngpshaw the calm man.
Same one I'd met when | first arrived in Henderddke Pop I'd seen Nat age.

Turn white, but still keep the same core of the mBmen tempered and
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deliberate. Still, | got a sense there was somgthiore to him. Another depth
that would take some hard digging to reach.

‘I want you to tell me a story,’ he said.

Oh, we've heard this one before, Joe. This nevds erell.

‘Kind of a story are you wanting to hear?’

‘Well, we can start with what's been keeping yoeréy His hands
reached out to the sides. Simple gesture, but stefective too. Made me look
round and evaluate the surroundings. Look at th& d@od panelling on the
walls. Moulding deer head over the unlit fireplattevas a small room that felt
smaller because of the dim lighting. Felt smallseailat Upshaw had directed
me to look at it. Making me consider where | wasylife.

‘I'm here cause me and Carole are having somelgm’

‘Yeah, well | got that much. Most of us got thatich a few weeks back
when you took a room. Words are fast as the wind, Blews got back to me
before your bag was unpacked. Probably before yem éad the key in your
door for the first time. Could have been more @istrabout it. Bunked in with
your Pop for a few weeks. Put a cot in the officevd at the funeral home. It's
not ideal, but folks wouldn’t be any the wiser. Wipgople don’t know in this
town is what keeps life normal. Soon as a sniffadndal hits the gossips it's a
dadgum frenzy.’

He stopped looking at me. Paid too much attentmthe fist he'd just
balled up between us. One he was holding aboveatite. ‘Let it blow over and
get back to things. That's what you need to do.’

Nodded my head and said: ‘This isn’t going to blover.’
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Nat wasn’'t comfortable with that. Shoulders movadd he shifted
forward in his chair. Fist opened up. He went tokiag at his fingers. Checking
his nails for something.

‘Got a reason why not?’

‘It's not a reason,’ | said. ‘More a feeling. Itisot a real good feeling
either.’

‘You should go home, Joe. Get back and talk tml@éamhese things can
get out of hand. You can make them right or youwatcth them go wrong.’

‘Yeah,’ | told him.

‘Get your things,” he said. ‘I'll give you a rideome.’
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Chapter Two

We didn't talk much during the drive. Nat's Brona@s skidding in the snow.
More snow was falling and Nat was doing all he daid keep us on the road.
Snow falling from the sky was like flakes of whiésh. Fat chunks of burning
paper that danced past the headlights. Streets emepty and the snow looked
blue from the moonlight. Glowing bright crystaldleeting in the full moon. A
moon that looked too close. Like an eye hangingobtite socket. Close enough
for you to reach out and shove it back up intortigit sky.

‘Those boys will be glad you're home,” Nat said.

‘They’re at Carole’s folks.’

Kept watching the snow travel by the window. Didwant to talk any
more. Just wanted to get back to the house to ic&mckles and chin. Put a
hand to my face and felt the slick plastic of thetdrfly bandages Nat gave me
from the first-aid kit in his glove box. He’d wateth while | fingered out a piece
of glass. He'd waited until I'd taped the wound shefore driving away from
Trapper’s Paradise.

‘Should get that checked out.’

Nodded my head and said: ‘It's fine.’

‘What are the boys doing up in Fairfax?’

‘Carole wanted to talk. Sent them away so we cadibdit without
interruptions.’

‘So why are you at the guest house?’
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Didn’t like the way Nat was looking at me. Way &ewed the truck
down so much he didn’t have to concentrate ondhd ahead. Just kept his hand
on the wheel and his chin pointed at the side ohesd.

‘We don’t have much to talk about.’

‘Things can’t be as bad as you're making out,’Joe.

‘Sure they can, Nat.” | looked at him and thisditme looked away from
me. For a second we connected and his smiled mefitéds grey face. Drained
like ice in a fire. Must have seen something in @ygs he didn’t like. ‘Things
can be just that bad.’

He squeezed the wheel and we went back to beirgy ggain - stayed
that way until we got back to the house. He putlegiBronco into the driveway.
All but one of the windows of my house were blagKight inside was shining a
bright strip through the hall curtain. Figured iasvcoming from the lamp on the
living-room table. Carole always left a light orr fme. Made it easy for when |
was coming back to pick up a change of clotheswSiage for a family dinner.
Spend time in the place so Marty would remembédrdtka father.

‘Go on in, Joe,” Nat said. He was watching me ag@his time he had
his regular face on again. One that was easy todband hard not to like. ‘Take
your time speaking with her.’

‘I'll do that, Sheriff.’

He put his hand out and | shook it. Nat made hkewas going to say
something else. Shook the thought from his headewte kept a tight hold on
my hand. | squeezed back and pulled away, thensl ewd of the truck and
staggering through a frozen crust of snow towardfromt door. Wanting get

inside so | wouldn’t have to feel Nat Upshaw’s egasme. Worried about what
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Carole was going to say when | got in and | hadughaime to think about it.

Key didn't fit the lock. After a shot of panic | #ehed to another one on my
chain. Looked to the side and spotted Edith Kra@td.bitch of a neighbour had
her curtain pulled wide. She was trying to work stimng out with all that crazy

juice she had swilling round in her small brainyiiig to muster up why the local
undertaker was getting dropped off at home by tegif. Last thing | wanted to

do was to feed her story. Tried not to look toondlsubut it wasn’t easy to keep
steady.

Slid in the new key and turned the lock. The deent in. | went in with
it. Shut it without waving Nat along. All the exerhent got my insides working.
Had a hot feeling burning inside my gut. Wasn't ey | wanted to start things
off. Stood against the door breathing deep. Dolhg@uld not to lose it in the
foyer. In through the nose out through the moutbt &rhythm going and after a
while felt like | could hold my own.

‘You home?’ | called out. With my words there campang of freedom.
Probably cause I'd gotten used to being in a robtheaboarding house. Cooped
up and hemmed in. Silent and routine. Room to leubgr. Back to room.
Turned and looked at the living room. The sofa #redchairs - a lot of places to
settle into. Dropped the bag on the tiles. Headeithé kitchen and went for the
fridge. Had the copper taste of an empty moutheddy thinking about a cold
one. A refresher before | had to face whateveraoasing next.

House was quiet. That wasn’t a big deal. Quiet g@sd. Carole didn’t
like music all that much. She’d been a dancer wermet. Nothing with poles
and stages and tight silver bikinis - but she likeanove. Turn the music on and

she’d get around the place. There was this craay & walk she did. Moved her
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arms like she was in water and she’'d sway her I8pspping slow the whole
while, keeping time with the music. I'd get up @a® her. Right up behind her
and she’d keep going with her eyes closed likesnitaeven there. I'd called her
something.

The hell was it you called her, Joe? That namegeae her...

‘Got no idea,’ | said. ‘That’s long gone.’

But there had been a name once and I'd used it Witame up behind
her. Put my hands on her and felt her push baake@n had a name for her and
I'd use it all the time. She’d push into me and’'dhaugh. Goddamn that was a
laugh. If there was music on she sure as hell would da@oee upon a time
there was a better world than thiShe didn’t play music anymore.

| pulled the fridge door open and looked insidelire of beer bottles
standing to attention. No matter how long | was yavwzarole always had
something waiting for me. Reached in and for th&t fime | felt a sense of guilt.
A guilt that had been absent in me for a long timeok a bottle from the top
shelf and felt like | was stealing. Taking from E&ge where | didn’t belong.
Waited with my hand hovering in front of the shéecided to take two before
closing the door.

‘You've been a lazy man, Joe,’ | told myself. ‘Adband lazy man.’

Said it loud almost like | was talking to someorgee Suppose | was
trying to anyway. Somehow hoping Carole could helaat | was saying. Hoping
it would make some kind of amends for what I'd beeing. For all the time I'd
spent away from her. Sound of my voice brought ihekfeeling of being alone.
Set the bottles on the counter and waited. ListeGddnce was all | had so |

made some noise. Fumbled round in the drawers lufatiind the bottle opener.
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Topped the bottles and let the caps rattle to adrathe countertop. They spun
round like coins and went down slow.

Same as | watched the bottle tops spin and coraehtt, | watched my
marriage fail. My tendency has always been to w#igigs fade. Took solace in
being able to survive it. Same way | watched Pop @ger the years. Watched
the way he died a little after Mona passed. Watdhed go to pieces with her
sickness. It took her slow, but took him fast. $ecMaitland told her she was
dying Pop started the fade. Met him when he wasadly an old man and | took a
sick kind of peace from the way time was taking ¢ogour away. Turning his
skin that ashen grey. Stripping his hair to straofdsagged white cotton. Took
the same easy view with my marriage. Sure, | sawiitg. Drifting. Witnessed it
unravelling and while Carole was making plans Issat waited. Played witness.
Even left toward the end cause it was easier thatiching it up close. And so it
went. Everyday Carole was becoming more distargatirg more quiet. | kept
telling myself it'll get better, but | didn’t do gthing to keep her arountt's just
got to get betterl’d say to myself.

First beer went down with the ease and speed afrw&et the bottle on
the counter and looked at the other. Beads of aai®n collecting and falling
from the side. Leaned in close and waited whilgdroollected with other drops.
Watched and listened. It was all dead. House. Sddadiage.

Pulled out the change | had in my pocket. Semitttee counter. Silver
spilled out. Remnants of paper money I'd spent offee. Change from
Darnell’s that still had a slick coating of bacar@se. An orange crisp of special
sauce caught in the grooves. Smell of charred dd decaying mayonnaise

stronger than the copper of the pennies. The cheatted to a stop on the glass
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cutting-board and | waited for the sound of the mgvchange to die down
before | stopped looking. Halfway to getting thdtleoto my mouth | spotted the
note. It was pegged to the fridge door with a maghenagnet shaped like a tin
of baked beans. Centred perfectly on the note ahgust under the Hotpoint
label. My name written across the damned thing.

Joe Pullman

Drank from the bottle and swallowed hard and kepteyes on my name.
With the bottle tipped back | turned my head. Stilpt an eye on itJoe
Pullman.It was an awkward way to read a note — with my hesak. But it got
my mind working. Thoughts rattling away in my heasl loud as greasy coins
rattling on a glass cutting board.

The hell’'s Carole thinking sticking something litteat under a Heinz
magnet? Nothing wrong at all, man. But, Joe Pullnidat just Joe. Usually just
J. Didn’t have time to write it all out. J - gonatoSee you later. J - will call. J -
dinner’s in the freezer.

This was written different. All those evening-das in arts and crafts had
done her proudSitting all night with Nancy Lowell in some clasem at the
local high school. Just to get away from home. Negdo get away from the
absent husband. | never complained, but | never aaywhing she’d been
working on either.

‘What is it you're doing now?’ I'd asked. One ofetliew times I'd tried
to break down the thing we were putting up betweenl’d come back to the
house to get a fresh suit. Me and Ted had a cak foickup and | was looking
kind of lame. Smelled stale from the mattress ki sleeping on at Trappers

Paradise. So | went back for a fresh suit and lasteaver. While | was there I'd
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followed Carole into the study. She’d been in thdoeng something when |

came in. Didn’t think anything of it either. Butesfooked scared sitting behind
my desk. Sitting in my chair with her hands goirgough the files in my

drawers. She looked shocked when her eyes camedumat me leaning inside
the doorway.

‘S0?’ | said. Her head snapped up like I'd jabbed Wwith a cattle prod.
Hair stuck to her red face. She tried a smile ahdmshe saw | wasn’t buying it
she went to chewing her lip. Chewed it until theilendied off. Until the red
spread and filled in the rest of her face. ‘What y®u’re doing now?’

‘What do you mean?’ she said.

‘In your class.” She looked confused. ‘Your eveniigss with Nancy.
Last quarter it was macramé. Calligraphy beford. tB&e, | remember these
things.” Tried to make a joke out of it. But sheswa laughing and | didn’t have
the energy to raise the smile. ‘What’re you doiogvd’

‘Pottery,” she said and pulled her hair behind leéirear. Her smile was
uneasy and | couldn't tell if it was because shes \gaing through my desk
drawers or if she just didn’t want to talk about hew pottery class.

‘When are you going to bring some of it home?’

‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘Soon.’

‘What about the macramé? You have any of that?’

‘I wasn’t very good,’ she said. ‘I left it at théass. Didn’t really think it
was anything we could use.’

‘You need help finding something in my desk?’

‘No,” she said and made a sort of laugh that neitbe us were

comfortable with. ‘I just thought you'd have an etope. I'm going to send
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Lynda a cheque. She’s short this month. So | telditd send her something to
tide her over.’

‘Top left,” | said. ‘Should be a couple left in tiee

Carole never did bring home any pottery. Two montder | was
standing with a beer in my hand looking at a ndte’'d left me. Staring at the
damned thing - wondering when she’d written it. \Wering what expression
was on her face when she stuck it up with the ma@woared as hell about what |
was going to read when I finally opened it.

Joe Pullman.

Now it would’'ve been bad news if she’d used yoigdi® name, Joe.
Women always use the middle name when shit'gyint #ind the fan’s in range.

Turned the note over. Carole’s gone to see hehenofhat's the way |
called it. Figured | had it pegged too. Decided ditm’'t want the boys to go to
her parents on their own after all. All that shhbat spending time talking things
through. Just us, without distractions. Figurewheére to go next. Bullshit.

Maybe she’s gone off to see Lynda. Maybe she’saiiglg another one
of your cheques to that useless bitch of a sigtevays puffing on about welfare
cause you just can't get enough. Oh, and there’'senemore than bare
necessities. Fat, lazy twat knows all the trailesh talk-show guests on
personal terms, Joe. Boyfriend in a New York Prisean. Who the fuck meets a
crook over the internet? How’s that for poor? Wedfiving with internet access
and low-rent mobile-trailer accommodation.

Reached up and pulled the note from under the etagushed a finger
under the lip of the note. Opened it up and befeegling it | lifted the bottle.

Took a couple heavy pulls. Kept a mouthful of besetil it went warm over my
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tongue. Let the bubbles fizz out. Swallowed hawet tBe bottle down and took
the note in two hands. Peeled back the flaps. Turmever and looked at the
other side. Nothing there. Just my name. Stilldkied at the crease she’d made
when bending it in half. Looked at it like | neededigure out how it was all put
together in case | needed to get it back in sh@pd.could put it away and make

believe | never read it before. An easy way of ihgalvith bad news.

_Joe Pullman
Don't look For me. l'm not in the house. ' not in Ehis town either, Joe.
1t may take some time, but You UL wunderstand. Evmmmlg, You WELL.

Take care of Ponald and Marty.

Good-bye, joe.

Carple Felicia @[mcg

Lifted the bottle and filled my mouth. Set the ea@n the counter and
kept looking at it while | topped a third bottleifted the bottle and grabbed the
phone off the wall. Used my thumb to mash a burfdbuttons. A phone number
| dialled only when Carole wasn’t around. The ottieres we'd had problems
and she’d decided she needed to get away. It wasithlout thought that |
dialled. A reaction because it had happened befevghout the note, but with
Carole’s sudden disappearing trick. Fucking magtat strip-joint thing. Poof.
Gone. Then I'd started talking in my sleep. Prettango. The Great and Secret
Show of Carole Felicity Quincy. Abracadabra. Al@gain.

Thank you and good night!
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‘Come on, Fran,’ | said. ‘Pick up the phone.’

What had Fran called me that time?

Dirty Handy Andy. What kind of a man ...

‘Hello?’

‘Frances.’ | took a breath. Moved the beer bottl&ay from my mouth.
‘Carole there with you?”’

‘Joe?’

‘Yep. Listen, Frances. | need to speak with Cafotea minute. I'm beat.
Had a real tough day.’

‘Carole’s not here,’ she said. ‘Why on earth woGlarole be here?’

‘Right. Okay.’ | brought the bottle close and tamklrink.

‘Is something wrong?’ Her voice dulled for a sedo8he was talking but
| couldn’t make out what she was saying. | stop@edking and tried to listen.
Moved the bottle away like it was going to make sokind of difference. Her
voice came back again. ‘Wasn’t she supposed todmeefd Weren't you two
supposed to talk?’

Jesus Christ, Carole.

‘She’s supposed to be home everyday, Fran.’

‘It's not like her to just leave,’ she said. ‘WHadve you done now?’

‘I'm not following you.’ | finished the beer whilélistened to her make
the same gulping sounds on the other end of thegh®queezed the bottle in
my hand like | was trying to reshape the glass.tkept while walking through
to the kitchen. | dumped the bottle into the tragih Turned for the fridge, but

stopped cause | needed to think. Didn’'t need anditber for that to happen.
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‘I'm here, Frances and I'm waiting for Carole. We’got plans,’ | said.
‘I'm cooking, see. It's my turn to cook tonight.’

‘But you're tired. You told me so.’

‘That’s besides the point.’ | gritted my teethhetonly way to get through
a conversation with Frances Quincy, mother-in-I®mashing my teeth together
until the pain was bright and large inside my heé&te’s supposed to be here.
That's all. | figured she maybe drove out to yolacp.’

‘Why would she do that? It's a long drive, Joe.’

Joe Pullman

‘Yeah,” | said. ‘I'm aware of that. That's what’ figuring now, Fran.
Too long a drive for Carole to make.’

‘Did you do something?’ She had her suspiciouse&oin again.

‘What'’s that supposed to mean?’

‘Sometimes she needs to get away.” She faded .agaiking into the
back of her hand. Her wrinkled soft palm coverihg teceiver. Rambling her
quick-fire words at someon&arole Felicia Quincy | felt tired. Cranky and
irritated and speaking with Frances wasn’t makingny easier. Wished it was
my hand over her mouth muffling her words. Wisheuild make out what the
hell she was saying or who the hell she was sayiiog

‘Fran.” She kept talking. Sounding distant. ‘FrascListen to me.” She
was still covering that handset. Still talking tonseone else. ‘Damnit, Fran!
She’s not here. | didn’t do anything. | just canaelbto fix dinner.’

| listened to her breathing. To the small gulpsuynd she was making

now and again.
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‘I can have Paul call you when he gets in withllbgs,’ she said. ‘I'll do
that much.” She set the phone down. | followed beiiore the deadline sound
came pulsing out of the handset.

Went through and sat down on the sofa. Turnedhentelevision and
switched channels until | found the news. There sasething happening in the
Middle East. Dust and sand and smoke. A white tepan a flak jacket was
talking into a mike that was covered in grey fue Was standing on top of a tan-
coloured building. They are all tan-coloured builgs. They are all made from
the same sand that was blowing up from the grodnthought about a
conversation I'd had at Darnell’s over coffee. Vdgpblitics Henderson-style.

‘You hear what's going on in the Missle East?’ é@riAllbright asked.
His way of remaining political and being humorotighe same time. He wasn’t
a funny guy and he’s too weak to be a good courailnbut we used to chuckle
for his benefit. Me and Ted and Pop. All of us ibaoth with Allbright. Sitting
in the front window of the diner and watching cpess by on Beaumont. The
Missle East and Afpakistan. That's how Brian sthrtéf conversations about
things happening half-way round the world. The #stis had concerns about
the soldiers. Men that looked too young to be thEkeen under all the dust and
heat they looked too young. We didn’t bring it apconversation. Just listened to
Allbright and his critique on a country made ofdan

| watched the news all the way through and turoegl to watch sports
when the phone rang. I'd found my nerve again after conversation with
Frances. | didn’t want to get into it again so thermas half-hesitation in picking
up the receiver. Decided it was best on the founi to play it safe and picked it

up. Gave a grunt for a greeting.
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‘Joe, it's Frances. Paul's just back with the bolé pass the phone
across.’

‘Thank you,’ | said. Impressed that | kept my \@&D steady.

‘Joe,” a man grumbled. ‘It's Paul.’

‘How's the back?’ | tried to sound interestedditin’t work.

‘Still there.” He coughed his old man cough. ‘Aft@xteen frames at the
bowling alley I'm expecting hell. Think | may have cry uncle early tonight.
Take my old man pills and hit the sack.’

‘Sixteen’s better than usual.’

‘Yeah. At least I'm not laid out like one of yosiiffs,” he said. There was
a silence. It gave me time to get through to thehiein and pull another beer
from the fridge. | stepped back and fell onto aichathe kitchen table. Slid the
bottles to the centre next to the fruit bowl. Lodka the bottle for a while and
tried to decide if | should open it. Then | thougbbut Marty. Thought about the
note. Tried not to think about having to tell hitmoat it. Knowing it was going
to be a tough thing to do.

‘So you and the boys doing okay?’ | said.

‘Sure,” he said. ‘Hold on and you can ask Martyaddout it while | use
the head.’

There was a pause. Small commotion while Paulatted Marty and
handed over the phone.

‘Hey, dad,” he said. ‘You at home?’

‘Yeah, just sitting here waiting on your mom.’

‘Cool,” he said. ‘We went bowling in town and camgiback we passed

this accident. You should have seen it. Some aamn spt and went right under a
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truck. Didn’t get to see it happen, but it just wender. The cops weren’t even
there yet.’

‘That's terrible, Marty.’

‘Yeah,” he said, sounding less enthusiastic. ‘Boti would've looked
too.’

| could see him standing next to the table atftbet of the house. Dark
oak shining like a sailor’'s shoes. Like Paul whenwas still on board the USS
whatever. Paul Quincy prancing round the hull & #hip telling everyone he
had to use the head. Being stern and stoic bec¢hass all he knew. That'’s all
he will ever know.

‘Marty,” | said. “You have a good long weekend. rtogive your gran
and Paul any trouble.’

‘Sure,” he said. ‘See you next week, alright?’

‘Yeah, bud.’

Another small commotion and Paul was back onittee |

‘Fran tells me you're looking for Carole.’

‘Yeah. She’s not here. It's no big deal, Paul.lRéa

‘Two of you having ... | mean ... She been dowamything?’

‘No more than usual.’

‘Huh,’ the old man grunted.

| hated that. The old man’s ‘huh’. There’s nothi@grole’s parents did
that got under my skin more. Not the questions taleyays askYou two got
enough money? Donald needing anything%en the way Frances would
reminisce.Remember when you and Kevin took Donald for thdid in

Canada? Now that was a real family trip. The thodeg/ou. That was your sixth
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anniversary trip wasn't it? And Donald loved hisddly. He's looking more like
Kevin every dayThat didn't get me as deep as Paul's ‘*huh’. Thahtenested
way he marked parts of the conversation. It'd b&egaf the old fuck would just
come out and tell me what'’s on his mind.

Joe, youre a real pain in this family’s ass. I'morbd of this
conversation. I'm changing the subject in hopeslyband the phone back to
my daughter. Better yet, | hope you’ll crawl offreewhere remote and die. I've
got guns if you'd prefer that to poison...

‘Carole’s always ...

The doorbell rang. Heavy dinging of Big Ben’s cksnechoing in the
foyer. Paul must have heard because he stoppeddgalde waited. | waited.
Listened for something to happen from his end. Bdudavy breathing filling my
ear enough to make me move the phone away. | kegthhone down at my side
and went to the front door. Went for the handle game time knuckles rapped
against the other side. Turned the knob and optreedoor.

‘Plumbijet,” the man said. He was tall and thin avehring blue coveralls.
They were padded at the knees. His baseball cagunasd backwards. A thick
sprout of steel grey hair puffed from the openinghe cap. He had a streak of
something again his cheek. | hoped it wasn't shit.

‘Yeah?’

‘Plumbjet,” the man said again. | watched the guiktlam’s apple move
when he spoke. Looked like he had a golf ball stackis neck. ‘I got a work
order for this address.” He handed over a slipatioy paper.

| took the note and read it aloud: ‘Somethinglstig in kitchen.’
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‘Yeah,” the man said. ‘Don’t get offended. | doniake these up. | write
down only what I'm told. That's what dispatch quibtgas the problem.’

‘Sure,’ | said. Found myself nodding and didn’toknwhy. ‘You know
who called it in?’” The guy reached his hand andeal at the bottom of the
yellow page where he’d written ‘Mrs C Pullman’. baded my head. ‘Yeah.
Come onin.’

| stepped aside to let the guy past. He bent danah lifted a metal
toolbox from the porch. On the side of the box waSincinnati Reds sticker. It
was streaked with something too. I'm not one touzke and | like to get to know
people, but at that moment | figured when this gag finished I'd sign a cheque
and hand it over. No handshake. No pat on the b&ekd him on his way
without getting my hands dirty.

‘...ou there? Joe?’

The guy stopped halfway to the kitchen and loo#tedn at the phone in
my hand. He frowned for a second and then looketha&at He went into the
kitchen and started whistling and | listened to hiimen looked down at the
phone. Thought about pushing the green button agautting good old Paul
Quincy off. Paul with his stiff back and annoyinguh’ habit. Hovered a finger
for a second before lifting the phone to my ear.

‘Here, Paul.’ | cleared my throat louder than leded to. ‘That's the
plumber arrived.’

‘You got a leak?’ he asked.

‘Stink. Something in the kitchen.’

‘That'll cost a bomb,” Paul said. He made a wimsflsound just to dig

the knife in a little deeper. ‘Out of hours service
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‘Yeah.’ | felt my head easing up. ‘Look. Doesn’atter anyway.’

‘Just smelled it today?’

‘Huh?’

‘That smell,” he said. ‘The stink in the kitchelust found it today?’

‘No,” | said. ‘Carole found it. | didn’t notice athing. She called the
plumber earlier.’

‘So you've spoken with her today?’

I shook my head while drinking from the bottle.aieed he couldn’t see
me and took the bottle away. Said: ‘No, but | get hote.” The phone was dead
silent for a second. | heard Paul breathe, otherlwsay have hung up.

‘Note’s that, Joe?’ It was deadpan. Paul had &evdhat didn't have
much character. Rubbery and deep and always the el and tone. This was
different. This was probing in a way Paul hadn’eterobing for a long time.
Not to me. Sounded like a detective in one of thadeblack and whites. Some
Sam Spade flick toward the end when the crook’siatmocrumble.

‘Not really a note. A memo. One of those sliparfra sticky pad. Said
she was stepping out for a while.” | cleared my#tr Started to wish | hadn’t
been drinking. Wished I'd stopped before tellingnhabout the note. ‘Said to
expect her back.’

‘Huh.” Fucking bastard! ‘She say anything else in that note, Joe. That
memo.’

‘Not a thing. Look, Paul. I've got to go. Plumb®got a few questions for
me.’

Mr Plumbjet was in the kitchen hovering at theksiHe had his nose in

the air. His nostrils flaring. Then he’d turn higad and his nostrils would puff
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out again. His head was turned to the sink whesttygped and looked at me. He
frowned and started to flare his nose again.

‘You hear from Carole, let her know to call home.’

‘Paul,’ | said. ‘If | hear from Carole she will b®me.’

‘Just have her give us a ring.’

‘Sure.’

Hit the green button. Dropped my head and tooleva fleep breaths.
Went back to the sofa and put the phone back owrhbeger. The plumber was
making a racket in the kitchen. Let him do his thaawhile. Finally got up and
turned my head round the corner. Saw the guy hadcc#ébinets open. He was
leaning over the counter. Holding a flashlight @nahing his long neck. Looking
down into the sink.

‘Tell you the truth, bud, | don’t smell a thind,5aid. ‘My wife’s the one
that must have called you guys.’

He nodded his head and kept looking down intcsthke.

‘I smell it.” He nodded his head. ‘There’s somathgone ripe.’

‘Sure.” | walked into the kitchen. Picked up theeb bottle I'd left on the
table. “You needing a drink?’

‘I'm working now. Had to sign a waiver stating thawouldn’t take a
drink of anything offered from clients unless itnoes from a sealed container.’
The plumber turned his head and stared down hig fane at me. ‘Can’t be
alcoholic though. Only soda. I'm not needing anythnow anyway. But those
are the rules.’

‘Alright, I'll be through there.” Tossed a thumb indicate the next room.

‘If you're needing anything just holler.’
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‘I'll let you know when I've located the source.’

‘Any idea how much this is going to cost?’

The guy shook his head.

‘Not till I find the source.’

‘Figured that.’

| left the room.

Hours later | was passed out. Sometime afterltbat woken up to sign
some papers the plumber put in front of me. He wakeup by shaking me with
his shit-covered hand. He took all my details whikat comfortable. When it
was all squared away he saw himself out. After tlsmehow got myself up to
the bedroom. Only thing | remember was a half-hiyaé Carole was going to be
there waiting for me. | didn’t put the lights ondawhen | got to the bed | fell
down hard on her side. Hit the mattress and stfgedut for a while. Listening
to the house. Searching through the silence fooumd that might have been
Carole moving. After | while | gave up.

If | dreamed | can’'t remember.
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Chapter Three

The doorbell rang four times. I laid there on tleel listening to the sound of the
chime. Watched the way the morning sun burned btigtough the slats of the
Venetian blind. Picked out the flecks of dust fiogtin the air. Lit them up like
fireflies. After a while | got up and went to se@dawas down there. Curious to
see who it was that was so anxious for me to operdoor. | kept my distance
from the window so | wouldn’t get spotted. Triedkeep out of sight in case |
decided the visit wasn’t worth my time. Was gladi played it safe when | saw it
was Nancy Lowell.

| stood there and watched Nancy pacing out in fafnithe house. First
time she’d walked to the door she’d left deep footp in the snow. Watched
while she took her time going back to her car.Katig her shoes down in the
holes she’d already made. Tossed her bag into dheasd seemed to settle
herself in. Looked like she was about to starpitand drive off. No big deal. No
trouble at all. That would have suited me fine. T llege phone started ringing. |
looked at the phone sitting on the side table tex€arole’s side of the bed.
That's as much interest as | gave it. Turned mgndittn to Nancy. She was still
in her car. Watched while she lifted her mobile pddrom her lap to her ear.
Watched her and tried reading her lips throughstats of the Venetian blinds.

Pick up. Pick up. Pick up.

‘Go away, Nancy,’ | said. ‘Just drive away.’

She tried a couple more times before her car dpened. She came back
and it was almost enough to break me. Almost endoigime to take pity and go

downstairs to open the door for her. Thing is | mateeling like entertaining a
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visitor. Especially not someone who was friendshwity wife. | just wasn’t up
for it. All the same, watching her pushing her featk in the shoe-shaped holes
in the snow made me think she needed somethingerizexs something maybe.
She looked all jumpy. Hands moving too fast anchgaiothing. Real desperate.

She came back for more and | lost her when slppsteonto the porch.
Still, 1 kept an eye on the shingles of the porobfr She was standing down
there, pumping the glowing circle and waiting. krsing for feet to follow the
electronic ping sound. The idiotic door chime Carbhd to have. Sound of it
was driving me nuts. Waiting for the sound to stapticipating the long figure
of Nancy Lowell in her woollen trench coat. Aftemdnile she came back into
view. Slipped off the porch and made it out inte gnow. Still careful to put
shoe into print. She turned round and looked ufhethouse. Looked up at my
bedroom window. | was sure as sure can be thaslousiof sight. Far enough in
the room to stay hidden. She stood with her hdestitback. Face aimed up at
the window. Whatever was on her mind was too ingydrto take away with her.
She shook her head some more. Her mouth moving.

Don’t know what the hell you're saying, darlin’. Blusure can tell you're
hating the wait.

When she disappeared under the patio roof agavasl already away
from the window. Out of the bedroom and headingugh the hall and down the
stairs. Almost holding the brass handle of the thidwor before she got chance to
knock on the other side with her small fist. Let have a crack at it while | got
myself ready to face her.

Pulled it open.

‘Sorry, Nancy,’ | said. ‘Kind of fell asleep.’
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‘You don't look tired, Joe.’

‘Well, I'm not. Not any more.’ Cleared my thro&@ut of habit more than
need. But it fit with what | was trying to do. Maker think that | was agitated.
Annoyed. Just brought out of a slumber. ‘Carolethere.’

‘I'm not here to see Carole.” She turned and ckddhe street. Looked
up and down the road like she was expecting someasefollowing her. Even
took the time to look at the windows of the houaesoss the way. Then she
brought her head back round. Looked at my face facdsed her eyes on
something behind me. Something in my house. ‘| caorsee you, Joe.’

‘That's odd.’

‘Yes, well what | need to speak with you about i5

Got tired of waiting for her to finish the thougdntd asked: ‘You need to
come inside?’

‘It is cold out here.’

So | let her in. It was against my better judgem@&he neighbours would
be watching and no matter how hideous the prospastthe telephones would
already be in hand. Numbers dialled. Chins movihgemongues spilled out the
stories of what was happening behind closed ddight now | was having an
affair with Nancy Fucking Lowell. A woman | dislide A person | didn't trust -
and so what was happening in other homes frightemedit was all about what
they imagine to be taking place in my home. Thtéstrouble with small towns.
Idle minds can start up the worst kind of trouble.

Some of them have probably been wondering about pmsing wife,

Joe. Maybe not sharing the idea yet, but some @htimust be getting awful
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curious. Her car’'s been gone. She’s been gone. tAadids... Where are the
kids?

‘What's on your mind, Nancy?’ | asked.

‘Would you mind making me a cup of coffee, Joe?@ Tfat’'s easier for
you,” she said. She was already taking her glovie$soing for the top button of
her coat. She was planning to be round for a wHilee been sitting in my car.
Even with the heater on I'm frozen stiff.’

‘I'll brew some if you need,’ | said.

‘Don’t go to any trouble.” She placed her glovesher handbag. Her
attention was on something else. Since she wasaking at anything in
particular — just the overturned magazine on myeeofable - | kind of sensed
that the something on her mind was what she carsegiane about.

‘No trouble, Nancy.’

‘That's fine then. Coffee would be fine.’

So | went into the kitchen and filled the coffes with water. Measured
out the beans and flicked the switch. The jolt aodnd of the grinder kicking on
and the sound of the beans getting cut to pieagsasghock through my system.
Starting with my hand and digging deep inside. Di#now just how edgy I'd
become. But | was really starting to feel it righén. The beans finished cutting
and | loaded the filter. All the while | listened the silence in the other room.
Worried that I'd go back in there to find the néighirs weren't all that far off
base. Maybe they had it right on the mark.

Get ready, Joe. You're in for it now. Bet she’stmgked on my sofa.
Legs apart and her mouth smiling in some kind ¢k sray. You know the kind.

Saying nothing and asking for attention. Get redmddy boy.
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‘Nancy,’ | called out. “You alright in there?’

‘Fine, Joe.’

‘So what is it you need to see me about?’

She moved up off the sofa. Sound of her movingatawthe kitchen
brought me back to reality. There was a clickingseoShe was wearing shoes,
but then they always wore shoes during affairs.yTdh@ in movies and on TV
anyway. Even when they were wearing nothing butmalesthey had their
goddamned heels on. So the feeling was back intomyasch for a second or two.
| didn’t want this to be happening in my house. Niat | wanted ...

‘It's difficult to start, Joe.’

She was in the archway. Turned my head and must loaked a sight.
Eyes wide and all shocked. Let go of all the alrdeen holding.

‘What's wrong?’ she asked.

‘Nothing,’ | said and started a laugh. Just hadugh air left to get one
going. Not a big laugh, but I didn’t need to be.nsy was standing in the
archway in her woollen trench coat. It was stilktbned to the neck with her
brown dress dangling underneath. Black tights dné kace-up shoes finished
her off. This wasn't a trip to seduce. If it wag%hlost her touch along the way.
Over the years she’d been pulling in men like atiking rabbits from a hutch.
Real easy. Somehow | don't think it's a skill tleater entirely goes away. So |
laughed some more and started to feel good abmgsthGood as | could feel
with all the mess | was in. This time the laugh eamith more sound and energy.

Nancy frowned and looked like she was about tolspea

‘Sorry,” | said. Put a hand in the air to make tinénk | was being sincere.

‘You ever have a moment when something goes thrgogh head that shouldn’t
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have been there? You know, like a thought thatsphaced right. Some weird
idea. Like it's come out of someone else’s head fandd a ways straight into
yours.’

She wasn’t laughing. Way she was holding her hamftent of her made
me think of widows at a wake. | choked down the ofsny laugh. It went with
all of my relief. Wiped the back of my hand over myes and tried to make a
face that apologised.

‘You know what I'm talking about,’ | said.

‘Yes, Joe. That’'s why I'm here. It's why we needalk.’

Swallowed hard.

‘Sometimes | have that same thing happen to mereMthan
occasionally.’

Looked down at her hands cause her face was &mi b read. Knuckles
on her hands were turning white. Fingers looked frech the way she was
squeezing. | gave her face one last chance. St dicbk any better. Didn’t
have any expression that told me what was goinig tbier head.

‘Sit down for a bit,” | said. ‘I'll bring the co#fe when it's ready.’

She went through and | waited for the pot to fintsewing. Wished it
would take so long she’'d change her mind abouthgerie. Wished like hell
she’d decide it was a bad idea to sit with Joenfarl and discuss her thoughts.
Seemed kind of pointless with all the stuff thaswgaing on in my life. Having a
woman round who didn’t have a connection to me.iktpa woman round at all
was a bad idea.

Carole, what the hell have you done?
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Made the coffee and took it back through to theilfamoom. Set one
mug on the table in front of Nancy, kept hold of thther and took a seat on my
recliner. Safest place when you’re not wanting canyp Same way Pop got rid
of the salesmen Mona used to let in the house. kKd his place in the blue
recliner and open up a copy of the paper.

Personal space, Joe. Reflects need for solitude

Nancy didn't get the hint. She was like those sakgs with their
dinnerware and vacuum cleaners. Pulled off herctraoat and folded it across
her lap. What was underneath transformed her inté\mish farm-wife. Real
traditional.

‘How much do you know about me, Joe?’

‘Not much,’ | said.You've got too much time on your hands. You prefer
evening classes to bars and you stick your nosghier people’s business like a
mutt sticks his nose in a stranger’s crotch. Ohgahyeand you were a whore
once...'Carole’s good at keeping her friends to herself.’

‘So you don’'t know about my ..

After giving me that much she cut off. Went deaiket] but kept looking
at me like she was still talking. Like | should ta&ing it all in. Waited for her to
finish, but it didn’t look likely to happen. Couldrihandle the silence, not while |
was having to look at her eyes anyway. They wetgniking, She seemed kind
of lost. Staring at me, but it wasn't like she va@sng it for the conversation. It's
like she was doing it to disrupt me. To get me weorkp and get me to respond.

‘I know you're into night classes,’ | said. It canout fast like I'd said it
just to get her to blink. Smiled at her and raigegimug to my mouth. Drank and

used the motion to break the connection betweeryes.
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She started to shake her head, but stopped. Gava shy kind of look
and cleared her throat. Stared down at the cotie&svanted so badly. Mug
was still full. Her brown lipstick not given the ahce to mark the sides. She
frowned and took a breath. Tight collar of her lsilooked like it was going to
burst round her expanding neck. With the deep breat she looked at me. Less
intense now.

‘I have an ability, Joe.” She kept her eyes ondbtiee mug. ‘I can see
things that no one else can see.’

‘Such as ...

‘Has Carole mentioned the Spiritualist Church?’

‘Nope,’ | said, and drank again. Watched Nancylevbhe stared into the
steam coming off her coffee. ‘But | know about ke it that's the one off
Linston? Behind the Farmer’s Market?’

‘That’s the premises, yes.” She nodded her heddshe set her mug on
the table. Looked at it for a few seconds. Thinkatgput lifting it maybe. Saw
something with her crazy power dancing up out efgsteam maybe. She finally
sat back and looked at me and then at her handsw&hk wringing them and
rolling them in a ball. Worked at it with a reatemse quality. Like she was made
of clay and was smoothing rough edges on her fsigem a member.’

‘So is that what you needed to tell me? Some kinbig secret revealed.
An induction ceremony. Well,” | said, ‘I'm fine wit that. Just don't try to
convert me.’ | was standing and walking towards dloer. Hoping she would
follow me.

‘No,” she said. ‘I'm getting to that. But, thisw's easy so I'll have to take

my time.’
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Shit

‘I've got some things | need to do.’

‘I'm certain you do.’

She went quiet again like she didn't care. My tididn’'t matter any
more. Had all the time in the world according tonisha Lowell. Trouble was she
was almost right about that. It just didn’t sit Wwelth me. | had lost a wife. That
was a hard fact to get over. While Nancy sat tlelence | started wondering
about Carole. Wondering where the hell she wag tigin. In some hotel maybe.
Laying back with a cheap television on. Foil wraghpeund the antenna to take
away some of the salt and pepper haze cloudingittere. Haze that made the
people in the picture less visible. Don’'t know whthought about Carole that
way. Didn’t think she’d be in a bar. That's not Glar She’d be on her own.
Someplace quiet. Off somewhere on her own. Thinking

Nancy was rolling her hands again. One over thathem. | watched her
with a weird kind of hope that Carole was goingéme through the door. Drop
her purse and tell me she’d made a mistake. I'e liargiven her if she’d walked
in right then. No questions asked. As long as stmecover and took my place
and listened to Nancy’s confession about her Syailigt connections I'd be fine.
I'd take her coat and settle her in. Then I'd bé 6fut the door and heading
down to the parlour with a smile on my face. Net@ry in the world.

‘Why are you looking at the door?’ Nancy asked.

‘Thought | heard something.’

She cleared her throat. Then she started to &ljust what was on her
mind. | didn’t interrupt or try to stop her. | ddlamy coffee and when it was

finished | set the mug on the table. Then | leafeed/ard and listened some

221



more. Still waiting for Carole to come through tdeor. Maybe Donald and
Marty had decided to cut their visit short. Theways got tired of Paul and
Frances after a few days. Almost hoped Paul wautdvswith the boys then. I'd
even take Paul Quincy over Nancy Lowell and herccidaith talk.

| didn’t try to stop Nancy from talking. At firat didn't make sense. |
didn’t need to hear about her religious side. Basglistant from religion as |
am there wasn't a reason for Nancy to bring it & fim used to it. | put people
in the ground from all denominations. Henderson@snehad a few Muslims over
the years. Researched burial rights and traditgsmsconducted ceremonials for
them all. Never had a complaint. Not for the sexvand not cause I'm an
agnostic. A pessimistic agnostic at that. My toesenrhanging over the edge to
atheism, but I guess hope was holding me back. ikgepe from falling all the
way in.

Checked my watch and shook my head. | was tireplafing the good
guy. Nancy must have sensed her time was runnivgchuse she stopped her
talk about ghosts and spirits and all her other tmasambo.

‘You shouldn’t be such a cynic, Joe.’

‘I was born this way,’ | told her. ‘And what | wa$ when | was born my
father created.’

‘Pop?’ she asked.

Shook my head. She swallowed and watched her hands

‘You don't like being around water,” she said. tNon boats anyway.
You don’t walk over piles of leaves either. You bato check that there is
ground underneath. You worry about the ground opmeap.” She had her eyes

closed. Like people do when they are thinking tesmid. Her face softened up,
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but she kept her eyes closed. ‘There is a boy andlyink about him. You visit
him as much as he visits you.’

| didn’t like where it was going. So | tried totatishort.

‘Didn’t know you were into the local folklore tdo.

‘The boy is near ground that always moves,’ shé. sele comes to you
in dreams.’ She opened her eyes and looked at neew&sn’t worried anymore.
There wasn’t the slightest bit of concern in hezseyHe’s always around you.’

‘Okay.’ That's all | could manage. | didn’t sayyamore cause there was
nothing that seemed right to say. My mind was wande but not to cheap
hotels. Not to my wife. | wasn’t hoping more thareefor the front door to come
open. That silent, dead feeling was back. It waseavy world again only |
wasn’t surrounded by police deputies. Didn’t halve social workers trying to
make friendly while they told me about foster fagsl While they gave me a
kid-easy definition of ward of the state. It wastjmne and Nancy Lowell in my
living-room, but the world was closing in just assftf as it did when | lost my
family.

‘That's just so you understand what I'm talkingoah Joe. So you
understand this isn’t some fantasy. So, you camespa a bit of time.” She
leaned towards me. Still keeping her distance nbating closer so | was forced
to look at her. ‘Please. Just hear me out.’

My head was nodding. | could feel my head moviagkband forward. A
broken scarecrow in a soft breeze.

‘You'll have to hear all of what I'm about to shgfore you interrupt. I'm

not sure | can keep going if you stop me,’ she.s#id a tough thing to hear and
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| can assure you it's a tough thing to talk abd@ut you're in trouble, Joe. So,
listen to me and don't interrupt. Someone is dezxhbse of you ...

She played with her coat. Draped like a skin dver legs. She kept
tightening it into shape. She folded in all thege® that were sticking out. She
finally lifted it and set it on the cushion next ber. She started up again like
she’d never even taken a breath.

‘That boy has come to visit me. He keeps comingkb&o | went to the
church and tried to get help. Herman Dorlund igentl of mine. He has the gift
too. So | went to sit with him and we tried togeth€ried to see what was
happening. To see if we could help this boy. Hisitspshe said. She waved her
hand in the air. She watched it move like she cagle stars trailing behind it.
‘But Herman couldn’t get contact. That didn’'t hetie much at all. But Herman
wasn’t surprised. He told me it was because | vamg) the gift. That's the
trouble, Joe. Only a few of us have it in them take contact. To see these
things when we ask to see. It takes away the @tethiat some people need. So
Herman was hoping it was a sign that | was goingtgnHe’s been troubled by
the attention | receive, Joe. So he was upset wheas getting such clear
contact. Then there was nothing.

‘Thing is, it wasn’'t me,’ she said. ‘It was Herman

Nancy went silent. She stayed silent for a longevh

‘So what are you telling me?’ | asked.

‘I've seen the boy again.’

‘And what does this boy have to do with me?’

‘He asks for you,” she said. Her head nodding. Mgwlow back and

then forward again. Becoming a scarecrow.

224



‘What's his name?’ | asked. ‘This boy.’

‘I don't know.’

We went silent again.

‘Bullshit,” | said. ‘1 don’t have time for this. heed to be some place.’

‘'ve got a bad feeling, Joe.’

‘So do I, Nancy.’ Lifting my empty coffee mug frothe table. My hands
had stopped shaking. | didn’t feel I'd shown tooamwf my inner tensions while
listening to her. | needed to have something infragds. Something to do with
my hands. Just holding something was better thiakitty about them. Thinking
about my empty hands shaking. ‘I've got a bad fegthat I'm going to be late.
I've got a bad feeling that you're spreading stoabout me round town.’

‘No,” she said.

‘Don’t you think enough people are still suspigpuNancy? All the
fucking stories already flying around about me. thanks to your fucking
husband. You think making up a few more storiesuabmean old Joe Pullman’s
going to make a difference?’

‘I'm not doing this to hurt you,” she said.

| turned away from her. Shaking my head and sqngeat the mug.
Gripped on to it until I though it would shatterrmy hands.

‘That’s a fascinating story,’ | said. ‘Visited hlge spirit of a boy. | didn’t
know you had it in you. | can’t see the relatiotmzEen me and this kid.’

‘No,’ she said. ‘Neither can I. But I've got a fe). So | wanted to stop
by and tell you about it. | think it's because diat you...’

‘What's that, Nancy?’ | turned round. Watched lher a second then

stepped forward. She didn’t like me getting clogeher. Even with the coffee
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table between us. She moved farther back on the 86fhat was it that | did
before?’

‘When you were young,’ she said. ‘In Maritime.’

‘Maritime?’ | asked and tried to smile. ‘What'ssthave to do with . .l
started and couldn’t bring myself to finish.

‘It's that history,” Nancy said. ‘Where you com®iin and what happened
to you.’

‘And what is it you think happened to me?”’

‘You were involved... she started.

I didn’t make out like it meant anything to mestlwatched her until she
couldn’t look at me anymore.

‘Well | wasn't.’

That’s not going to convince anyone, Joe. Thatjguasy voice you're
using.

‘You could be, Joe.” She leaned forward this tirHer hands dangling
over the mug of coffee she never touched. ‘Youdde involved in this...

‘Just what the fuck are you accusing me of?’

‘I'm not accusing you,’ she said. ‘Oh, God, no.adens..’.

‘Then we can agree this is a waste of time. Yoo'tdeeed to be here.’

‘He was scared,” she said. ‘He told me just hoared.’

That kind of did it for me. All of a sudden | fdike I'd been going along
with a joke for too long. Then she delivered thaguline. Something like that
is too far out there to get me laughing. Nancy te#lsxg me I'd been involved in
something. That scared the shit out of me. | wagtttback to the night | came

home from celebrating Kevin Linsey’s baby beingrbdame home and Carole
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asked me all the questions about what happenediitivie. She’d asked me to
tell her everything.

She was drunk. | was drunk. She held onto my sleoslldnd shook me
and told me we couldn’t go on any more. Unlesdsld teer what happened and
why | was so broken as a man. Why | couldn’t connégth her anymore. She
was talking and | was listening and it didn’t maense to me.

I'd shushed her down. Put a hand over her moutht@ldcher she needed
to calm down. Told her she was going to wake thgsbbut she was shaking her
head. Telling me she’d taken them over to Pop’s.

What did you do, Joe?

Nothing. What are you talking about?

That boy. What did you do to him?

What boy?

Dean, she said.

| didn’t do anything to him.

Then why do you dream about him, Joe? Why ardajking about him?

| don't, | said. Not anymore.

You talk, she said. You talk and | listen to you.

| don’t remember talking.

What did you do to him?

‘I suppose that's normal for little spirit boyd,’said. ‘When he comes
back tell him Joe Pullman says howdy.” By that tirdeconvinced myself it was
just a hoax. I didn’'t know how much Nancy got frower dreams and how much
she picked up from Carole jabbering while they @rdg the high school for

basket weaving lessons. I'd been scared up untilcianentioned about the
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future thing. That psychic mumbo jumbo’s a crockheSmentioned about
predictions and precognitions and that was me.dlfeed the lid off the jar and
let me out right then. | wasn’t scared any moré.oAla sudden | was just pissed
off and running late.

‘Did Carole put you up to this?’ | asked.

‘God, no. Joe, this is something I'm doing for ydthis is so you don’t
go out there and screw your life up.’

‘Yeah,’ | said. | nodded my head. Thought abouatsdhe’d just told me.
Relived the impact one more time - a heavy thungt thavelled through my
hands and through my bones. Tried to take it alamad make good out of
everything. Nancy told me a hell of a story. Myrgtwas different.

I mulled over Nancy’s words for a while. Took Naregtory and mine
and put them together in a carbon-copy kind of waaying one over the other
and looked for differences. Trouble was she hadetty close and that was a bad
thing to consider. The more | thought about it ldes | liked the idea of Nancy
Lowell sitting on my sofa. Being in my house. | @nit wait for her to make a
decision to leave so | decided to make it for her.

‘That’s some story, Nancy. Trouble is, I've goinis to do.’

‘Yes, Joe. | remember.’

‘One thing,’ | said. She looked at me with thodgheyes. Eyes waiting
for me to ask her for help. Eyes that told me shs willing to give me just the
help | was after, whatever it might be. ‘Who elséni on this with you?’

‘No one, Joe. It’s just me.’

‘And Herman?’' | asked.
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She looked shy for a second. Just long enougm#oto get anxious. She
spotted it straight off and went to make some kihdmends.

‘Now, Joe. You just hold it right there. Hermamsggood man. He’s not
going to go making trouble. When I'm having a visibget into a state. | start
rambling and | can’t control it.’

‘So you're in a state now?’ | asked. ‘Cause itessounds like you're
rambling a load of shit to me.’

‘Herman would never do anything to jeopardise mgtt’

‘It's not your trust I’'m worried about, Nancy. Noyou better head off.’

She stood. | showed her to the door.

‘Thanks for stopping by,’ | said.

‘Be careful, Joe.’

‘T'll do that,” | said. ‘Do me a favour and keepynmame out of your
séances until I'm dead. It's out of respect.’

‘Oh, Joe.’

‘Oh, yeah,’ | said. ‘One more thing. Next time ysee my invisible wife
tell her I'm thinking about her. Tell her that h&ns are both thinking about her
too. Let her know she’s really shaken us all upsTtew adventure of hers has
kicked me where it hurts. That should put a smiieher face. Make a big deal
out of that one for me. Make sure she knows I'mbatlkke up over her. Tell her
that for me will you, Nancy?’

She looked at my smile. She looked uneasy about it

‘Is she gone, Joe?’

‘Don’t act like you don’'t know,’ | said.

‘I haven't seen Carole for a while now, Joe. | sarear to you.’
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‘That’s amazing. So who else is putting you uphie?’

She turned. While she walked to her car | watdiedwindows of my
neighbour’s houses. Bright winter sunshine wasc#ithg back at me. Couldn’t
make out who was standing behind the glass watameagThere were people
watching, I'm sure. Calculating times and makindeso Working out what I'd
just done with my wife’s friend. Suburban equationsining through the

arithmetic of adultery:

One man minus wife. Add in midday meeting with vdfdest
friend. Subtract sons during school hours. Add tiofe entry

(through the front door) and exit. EQUEBDMETHING DIRTY .

| could imagine them sniggering to themselves.mMyl churchgoing neighbours
sorting out creative ways of leading me into theamversations with other
members of the Neighbourhood Watch. Getting quietigited at the prospect of
something having just happened behind the safetly sacurity of a deadbolt
door. Only | didn’t give them much time. Nancy wasand out in less than
twenty minutes. So if it was a fling it was hardprthwhile. But they would all

have theories. Some would be making phone callsstarting rumours. Phone
lines in Henderson were buzzing with news of myekagsed infidelity.

The truth of the situation was much worse. In tmeals town of
Henderson there lives a self-proclaimed psychic sdis she’s seen something
happen. Suddenly | was involved. She’s been spgdkipeople and that’s never
a good thing. Not when I've been dropped in thepeeed with an absent

spouse. Women in Henderson don’t leave their hudshabhey spend the days
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complaining to friends. They spend evenings atdaidlubs. Men go to the
bowling alley or to Thompson’s. Anyplace to get gvieom it for a while. But
you always come back. If you don’t, people talls jast not worth the hassle.

The curtain twitched in Gladys Munro’s window.

She may have worked out another story about wisatgok place in my
home. Story she’d be itching to share like the o#ghe street. Dishing it out to
family while handing over dinners cooked in the mwave. Over drinks from
bottles of spirits hidden away in dark cupboardsri&s they would act excited
to hear. Seem content to elaborate on. Storiesdbeme vivid and real in their
own little minds. As this happened in different hesm- in different forms with
varying scenarios — the reality lay within the ngndf two people — three
counting Herman Dorman.

There may just be a victim out there. It was a ¢giuthat got me
shivering.

Didn’'t even register that a phone was ringing. Sladh way off
somewhere. Guess | was way off somewhere for aewBW¥en when | came to
enough to figure out the ringing phone was mine thadl it wasn’'t more than a
couple feet from my hand it took me a while to aasi

‘Yeah, hello,’ | said. Then | listened to the queet the other end of the
line. Not entirely silence. Just quiet. ‘Who’s tretline?’ | asked.

Someone sniffed. Sounded to me like they starteldugh. Like a kid
giggling.

‘You're an asshole,” | said. | hung up the phonatiAny car keys in
hand and my arms pushed inside my coat | went ¢firdbe front door. The

phone rang again. This time | turned round and édo#t it. Gave it a second’s
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thought and decided | was going to get real wonkedf | didn’t have anything

more than some sniffling prick on the other endl $olled the door shut behind
me and turned the key. The phone stopped ringgig about the same time |
pulled my key out of the lock. And damned if it ditistart up again just before |
made it out to the van. It was a softer sound kewntthwas far enough away from

it. But | heard it just the same.
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Chapter Four

Sometimes in a fight you can’t wait for the guy whstaring you down to throw
the first punch. You got to take the early chanoe &hile he’s bowing up just
blast him one. You take the first opportunity t@ghone on him. Fire the big
punch and hope like hell it takes him by surprig@uble is that kind of thing
only works half the time. You either miss and Iditde a dick or you connect and
if luck goes your way it's enough to put him ouatdeast for a few seconds
while you get a head start.

| drove round Henderson for a while and triedigoife out my next
move. Went up to the north side of Apple Mount aadked the van in a place
on the side of the road. Shut the engine off anldd across the valley at the
sawmill. Watched all the smoke lifting up out oétimetal roof. Rolled down the
window and listened to the screaming tools ech&img inside. Sat there long
enough to get my mind back to normal - to takeetthge off my nerves and
remind me of times worse than these. Then | doaak down the hill. Took the
road straight back into town where | stopped byntfagket and picked up a
couple packs of fresh beef jerky from Jimmy Neilson

Jimmy was in the mood for talking, but | only hommned him long
enough for another customer to come along. Heest@tiewing their ear and |
left. Raised a hand on my way out and he did theedaack. From the market |
drove the van back to the house. Before | pullechtgthe drive | had it figured
out. | needed to take the chance where Nancy tiefinal instead of waiting for

something to happen that was going to get me domamslgoing to take my
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swing. I'm still undecided if that swing landed Hand heavy or if it hit nothing
but cold air. Things kind of went nuts round abth&n. Not just after | made the
call. But things sure did take a turn for the worse

Went inside and put the van keys on the side tadde the front door.
Kept my jacket on and walked across the room withwslayered up on my
boots. There just wasn’t time to get things rediyn’t feel | had a chance to
prepare. | just needed to get things sorted out.v@nt into the room and lifted
the phone and dialled.

‘Henderson Police and Rescue, what's your emeggenc

‘Anne,’ | said. My voice was sounding kind of wesd | cleared my
throat and tried again. ‘Hey Anne, it's Joe Pullman

‘Well hello there, Joe. You needing to speak Witt?’

‘That would be fine,’ | said.

‘He’s not here right now, but | can get a messageo him.’

‘Tell him | need to see him,” | said. ‘Let him kwd’ll be at the house for
a while. He can stop by or give me a buzz. Let kivow it’s kind of urgent |
speak with him.’

‘Alright then.’

| was still holding the phone when it went dead.&ectric hum sunk
into my ear so fast it felt like the inside of mgdd was filled with ants. Hung up
the phone and went to sit down at the kitchen tdbién’'t make coffee. Didn’t
get a beer from the fridge. | just sat there andedaHalf an hour later the
doorbell went. Got up and took a deep breath. Wiaat | going to tell Nat

Upshaw? Thought | had it all figured out. Had altrfe# relaxed. Then | opened
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the door and saw the young cop standing in fromef All that confidence and
certainty left me.

‘| take it you didn’t get that mat here in Hendarsde said. He was
pointing down at his shoes. Looking down and regqtlie message etched
across the welcome mat on my front porch. ‘My witeuld like to have one of
those.’

‘Where’s Nat?’

The kid looked at me with his smile melting off aside of his face.

‘Well, he’s out on a call...” He pointed to the maga& and said: ‘Mind
if | come in?’ | stepped to the side and let hinsgd recognised him. He'd
accompanied me on a few removals, but | couldmtermber his name. Felt
awkward for what | was about to tell him. Would kébeen easier with Nat.
With this kid | wasn’t sure just how much | wantedgo into detail. Just how
much background | was going to be able to give him.

‘You having a good afternoon, Mister Pullman?’dagd. He was
standing in front of my sofa. Looking round themobke a kid in a museum. He
sat on the sofa and stopped scoping the place loert Wwe caught sight of the
painting over the mantle. He screwed his eyes ufewle looked at it. Then he
took a note pad from his breast pocket and flippegen. | had a look at it while
passing by him. Trying to get to my chair wherepéd | would feel more
comfortable. More at home. His pad was the blue $ipiral-bound kind. Simple
convenience store note pad set inside a fancy léatker folder. Looked
professional enough, but it didn’t fill me with muconfidence. He held a pen in
his hand. Flicked it back and forward in the ammducting some kind of tune in

his head. When the song finished he used his thonlick the button on the

235



end. It made a small nib poke out. Then he clidkadain and the nib
disappeared.

‘You need a coffee?’

‘No sir,” he said. He looked up from the note pad &owned. ‘I'm here

to see if I can help out in the sheriff's absendederstand you called up for

him.’

‘Yeah, | called when | got back from the market.’

‘When was that?’ he asked.

‘Maybe half hour ago.’

He looked at his notepad. Then he looked at meyadbtoots and the legs
of my jeans.

‘You going out somewhere?’ he asked.

‘No. | just haven't changed out of the stuff | wasaring.’ It all seemed
suspicious to me. I'd started to sweat while laahe table in the kitchen so I'd
opened up my coat. The snow had melted from mysbaod made puddles on
the linoleum floor under the table. But | didn’kéathem off. | just leaned over
and pulled a towel from the countertop. Tosseddan the table and watched it
turn dark with all the moisture.

‘Well, like | said, I'm here on request of the diffeHe passed the
message on to me that you called. I'll do my bedtd of assistance. Sheriff told
me to take notes. He’s asked me to make it real ¢teyou that he would be
here if circumstances were different.’

‘Well, this is kind of a difficult thing,’” | said'See, I'm needing to report

a missing person.’
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The kid-cop looked at me, then at his pad. Seembeé reading
something. | hadn’t seen him writing anything doyet. So we had the same
expressions on our faces. Last I'd looked his atighpen hadn’t done so much
as make a dot, dash or slash across his page. $lmakang at nothing more
than straight blue lines. | watched his eyes wookif side to side just like he was
reading the newspaper. His eyebrows were big bfowg caterpillars and they
were lively. Both of them. They fell down and ldtéack up while | was
watching him. He looked up at me and the catergiltase up high on his brow.

‘It's not one of the dead people is it?’ he asked.

‘No,” | said.

‘From your funeral home, | mean.” He moved himseffvard on the
sofa. Reached the pad out toward me and broughtk to his chest. ‘A client of
yours. Family member of your client, | guess it \blbe.’

‘I was hoping that's what you meant,’ | said. ‘Bud. It's not one of the
dead people. My clients, in other words. I'm foitmin the sense that all of my
dead clients choose not to break contract by legtvia funeral home.’

He nodded his head. | wanted to reach across at@ $tim. Bring him
back to reality. Return him to the here and now sewlif we could get on with
things. | felt like | was on the clock. Up agaiadtinal buzzer that was going to
go off at any time and put an end to my game. Whiglevas dicking around |
had a feeling that psychic idiot Herman Dorlund wpeeading the word about
Nancy’s visits from a dead kid named Dean. Thatemag guts burn.

‘Well,” he said. ‘Who is it that's missing, Mist&ullman?’

‘My wife.’
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He nodded his head and looked at the blank shédegnhof him. While |
moved on my chair he kept nodding his head. Thelimgdslowed until he was
just looking at the pad of paper. The two wormsrdus eyes were falling
asleep. Slouching down and making his eyes looklsma

‘You can write that down if you want,’ | told hirfiMay come in handy
later on.’

He started nodding his head again, but stopped Wwadowered it to
write on his notepad. He finished and leaned backl@aoked at me. We just
looked at one another for a moment. | didn’t likérey in a quiet room with the
young cop. Having the experience while staringiat tmade it that much more
difficult to handle. He must have sensed it wasigdiad. He smiled out of the
side of his mouth.

‘Can you tell me what happened?’ he said.

‘Well, I can tell you she’s not here. | can telluybwasn’t around and
when | came back she was gone. Is that enougtotd?’y

‘Well, I could use all the details you are ablegiee me, Mister Pullman.
You talk and I'll write.’

Spent a long while going through the motions. fgllhim about my
morning. Going over what happened the night befiara when Nat Upshaw
drove me back from the Trapper’s Paradise. Gavetinies of when the
plumber arrived and the phone call I'd made to Rad Frances. Told him what
time the plumber had left. After that | went baokhe last time I'd seen Carole.
When I'd stopped by the house to pick up the bdjst was on Friday when I'd
drove them up to meet Paul at the McDonald’s inu@ddia. Told him about

coming back to Henderson by Route 43 cause | wdntstbp for something to
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eat. Passed by Darnell’'s and saw all the trucksigsdand station wagons out
front and gave it a miss. | gave him all the detaicept for going by the funeral
parlour. Gave him details of how I'd come back &mehd my house empty and
how | went back to the guest house and drank Letihy close the bar.

| finished the story and waited for the next questi something that
would get me thinking. Anything at all would be teetthan the quiet. Silence
was too much and it made the room seem so damnaltl #rwvas weighing me
down like an anchor on a sinking ship. Stuck mplate long enough for the
choking feeling to set in. Made the air go thimdtched the cop and sat forward,
leaned my elbow into my knees. Waited there unyilkmees hurt from the bones
pressing in. Then | sat back. He looked at thepamteand | could see the page
was still half-empty. He hadn’t started writing agduring the silence. He just
read his few words over and over again.

‘So, you come home and find a note.’

‘That’s right,” | said. “The same note | told yabout. Couple times
over.’

‘Sure you did,” he said and moved his hand overclose-cropped hair.
Rubbing it like he was taking some kind of easenftbe action. Petting a dog to
calm it down. This kid-cop was petting himself dradidn’t like it, but | wasn’t in
a position to say anything. | was annoyed thatgfinvere moving so slow. He
was still in my house and there was nothing happebetween the two of us. |
watched him and he watched his notepad. | toldtherstory and now he was

rubbing his head.

239



He has ears like a monkey, Joe. Sure as Christga’'snonkey ears. Big
and thin and pale. Look how they hang off the saddss head. Like someone is
sitting back there pushing them forward. Holdingrthin place.

‘This is not what | need right now,’ | said.

‘What'’s that, Mister Pullman?’

‘Can we just get on with this?’

He nodded his head. | watched his ears to seeyfftbpped with the
motion. They didn't.

‘I mean | know that’s what you said.” He looked fupm the pad. ‘I know
you said about the note already.’

‘Sure you did,” | replied. ‘You can write it dowhyou want. There’s
nothing wrong with touching your pen to that pait. helps you to remember
go ahead and scribble, bud.’

He nodded.

‘This is the first missing person I've been askedeal with, Mister
Pullman. And I'm kind of nervous cause | know y@uan important man in
town. So this is a high profile case.’

‘Look, bud. | appreciate you're nervous. But I'mtmmportant and this
isn’t high profile. So | need you to write some emtOnce you have the whole
story | need you to take them back to the courte@ml make some calls. Put
my wife’s face on fliers or in a computer systemwiratever it is that you do.
Then you can put the pictures in police cruiselenTyou can all start looking
for her.’

He sat back and let out a breath. The way he $wdthbis head made me

think he didn’t really have a clue about what tonguxt.
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| said: ‘May even find her if you leave my livingom.’

‘It's just. Well, Mister Pullman. If your wife lefa note | can't list her as a
missing person.’

Jesus Christ!

‘The note,’ | repeated. ‘Let’s forget about theendtiow about that. Just
take it that my wife is gone. Not here. Missing.t@lisight. Whatever you guys
call it nowadays. Then you can have a look for Aemn.1 right in saying that?’

‘| can’t forget about the note, Mister Pullman.’ kgped that fucking
pen of his against the pad of paper. ‘It's righteh#hat you told me about the
note. So...

‘Huh? What is it?’ | asked. ‘What’s the major preii you are having
with this?’

‘Well, it's a technicality, sir. But that’s the ¢eria we have to work by.’

| shook my head and told him: ‘But she’s not hHere.

‘Yeah,” said the copOfficer Leonard| finally caught sight of his brass
nameplate. Youngish and clean cut. Vulnerable amdleachiever. His badge
and shoes must have been polished to the lastdhyeetal and leather.

‘Well?’ | asked.

‘Yeah,” he said. He made a pause that | thoughtmae for effect than
contemplation. ‘Well, she’s not missing if you knelve’s gone.’

‘I don't follow you.’

‘What | mean is she’s told you she’s going. Thedistme that it was her
intention to go through the door and not come b¥é¢ken a person does that on
their own free will it's not a crime. | can’t put for a missing person report if

there’s not been a crime, Mister Pullman.’
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| could see | wasn't going to get very far. Sodnwfor another angle.
Something that | hoped would spark some kind aregt. Some kind of
technicality that Officer Leonard would write dowvaybe even act on.

‘Her son’s still here.’ | sat forward again. Ledran elbow into a knee
and used my free hand to wipe at my mouth. ‘HerBonald’s still living here
and she’s gone away. We've got a kid together[Jmutald’s not really mine.
Isn’t that kind of weird? Isn’t there some kindlafv against that?’

‘He’s your stepson,” Officer Leonard said. Noddng head with eyes
wide open making him appear to have understood imas saying. With great
interest he was following every word. ‘Good wrestt®. From what | hear, |
mean.’

‘What? Come on now... Yeah, he’s my stepson ansl $tél here and
I’'m taking care of him and she’s gone. Nowhereights From the note she left
behind she’s got no intention of coming back.’

‘| agree with you.’

‘With what part?’ | asked.

‘That she’s not coming back.’ His pen touchesatgaper. ‘From the
letter | mean. Her note to you. AddressHe read from his notepad. ‘Addressed
to Joe Pullman and not just Joe. That's what | tstded.’

‘Okay. So I've got her son to raise until he leaf@ pastures new.’ | put
my hands out to the side. ‘I'm raising her kid frov@re on out.’

‘It seems that way. Yes, sir. Sure it does.’

‘And that's not a crime for her to do that? Dungpresponsibility?

Abandoning her children?’
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‘Mister Pullman,’” Leonard said. He closed his matek while sucking in
his lower lip. ‘I think you’ve lost me along the wa

‘And we were doing so well,” | said falling baakto the sofa.

Leonard let out a laugh. Adjusted his holster eghifting himself
closer to the edge of the sofa.

‘Donald ... your stepson. He’s been your respongjtsince you married
Carole.’ He looked away. Checked the door like las walculating distance.
Making sure it hadn’t moved since he’d walked tlgiout. ‘I'm not going to out
step my boundaries, Mister Pullman. I'm not parso€ial services, but I'd say
you've been responsible for the boy since you asdnother got together.’

‘A package deal.’

Leonard used the same laugh as before. It wasy’eéasier for me to
hear the second time round.

‘When a package is late, officer,” | said, ‘It camive stale. That's kind of
what happened. Donald’s been with us quite a feavsyd like the kid. Care for
him. But | kind of liked the package deal when #@snall together. It's not a
package any longer. See what I'm getting at?’

‘If you're not willing to look after him ...Officer Leonard paused. He
looked back at me and rubbed a finger over his bhogould contact services in
the city and have the boy placed in foster care.’

‘No,’ I said. ‘I'm not saying | don’t want him aumd. Christ this is so
messed up.’

‘Maybe | could have Doc Maitland set up counselliMister Pullman.’

‘Shit. He'll be fine. We all will. My son includedcrewed up, yeah. Like

any kid would be if his mother ran out on him.’
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‘I was meaning for you, sir.’

| sat straight, lifting a coaster from the coffable. Looked at it and
wondered how far | could throw the thing. Lookedwdcand saw the three bottle
tops to beers I'd downed the other night. Sittimgptigh the small hours and
drinking while reading the note over and over agRacing and reading. Sitting
and reading. Standing and reading. | watched tp&s &hoes. They were
gleaming on my oriental rug. Four dimples pressea the rug where the legs
once rested.

‘Anything in the world more important than havingrrar black shoes?’ |
asked.

‘Sir?’

| shook my head. Already knowing the answer. NdDticer Leonard of
Henderson Township Police Department there wakilifted the bottle tops
from the table and squeezed them in my hand unrgikharp teeth cut into my
skin.

‘I don’'t need help,’ | said. ‘Never been that kiotiguy.’

‘What kind of guy would that be, Mister Pullman?’

‘A kind that's not like me.’

‘Do you drink often?’

‘| drink.’

‘Is this possibly why your wife left?’

‘Look,’ | said, pointing a finger at the kid-copface - squared it up on
his straight nose. ‘Don’t come into my house anggest I'm a cause.’

‘Let’'s calm down.’

244



‘She left everything behind. Everything. And I'nttieg here talking to
you about it. And still you're asking me if | drinkes. That’s your answer if you
still need one.’ | shook the bottle tops in my haBbook them at the cop and
dropped them on to the coffee table. They dancedddike dice. We both
watched as they fell. Looked at them like a cogbtegamblers betting on
sevens.

‘Yeah. | drink. And if you started having troubletivyour wife -
everything is fine then the shit falls out the battof things - you'd drink too. |
guarantee you'd fucking drink.’

‘Okay, Mister Pullman. I'm not belittling your les

‘Loss?’ | yelled. ‘No, Officer Leonard, loss woustiggest something’s
missing. There’s nothing missing! Vkeowshe’s fucking gone!’

‘I'll have to ask you to calm down.’

‘Just get out.’ | stepped away from the sofa. Mbadew steps towards
the door by the time he stood from the sofa. dilen open the door for you.’

‘You have to understand that your wife doesn’tfathin the missing
person’s remit. I'm really sorry for your upset,t&r Pullman. But there’s
nothing we can do for you.’

‘TI'll find her.’

‘That doesn’t sound like the kind of thing | waathear.’

‘What do you suggest | say?’

The cop met me eye to eye. Adjusted his belt apd kis thumbs
perched near the buckle. Rolled his shoulders amgkg his lips. Another look
for show. | wondered how much of this shit they everaching at some

backwoods Ohio Police Academy. Target practicdérmorning. Hand-to-hand
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combat in the afternoon. Dinner and fake gestuzesrgar followed by
refreshments.

‘I'd like to hear you're going to get on with tlgs.’

‘Look, bud. I brought you into this. Called thrdutp the station because
my wife’s gone. | thought maybe you could do sonmgthOffer a bit of help
even. Bad mistake. If | hadn’t showed you the ryote'd have put her on the
books, right?’

Officer Leonard nodded his manicured head.

‘Hell, man. | bet she’d be on a milk carton by #re of the goddamned
week. But since she decided to leave a note ofrittgee door all’s not lost. She
just got tired of life in the suburbs so she’s a#aving her sons behind.
Shrugging responsibility. Hitting the road.’

‘That the problem you're having with this, sir?’

| looked at the cop. Felt awkward for the firghd.

‘She beat you to the punch,’ Officer Leonard said.

‘Thanks for your help.’

‘I'll make some enquiries, Mister Pullman.’

| nodded.

‘Forget about it. I'll get over it.’

‘Sure, Mister Pullman,’ he said.

| shut the door.
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Chapter Five

After the cop left | laid down on the sofa anddrie sleep. May have drifted off
now and again, but sleep wasn’'t coming. It waské | was tired and it wasn't
like | needed it. | just wanted something that vadostiop the thoughts that were
coming into my head. After a while | pulled a pillmver my face and pulled it
down hard. It was a good feeling. Stopped wherptiane started ringing.
Tossed the pillow aside and went to lift the reeeiv

‘Yeah,’ | said.

Silence.

‘Hello. You there?’

Listened for a few seconds and could hear somethimg than a dead
line. Something like wind blowing over a microphoAekind of whoosh sound
that came in and out. The ocean maybe. Too quist that, but that's what |
was thinking.

‘Carole?’

Something moved against the phone. Something stthpaeceiver on
the other end of the line.

‘Who is this?’

Silence A few seconds later and the line went dead.

Set the phone on the cradle and lifted it up addinthe button to check
the number. Saw it hadn’t registered. Wasn't much surprise. When someone
wants to be gone they do all they can to stay gAfter that | decided | couldn’t
stay in the house. Grabbed my keys from the siole &nd took my coat off the

hook in the foyer. Went out the door.
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Took the van up to the funeral home and saw Teal'parked out front
so | passed on by. Figured he’d have the placerwutdrol. Gave thought to
taking the long way round Henderson. Going oubwirt using the logger route
and bringing the highway back in. Got as far asnelis and decided | didn’t
need to be sitting in a car. It was the way my Isamdre shaking while | was
holding the wheel that made up my mind. Just coutthim myself down. So |
pulled up in front of Darnell’'s and waited a whifat in the van and watched the
customers eating their dinners. Let some of theidets finish their meals and
clear out before going in.

Went up to the counter and stood next to an old. iHa was sitting on
one of the stools eating an all-day breakfast aodkiwg on a coffee Sheila
Hunter had set out for him. Looked over at the gng didn’t like how he was
give me more than a once over. Figured he was isldlae head. Maybe too old
to know any better than to stare at a fella. Thiwgse all going crazy in my head
and an old man with too much curiosity wasn’t gaingattle me much. Not any
more than | was already feeling.

| waved a hand at Sheila and ordered the usuafe€td go. Ordered it
by pointing my finger at her and smiling with thdesof my mouth. I'm a man of
habit so it's easy to know what it is that I'm aft€he waved back with an order
pad in her hand before turning to the coffee pownak feeling low after my
conversation with Officer Leonard and so | was gihd wasn’t close enough to
start talking. But that wasn't going to stop thesider from trying his luck on
me.

Put my boot up on the chrome foot bar and set rhpved on the red

service counter. Then | waited like | always did foy order to arrive. Out the
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corner of my eye | could see the old guy lookingnat Really spending the time
to see all there was to see. With Sheila down thenter | tried to convince
myself he wasn’t spending all his attention on Maybe he’s looking past you,
Joe. Maybe just had a thought so strong in his nthvad he forgot what it was he
was looking at when it first came to him. StariikgelImad at you, but he’s only
seeing that thing that’s stuck in his head.

Didn’t make me feel all that much better with higeg aimed in my
direction. Still, I made like it didn’t bother men@ started scoping for folks |
knew. Spun round away from the old man so he knemasn’t interested in
talking. Tables were mostly empty. It was midweekl vening time. Past the
dinner rush, but too early to catch the drunks.yTthee slipping down from Pin
Kings or Thompson’s Liquors round eleven. Would ke steady flow of
custom until late. Drinking black coffee and eatawlar burgers to soak up the
booze. Getting something in their guts so they @¢amdt back in their cars and
motor on home. Until they started coming in thecplavas going to be quiet.

There were some outsiders and a few people | réesedgyrfrom round
town. Couldn’t put names to their faces, but thepte of them that were looking
my way got my nod. They did the same back. Thereth@as Mel Trainer off in
the corner. Sitting all quiet in the far booth dadking anxious as ever. He was
sitting there waiting for me to spot him. Poor fadinost jumped when 1 finally
got round to him. He half-stood up from the bendid got caught in a real
awkward way. His legs jammed in place betweendb&tand the bench he was
sitting on. Started fumbling with himself like a egtler trying to get out of a
hold. Stopped trying when | shook my head at himinted a finger at my watch

before | whipped a thumb toward the door.
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He nodded his head real slow. Moved back down th& booth and
turned his face to the window. He was wearing leisvy coat. Unzipped and the
hood was pulled back off his head. With the waydheulders were dry | figured
he’'d been in the diner for a good long while. Ma'simple man. He'll sit for
hours and look out the window. Picking at the le#otinsel that Sheila hadn’t
got round to clearing off the sill. He'd look atatwhile and then looked out
through the window again. Stared across Beaumominéde to where the iron
gates of Potter's Cemetery cut up out of the gro@tdod there like the opening
to some kind of black fortress. Always looks wonséhe winter months. Round
here it's a long winter too. Sky goes grey one nmrand stays that way for
what feel like a year.

Mel looked over at me again to see if I'd changeg mind. | do that
sometimes. Change my mind and go over to sit with het him talk for a while
so he can go back to that shack of his up thetieeitemetery feeling some kind
of relief. Maybe feeling like he could settle dovam a while. He’s always got a
story to tell, but there aren’t many people who tmManhear him spin his yarn.
Usually | don’t mind, but not that day. | was fegjireal low.

Behind me the outsider started coughing. Not a deegh like it was out
of his control. More like a cough to get someoratention. My attention. Made
a slow twist of my head and came round to lookiat. Damned if he didn’t
keep staring when | set eyes on him. Guy was bmglen ancient. Pockmarked
skin with silver-yellow hair coming from every srhhble in his head. Nose and
ears sprouting the stuff. Long strands of it.

He seemed to find something real interesting in iHeestopped coughing

and touched his lip with the side of his finger.bbad at it in a gentle way.
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Something you'd expect a woman to do. Real delidatedded to him cause it
was what I'd learned to do. Then | looked forwand aid my best to ignore him.
He was looking at the side of my head for a longleviSitting there all quiet
with a white Darnell’s Diner coffee mug held uphs mouth. Tipping it back
real slow while taking a hard look at my face.

| went to concentrating on the steel wheel up endérvice window. A
metal ring with hooks all round it. Hooks where tEsticks all her pink order
slips. There were two pieces of paper on it anés$ watching them blow in the
breeze. A wind from the cook’s fan was tossing theomd. Tried to find some
peace in the way they blew and bent. Tried to Kemm getting annoyed at the
old guy cause he wasn't letting up on checking mie Blade it even worse the
way he was slurping his coffee like it was too tootrink. His eyes right on me,
staring. Making too much noise for my liking. Suwidown his goddamned
coffee.

He lowered the mug and rapped his knuckles on ¢heatertop. Same as
you do when you come up to a door of someone yoawkHlit it hard and with
some familiar kind of authority. Not a sense ofitat®n about it. After that he
went back to being quiet and leaned back on higl.sWith him back so far |
couldn’t tell if he was looking at me. Thought maybhe was trying to get
Sheila’s attention for something. Maybe leaningkband holding his hand up.
Waving it round in the air to get her attentioneld had her back to us. Her
wide ass topped off with the single bow she’d tr@d her stained apron strings.

‘That's some set of scars you've got,’ the outsidaid. | ignored him.

Took in a heavy breath through my teeth and weaok ba watching the slips of
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paper moving on the order wheel. Blowing and begdiNou deaf too?’ He
leaned forward again and put his face too closenfpfiking.

‘No,’ I said. ‘It's just not all that polite to bgo direct.’

‘Well, | apologise, friend. It's just there’s notamy people with so much
character on their face.’

‘That's a new way of describing it.’

‘Well, that's what it is. Mind if | ask how you gdhem?’

‘Yeah,” | said. ‘I mind.” Didn’t look at him. Close my hands up and
dropped them so they were set on the counter. Keph out in the open so he
could see they were fists. Good and hard fists\ileae scarred up jus as bad as
my face. ‘Let’s just say it was an accident. Adbaccidents.’

He ate some of the eggs on his plate. Chewed wstkeyes on me. Eggs
falling out his mouth and landing back on his platmaking sick wet sounds
when they connected. He kept chewing what made ftis mouth. Kept going
like he didn’'t notice anything other than the scamsmy face. | made a sound
that wasn't too far off from a growl. Seemed to eowut of me without a
thought. Sheila came over and | was so far gond'tdeven noticing. She was
there across the counter from me and set one ofhaerds down on mine.
Squeezed it same as she always did when she cengfuff guard. When |
wasn’t able to get my hand away before she colde @&ahold of it.

‘I'm real sorry, hun,” she said. ‘Coffee’s staledaiim having to brew
some fresh. Be ready for you in a jiff.’

‘I'll take what you've got,’ | said. Pulled my hdraway and went for my

wallet.
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‘Now, Joe, you just relax for once in your lifshe said. ‘Sit yourself
down on that stool and I'll bring you a fresh cuben it's ready.’

‘Heard what the lady said.” The outsider used rgltent finger and
pointed at the stool next to him. Same one | wasdhg over already. ‘Take a
load off.’

‘Sure.” Took the stool and leaned my elbows uptlon counter. It was
wet from the rag Sheila had just dragged acrosk didn’'t matter to me. Sat
there for a minute and breathed deep. Couldn'’t takeold guy looking at me.
Didn’t like Sheila standing so close. Even thoudpe svasn’t doing anything
more than write something on her order pad.

Held my head in my hands and breathed deep.

‘How're the boys?’ Sheila asked.

Nodded my head without looking at her.

‘Donald’s playing basketball again | see.” Toucheg arm like she was
checking to see if | was still alive. | nodded mgald again and she started
talking to the top of my head. ‘Saw his name inphper. Shame he didn’'t make
the picture though. Should really have been there¢hat. He’s the best looking
boy on that team, you know.’

‘That your son?’ the outsider asked.

‘It's his stepson, yeah,” Sheila said. ‘He’s gabther boy too. His son’s
name is Marty. A real firecracker that one. Heleelia small man. Swear it.
Comes out with some of the darndest things.’

Dragged my fingers through my hair and hoped ligkk 8heila was going
to stop talking. Sound of the old man sucking loffee again wasn’t all that

annoying anymore. So | listened to him and droppgdhead again. Kept my
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fingers in my hair. Felt it was getting long. It sveor me anyway. It let me hide
my eyes for a while. Didn’t make an effort to pulaway.

‘You're safer now | take it,” the outsider said.

| laughed. It was more to keep me from getting gvgth the guy. But |
was laughing too cause it was so damned off ceBtreh a spit in the wind. See
where it lands kind of thing. Sure, he was lonelg.was allowed to talk. A bit of
company and all of that, but | wasn’t the guy teegit to him. Not when | was
feeling so damned low. | just nodded and hoped beldvleave it alone. Leave
me alone.

‘Was it trouble?’ he asked.

Sheila looked up from her pad. Caught me staringeatand from the
look on her face | could tell she wasn'’t too insteel in staying around to hear
what | had to say next. | waited while she walkeavd the counter and took her
place at the coffee machine. Way down the end efctbunter. Got under my
skin the way she was standing there. Wasn’t garggt that stale coffee and the
fresh wasn’t going to taste any better. I'd havemat for what | could have
already had.

She was tapping her foot and scribbling somethisg en her order pad.
Tucked her hand in the front pocket of her aprod pulled out some change.
Counted it with her thumb. Move the change rourel galm of her hand. Her
mouth moved like she was talking numbers, but shg being quiet about it. At
least, | couldn’t hear what it was she was sayilymped the change back in her
pocket and wrote on her pad again. Foot kept tgpalirthe while.

‘So what was it?’

‘It was trouble.’
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The outsider nodded. That much | got from the otibe in the wall
clock behind the counter. He nodded his head and we drinking his coffee.
This time making less noise.

Thank Christ for that one.

‘Comes blowing in like the wind sometimes, dorn?' it

Didn’t give him any more a response than anotherafany head.

‘You can’t choose the things the wind brings ydwg’ said. ‘Looks like
your winds brought some kind of heavy burden. Stappright down on you.’

Sure as hell did.

‘If you're needing to talk you can go ahead, budurned to face him.
Made a good long contact with him — eye to eye.o&aitch didn’t flinch and
he didn’t blink either. Gave it to him with all Bd. Malice. Menace. Everything.
But the look didn’t do the do. Maybe cause | wadissd. Maybe cause | had
gone soft. It had been a long time since troubkk dane my way. | was getting
used to the easy life. My winds hadn’t been blowiog much trouble in my
direction. But | knew it would have to kick up saimeg before too long. It
could never last.

‘Tell me your story if you need to. But, when myffee comes I'm
gone.’

‘No trouble,” he said. ‘None at all. Like | tell yd’ve been round a while
and haven’'t seen many faces like yours.’

‘| see it everyday. Nothing special about it.’

He tried to put some more eggs in his mouth. Lbett to his plate.
Dropped more on top of his bacon than what he niades mouth. Still, he

chewed on what he got in there and made a bigadetaioo.
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‘l used to sit with my boy,” he said. He went oreeling and swallowed
before finishing what he’'d started. ‘We’'d go outttos place he used to like
when he was real small. I'd lock the wheels on ¢hair so he wouldn’'t go
rolling anywhere. Then I'd walk round and pick upaves and sticks and
pinecones. Everything. It was a big field. Realropele stretched his arms out.
Moved one in front of me and | got the feeling like was really trying to rile
me. Something he’d be doing a damned fine job withgather it all up and I'd
put it in my shirt. Held the bottom out and loadjit Like half a sack. See?’

He was holding the bottom of his flannel shirt.eBthing it away from
his waist - letting it droop like it was full of seething.

‘Just like that. Then I'd go back to him. I'd sdt that stuff on the
ground. Then I'd take each one of the things I'dnid and I'd put them in his
hand. I'd take his hand like this, see...” He reacfeedmy arm, but | pulled it
away. Got off my stool and stepped back from hire. went on like nothing
strange happened. ‘It was a waiting game after. ihatching him after every
new thing | put in his hand. Just waiting for hionmhake something out of it. Let
me know somehow that he recognised something. Amyth

‘That's some story,” | said. Turned to look for 8aeNot wanting the
coffee anymore. Just wanting to get the hell out.

‘Oh, it's not finished.” He smiled at me, but thesasn’t too much that
was friendly about the look. His mouth was crooked his eyes were crushed
down real small. ‘See | kept at it for years. Wireghim out there and putting
things in his hand. Waiting. | didn’t want to dacaifter a while. But there wasn’t
anybody else to do it for me. No one left to take but and put something new

in his hand, see. It’s like everyone went away.’
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‘Listen, bud,’ | said. ‘No disrespect, but I'm rdadat.’

He nodded his head. Breathed out in a slow tireg that left his head
drooping.

‘Sure,” he said. ‘I'll be heading back home sooiytaw. I'll thank you
for your time,” he said. His face came up and he back to being the old man
again. Interested and ready to watch me for a.sgalhand reaching out to me,
waiting for me to take it. | almost did. Almost ofg&d my hand up and took hold
of his, but | couldn’t. Looked at his hand and sthe way it was shaking.
Couldn’t bring myself to touch it. We both froze fgr a while. Silent while we
both looked down at his hand - watched it shakietyveen us.

Then he said something that | didn’t want to hear.

‘| stay in a place called Maritime. Nice town. Pefat. Good people
mainly. Always a bad seed now and again. Butatigpood place.’

Felt my mouth moving. Heat surfacing across my .fadeat creeping
over me in a slow-motion wave. Finding its way dotlinough my neck. My
hands started burning so | opened them. Turned sould set them on the
counter. Leaned my weight against it.

‘You know anything about Maritime, Mister Pullman?’

Couldn’t speak. Not able to make a damned word com@®f my mouth.
My mind was locked on one thing. The name of a elddaritime. | was
watching the old man and all | could think aboutsviiae white colonial house
my old man had bought there. My mother inside ihgdad like rotting wood.
The sounds my old man made in the basement. Sdbatdsame up through the
house — echoing up through the laundry chute. Sotimat rattled the place like

it was a house made of bones. Kept thinking of tbase while the outsider
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moved his mouth. Speaking again, but | couldn’trtieémn for the sound of my
mother screaming. Couldn’t stop the sound of miadds tools shaking inside
the walls. My lungs filling so much they hurt. Saasethey did when | ran into
the forests. Into the open space that cut throughtivhe. Ran to get away.

‘Mister Pullman?’ he said.

‘How do you know who | am?’ | asked. Came out iwtasper. Cleared
my throat and tried to say it again. Came out asstquiet — just as lame and
affected. ‘How do you know me?’

The old man smiled.

‘So now you want to talk,” he said. Nodded his haathe and made his
mouth crooked. Maybe a smile, but it looked pain&kems you know
Maritime.’

He spun on the stool and faced his plate. Dugsrfdrk and this time got
the eggs to his mouth. His head bouncing on hisildecs. Mouth chewing fast
like he hadn’t eaten in weeks. His eyes closedkéfd like that while | looked at
the side of his face. Old bastard seemed almostefida- looked like he was
really savouring the moment. Kept looking at theeesof his head and waited for
him to speak again.

‘How do you know who | am?’ | asked.

He nodded his head.

‘That’s not a fucking answer.’

‘That waitress said your name.” He looked at mewdtk for a few
seconds. Then he pointed his fork at my foreheatl said: ‘That's a dead
giveaway.’

‘She called me Joe.’
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He dropped the fork on his plate and used the papgkin to wipe his
mouth.

‘I'll check with folks back home and see if theyntember you. Maybe
some of them will come back here for a visit. Caiphon lost time.” He cocked
his head to the side and asked me: ‘How long agoitwau left again?’

‘Who are you?’ | asked.

He shook his head.

‘You wouldn’t know me, friend.” He smiled. Teetheyras granite. Gums
white like a trout’s belly. ‘Same as | don’t knoww. We're different people.’

‘Why are you here?’

‘Passing through,” he said. ‘Spent some time witentds in Meridian.
They told me about a market here in town. Saichigle to come by and check it
out.” He looked past my shoulder and focussed omesioing. ‘There’s a man in
there selling jerky strips as wide as three fingBesal nice too.’

Wanted to say something, but Sheila was coming.falek was walking
and singing to herself. Low hum of a song like glas warning of the approach.

‘Here’s the coffee, Joe.” She pushed the largedBtgm cup across the
counter to me. | looked at it and nodded at hee BImg round. Kept her hands
either side of my coffee. ‘You two know each other?

‘Well;” the outsider said. He leaned forward on twunter like he was
getting ready to tell Sheila a secret. She smiteckfurn like what he was going
to tell her was a secret she couldn’t live withbaaring. ‘Can’t really place him.
You think he can remember me?

‘No,’ | said.
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Sheila frowned at the old man. Kept her face aiatddm, but shifted her
eyes so they were looking at me.

‘What'’s you’re name?’ she asked the old man.

He broke the smile he’d been aiming at Sheila. &drihon me.

‘Name’s Jules, ma’am.’ | was waiting for it and wademned sure | could
take anything he was about to say after that. Miaas | wrong. ‘My name is
Jules Lewiston. But, like | say, Mister Pullman. wprobably can’t remember
me. We're different people now.’

| tried to keep my eyes on him. Not feeling angey enore. Everything
inside me changed to a wild mix of breathing andigaFamiliar feelings of pain
and fear started moving in. A feeling that had bleéinbehind in another place.
Left on the lot of the white colonial when | trakeel away in the squad car. A
fear that melted away while the officer drove upst¢bester Drive in a slow
crawl — making his siren bark to clear the way. T kept drifting away while
we passed the familiar faces of neighbours. Faeegihg round to catch a
glimpse of the beaten boy. Westchester Drive fadingy like paper burning.
Fear falling to black ash and scattering so no oméd put it back together
again.

Only this man could.

‘What'’s the matter, friend?’ Lewiston touched my.lé moved back fast.
He sat up like he was expecting me to lay one om hiatch hold on his neck
and keep squeezing until there was nothing lefs. ¢hin went heavy and pulled
his face into a long expression. Almost fell of§ lstool - had to grab the counter
to keep himself from going over. ‘Hold on now,’ s&d. ‘Hold on now, Mister.’

‘Joe,” Sheila said. ‘What’s got into you?’
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‘I've got to go,’ | said.

‘Your coffee,’ she said.

| took it off the counter. Didn’t slip any moneytoof my pocket. Didn’t
think about leaving anything behind for Shiela.tJuseded to get out of there.
Needed to move far away from Jules Lewiston. Ggtiadice between us. Sure |
remembered him. | remembered a younger man. Twezdys hadn’'t been kind
to him. His hair had fallen out. Not much left whielast saw him, but what he
had still stuck to his head had gone silver. Him $lad sucked in close to his
bones. But, he was still the same man. Sure | rdyassd him.

What do you wantfe’d asked when he opened the door. Really blowing
out of his house like he’'d been expecting somedse &omeone he didn't like.
Looked over my shoulder and out into the street.

| came for Oz. Wanting to see how he’s been doiitgsaid while
standing on his porch. Dean Gillespie laying on gheund behind me. Laying
near the hedge in the Lewiston’s front garden. Kedcover when Jules
Lewiston had come crashing out of his front dotie came, | mean. To see if
he’s okay and all.

He’s not okay.

Thing is | already knew that. Hearing him say drdt make me feel too
good. Didn't take the edge off my nerves hearing talk about Oz. Confirming
that he was inside the house in a real bad wag, $drseen what Dean had
done to him. Watched it happen and felt sick desme my guts for not
stopping him. But, | didn’t want to be round himyarore. Right when we

showed up. Right when I'd hit the door with my kkigs. When Jules Lewiston
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had thrown it open with the wild look on his fatdidn’t want to be there any
more.

He’'d known who | was. He’'d called me back whentilidhed to leave.
He’'d said a few things about Oz being on medicatidtaving been through a
lot, but he wasn't telling us too much. Stood tHewking at him while he talked
to me. He was running his hand over his head.

Right now he’s not the kid you know. Or knew eMert.my kid either.
He’s someplace else.

Hit the front door of Darnell’s with my hand anchséhe bell ringing.
Fumbled round in my pocket for the keys to the \ait like the old man was
going to be out of the diner any second. Holleforgmy attention again. Calling
me to turn around so he could tell me something al®ut Oz. Something he
hadn’t told me when | was last standing in fronhwh. Got to the van with the
same feeling running right through me. Feeling Bkeneone was behind me.
Someone was real close and not too interestedtingene get back to the good
life. Got the door of the van open and jumped iesiBlammed myself in.
Locked the door and sat there with the key stutkwéen my shaking fingers.
Had a feeling what Jules Lewiston would have saixt.nf he’d had the chance.
He’d said enough to me inside the diner to paiatddmned picture so well he’'d
never have to show it to me.

He’s was always someplace else, Joe. Right upeternid. Right up to
when | couldn’t take his chair to the park anymaiéhen | couldn’t do it and
there was no one else to take him.

Watched the front door of Darnell’s. Looked atth# people inside

sitting under the too-bright lights. Wondered wted old man was telling Sheila.
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She was leaning over the counter. Biting at heelowp and shaking her head.
Same as she always did when she was listeningpaeadl Saving it all up inside
her head for when she might need it later.

It was too much to watch. Too much to think abédtrove back to the
house. Took a bottle from the cabinet. A bottled&kn saving for a good long
while. Dropped down into my chair and started tokv@hought about the old
man. It was hard to see what time had done to hiaised the bottle to him.
Then I raised it to his son.

‘Oz, | said. ‘I'm sorry for what happened. Manidally am.’

Somewhere in all my apologies | went out. It's wha&as hoping was
going to happen. With my drinking there is alwayseans to and end. It's when
the thinking stops and the darkness begins. | domotv how long it lasted but
it's never long enough.

Pop shook me until | came round.

‘Joe,” he said shaking my shoulder. AlImost pullmg out of my chair.
‘It's late, son. Wake up.’

| blinked for a while and Pop waited until I'd aeled my head. Until |
was able to talk to him.

‘Got yourself into another state,” he said. He \axing at the bottle I'd
set at the foot of my chair. He shook it and madaca at me when the bottle
didn’t make a sound. ‘Marty’s up in his bed. Hglobably be up to see you
early tomorrow. Poor boy’s drained with all his wong.’

‘What's going on?’ | said. ‘He’s here?’

‘Paul’s been filling his head with all sorts ofreense. He’s told the boys

that Carole’s gone away. Tried to make out likeythvere going to have to live
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with him and Frances. Donald got all bothered altoarnd when he couldn’t get
a hold of you he called me. So | went up therelaodght them back.’

‘Long drive,’ | said. Pop was nodding his headlidn’t get any calls.’

‘Course you didn’t.” He was looking at the bottléile he was talking to
me. He was never good at hiding his disappointment.

‘I'll speak with both of them tomorrow.’

‘You're going to have to spend some time. They' oghbneeding to let
loose. They need someone they can open up to.’hefged me up from my
chair without really trying. ‘They’re good kids, doDon’t screw them up.’ |
nodded my head and followed Pop to the front déte. turned round and
touched my shoulder. ‘Get some sleep. Then you ety out tomorrow and
ask him what's on his mind.’

‘How much does he know?’

‘That’s not for me to say.” He looked outside. Onto the dark just
outside my front door. He turned his head and cauagh staring at his face.
Caught me looking at the lines that hadn’'t beenetree few years back. ‘Get
yourself straightened out. Then you spend some witteMarty. Talk to Donald
too. They need you. You'll know all about that.’

‘Yeah,’ | said.

‘He’s a thinker,” Pop said. ‘Marty thinks and latsstew in there. And
when it gets all jumbled he keeps thinking.’

‘Gets it from Carole.’

‘I remember another young man who kept things toseilf. Bottled it all

up until he went off like a rocket.” Pop wasn't émg and | knew he wasn’t
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making light of the trouble I'd caused him. ‘Brougilome groceries for you too.
Filled up some of the necessities. Breakfast ferltbys and all that.’

‘Thanks, Pop. Really appreciate the help.’

Nodded his head.

‘Get yourself straightened out, Joe. It's just ymw. Can’t keep messing
up and relying on other people. We're not alwaysgdo be around for you.’

Waited for him to go out to his truck. Waited famhto get it started and
back it out of the driveway. Shut the door and htvep to bed. Didn’t make it
under the covers. It was seemed like too much oéféart to pull them back.
Don’t remember the position | fell asleep, but iilshhave been close to the same

one | woke up in.
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Henderson Crier January 13, 2007

Missing Member of the Community

A request has been received from the
family of Carole Pullman to assist in
the search for her whereabouts. Mrs
Pullman has not been seen since
Tuesday when her husband, Joe
Pullman of Pullman Funeral and
Ambulance Services, returned home to
find her missing. Mrs Pullman was last
seen at Oswald Market at mid-day on
the Friday the 11th. Police searches
have been unsuccessful in finding any
clues.

Sightings of Mrs Pullman or
information as to her possible
whereabouts should be directed to
Henderson Police on 652-4601.
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Chapter Six

Next morning | woke up and got a hint of what les going to be like. It came
printed on a small card. It was delivered througgh ihail slot on my front door.
Slipped in with the daily mail. Seven words centeda heavy business card.
High-grade solid paper. Watermarked even. Only sta¢ioners in Henderson
that printed business cards. With home computeuscgm print a card yourself,
but this one was quality. Much as it got me rildtat to admit it was a damned
fine card. Real good work. So was the acid burstngfer in my gutsWhy don’t
you drive over to Frampton’s Business Products atep Ty's pudgy face
around?That’s option number one, Joe. Got to be high aur yist. Top of the
brand new angry agenddt was an option that rattled round in my head dor
while. Not so much that | went for my keys. Did@ven go for my shoes.
Instead | stood at the front door. Looked downrhatltusiness card I'd lifted off
the pile of mail. All caps like he was yelling.

Sonofabitch really took the time.

PEOPLE IN SMALL TOWNS

HAVE LONG MEMORIES

‘Don’t | fucking know it,” | said.
Bones in my back creaked when | bent down forreést of the mail.

Took it to the kitchen, dropped it on the tabled atarted to manoeuvre like |
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wanted the day to happen. Made the effort causanted things to get back on
track. Something inside wasn’t right. Somethingny gut was cramping up. My
muscles were sluggish. In my head and in my bgdgtldidn’t feel right. | was
slowing down. Making me wish like hell Carole woylast show up and get
these monkeys off my back. Monkeys like Ty Frampfeat little round speckled
prick. | needed Carole back to balance things Doitput the wrongs to right and
get some kind of normality back in place.

I went to the cabinet and took out the paperr8ltand metal canister
labelled *high octane’. Filled the coffee pot. Ewgater, then the ground beans. It
was a race. The water was already bubbling. Statonsputter and spit by the
time the paper funnel was filled with fresh grouAdhot spray of steam caught
my finger when | was shutting the flap. But | béaSomehow it mattered. Even
something as small as beating the hot water wighgttound beans. Some crazy
coffee pot game.

That’s what you've been reduced to, Joe. Can yoamggeworse?

Carole laughed at my games. Years back. When tweegs still young
between us. When Marty was just born. Before tbat but Marty came along
and rejuvenated us. Our relationship started ovieenwCarole fell pregnant.
Made it new to be together. Life and marriage asd-wall of us. Marty came
before Donald. Gave me a hint about fatherhoo@oaifiald had been first then
things would have been different. Maybe he wouldeheome between me and
Carole. But Marty changed things. It helped thawwas my kid. Ours. Donald
was Carole’s. Hers with some other dipshit. Guy @@ridevin that shrugged off

responsibility for the kid like most people shrufj @in. So it wasn't easy. |
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made it alright for him. As best as | could. Butrepeople don't like living with
a funeral director.

The coffee pot finished brewing. Poured a mug &miél sat down at the
table. Set my coffee mug on the placemat. Movedet the specks and stains of
dried food. Lifted the cup and took a sip. Feledirafter the memory. Felt
something inside that wasn’t balanced. As fastheasmiemories come they slip
away. | looked into the mug. Watched the black eeftettle when Donald
walked in.

Looked at him and gave him a smile.

‘You alright, Joe?’

‘Yeah, kid.’

He dropped his hair to cover half his face.

‘Your eyes look red,” he told me.

| rubbed a hand across the bridge of my nose.

‘I've been feeling allergies coming on,’ | said.alfe a laugh so the kid
would understand. ‘They really get me sometimesrat/of all during the cold
seasons. Heating in the house kicks up old dust.’

Donald looked real uncomfortable standing therke Ihe was wanting to
ask me something but didn’t know how to start theversation. | figured | knew
what was on his mind, but wasn't all that interdstestarting things off.

‘Happened to you guys?’ | asked. ‘Thought you wepewith your old
folks until next week.’

‘I needed to get away. Couldn’t sleep. It's not bed. You know what |
mean? Grandma’s place has that smell. That andybvé¢o share with Marty.’

‘Why didn’t you take the sofa?’
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‘They wouldn’t let me. Grandpa said he wakes upyesnd likes to read
the paper and drink his orange juice without anybaaund. So he wouldn'’t let
me sleep on the sofa in case | disturbed him.’

‘He’s a loon,’ | said.

Donald’s head moved and | caught a sliver of tindesbehind the hair
covering his face.

‘Anything to eat?’ he asked.

‘Yeah, bud. Pop stopped by Solomon’s and pickedame grub. Should
be in the bag there. Help yourself.’

‘Cool.’

Donald pushed off the wall and pulled the bag optnwent through it
without taking anything out. Finally pulled out agbof donuts and held it up to
his face. Turned it round and spent some time laphi it. Chewed his lip and
after a while the warning of fat was not enougkdep him from digging in.

‘You want something to drink?’ | asked. ‘Brewedrsocoffee.’

He shook his head.

‘Hey, Joe.” He finished chewing what was in his rtioand swallowed it
down. “You know where mom'’s at?’

I shook my head. Drank some of the coffee andedlat my sore eyes.

‘Why are you still in your clothes from last ni@htHe hadn’t turned his
head round far enough to look at me. | used my to@ush the chair out across
from me. He bit into another donut and looked atdhair. Sat down.

‘Didn’t have the energy to chair.” Put my handg takind of surrender
to him. Feeling pitiful already. Feeling sick imeird sort of way. Half-expected

him to start picking me to pieces. Thing is | fidte | deserved it. He'd lost his

270



mom and that was down to me. Raised my arms taithee so he could get a
better look at my shirt. Wrinkled with dark spotdeve I'd sweated into it.
Stayed like that a while. A dramatic way to telmhi'd been caught and he was
the man that had caught me.

I’'m rough, bud. I'm feeling it already and your rhet’s only been gone
a few daysHow much worse can we expect it to get?

‘Never got round to changing,’ | said. ‘I'll getyself sorted out.’

‘You sleep in your chair all night?’ he asked.

‘Nope. | went up to my bed. Slept some and theanhe back down early
this morning. Sat on the sofa and kept an eye orwaitgh for a while.” He
frowned at me and reached round for the fridge duitliout looking away. ‘I
had a suspicion that time was going to stand’dtilgld him. He stopped trying
to tug the fridge door open. Had his eyes on mesyTWwere looking tired.
Opened a fraction more when | smiled at him. Toakeap breath cause | was
starting to feel sick in my guts.

‘I don't get it,” he said.

‘Feel free to join my club,’ I told him. ‘I don'get what's happened with
your mom. | don’t get anything right now. So | sat the sofa and waited for
something to happen. For an idea to come into naglhEor a place to maybe
spring up. Some town that your mom was always niglldbout. Always wanted
to go, but felt like 1 was holding her back. Sonas@ | can go and look for her.’

He stood and went to the fridge. Took out theagadf milk and set it on
the counter. Took a glass from the cabinet anddithe glass halfway with milk

and stood with his back to me. He drank the glagstg and filled it again.
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‘Where is it you think my mom’s gone?’ He turnesund and ran a
sleeve of his shirt across his mouth. ‘When granshgd she had left | figured
she probably just left for a couple days again.'vi#es looking at me through his
hair. Staring at me to see how | was going to rdagtasn’t easy to watch him,
but | didn’t want to stir up trouble by calling hidown. ‘She hasn't called yet,
right?’

Quiet lines, Joe. Silence with the ocean breeze.

Shook my head at him.

‘You better sit for a minute,’ | said. Pointedthé chair across from me.
Felt like an asshole doing it, but it was just afiehose gestures that happened
without thought. Something a father does to a sbhenathe kid’s lost his way.
Never did that kind of thing with Donald cause &sm't my place to be acting
like his father. But without any kind of warningette we were — in a house
together. No one else to deal with him. To put lbimthe right path. So | made
the gesture and he sat down. Watching him fall thioseat like that made me
feel different about it. Like somehow | needed &tphthe kid along every way |
could. | owed it to him to try and make things tigAt least a little easier for
him. I'd pointed out the chair he should drop asand took the look he gave me
like | deserved it. Cause | did.

From the way he sat on the edge it was clear lmm'tvplanning to stay
for long. Didn’t even put the glass of milk on tiadle. Set it on his knee instead.
No matter what it was | was about to tell him hesmtigoing to hang around.
We looked at each other across the kitchen tabdepidled the hair away from
his eyes. It fell back again, but he didn’'t movavitay.

‘Marty told you about what he’s feeling?’ | asked.
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‘Nope.’

‘Paul tell you anything about the note?’

Donald shook his head.

‘Okay,’ | said. Took a deep breath and lifted tduodfee. Swirled it round
for a couple seconds and set it back on the taltleout taking a drink. ‘I came
back from dropping you guys off and found a notetlom fridge. It was from
your mom.” | looked at him for a few seconds. Tgjito judge what was
happening in his head through his reaction. He 'tlitilake any expression. He
sniffed, but he always sniffs. ‘It says she’s gamay for a while. After | got the
note... Well, that's when | called your grandparénts.

He'd lost interest in me and started looking & hands. Running the
fingertips of his right hand over the knuckles @ left. Knuckles were white
from holding hard onto the glass of milk. Stayedetjdor a while and then
finally said:

‘That sucks.’

‘You're telling me.’

‘Can | see the note?’ he said.

Leaned to the side and pulled the paper from noketo It was wrinkled
and damp and the ink was smudged. A handkerchiefldvimok better after
being passed round a scout troop suffering fronfdvay. I'd done a number on
it during the night. Before handing it across tonBll | set it on the table. Used
the edge of my hand to try and take some of theesloaut of it. Make it flat
again. But I'd sure done a number on it. I'd gotasmry at some points in the
night that | wanted to rip it up. Thought aboutdiimg the long matches we used

to light the fireplace. Striking one and settingig to the corner until the note
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caught fire and burned to ash. Sitting at the taipjeng to take the shape out of
the thing, | knew why | couldn’t burn it. Makingliok okay before handing it to
Donald to read it for himself - | knew why | kept Cause it wasn’t mine. Not
entirely.

Spread it flat on the table one last time andiskaross the tablecloth.

Donald sat with his hands in his lap. He leaned#od and looked at the
note. His hands didn’t move.

‘Thanks,’ he said, still not reaching for it. Jiesined over and blinked his
eyes for a while. His hair had fallen over his egesl couldn’'t see what they
were doing. What he was feeling. | couldn’t clockat was going on with the
kid at all. He finally lifted his left hand and hened it over the note. His fingers
moving like he was testing it for heat. Expectihg thing to reach up and take
the skin off his finger tips with a blue flame.

‘She’d leave notes in my room,’ he said. ‘Thinge svanted me to do.’

He lowered his hand and pulled the note to hind Blpoker-style - not
wanted to give anything away. Not wanting to saeitil it was up close. Where
he could hide it. Watched him read it and watchisdeRpression while he made
it through the words. His face didn’'t change. Whatould see of it anyway
stayed the same as always. Long, white and tigtttenaw. Could see his eyes
only through thin slit of his parted hair. His shkaers hung, but that’s just
Donald. His shoulders always hang. He pulled his ack with one hand and
held it there, away from his brow. His eyes movowgr the words - travelled
one way in slow motion. Then they’'d rocket back atait the next line.

He finished and cleared his throat. Lifted theenahd turned it over.

Looked for a few seconds at the chips left in thppDropped the note onto the
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table and slid it back toward the centre whereldftl it. He took his hand back
and set it in his lap.

‘Why Joe Pullman?’ he asked. | shook my head. Rbt@ok it that |
didn’t understand the questions. ‘Why didn’t shst jwrite Joe. J maybe. Why'd
she use your whole name?’

‘Same question | had.’

‘Sucks.”’

I nodded cause | didn’t have anything else to give.

‘Sorry about my mom,’ he said. ‘I know you're paedily really angry
about it. But, it doesn’t mean anything ...’

‘I'm not blaming anybody, Don.’ | sat there shakimy head. Feeling
sorry for myself cause | had my step-son apologidior his disappearing
mother. Like Houdini’'s children ever said sorry their dad sneaking into his
box. There have been few times in my life whereltl $o pathetic. I'd lost a wife
the week before. This kid was missing his mothem&thing that was causing
him pain. Something | understood more than | wartéd to understand.
Somehow that put a perspective on my problems. &pologising like that just
wasn't right.

‘I's just,” Donald started again. He stood thesiegaking his head and
running his fingers over the faint shade of hairnael coming through on his
chin. ‘I feel bad about it.’

‘So do I, bud.” Gave him a smile that didn't make plastic feeling go
away. It was fake cause | didn’t know how to snatethe kid. Not right then.
Donald left and | finishing drinking my coffee. Hado refills. Marty was still in

bed. | was expecting him to come down the stai@r ldtanding up. Eyelids
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falling. Scratching himself like an old man. Caraleuld tell him to stop it. He'd
look at her and frown. Without thinking he’d beitadigain. Seven years old with
the mannerisms of an old-timer. Carole always saidook his bad habits from
me. She said a lot of things that made me laugimgBhthat made me think.
Consider the simple things that usually slip byatioed.

You really miss her for that, Joe.

Coffee was still hot, burned the roof of my moukbok another mouthful
and held it. A small way of testing myself. Anotr&tupid game. A sacrifice
maybe. | needed to do something just so | coulg &eling sorry for myself.
While the coffee burned at my mouth | looked dowirthee business card I'd
found with the mail. Read the small black wordsimagbnagined Ty Frampton
leaning over his printing machine. If they even oshines anymore. I'm pretty
sure Ty still uses one. Setting the letters ouhwikked fingers. Pulling some
handle to make a big roller steam down over a sstplare of paper. Big square
of paper maybe with another machine to cut itrdth bite-sized business cards.

People in small towns have long memories

‘Fucking bastard,’ | say.

‘What'’s that?’

Looked up and saw a middle-aged midget in my dognidis hair’'s
stuck up like an oil-slick duck. His face frownirag me. Blinking against the
bright lights of the kitchen. His hand down thenfraf his pyjama bottoms.
Sound of fingers racking over skin muffled by théric.

‘Hey, Marty,’ | said. ‘It's nothing. I'm just thinkg out loud.’

‘Dirty thought.’

Nodded my head.
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‘I'm full of them lately.’

The telephone started ringing. Looked at Marty #rmaight about going
for it. Give him time to come to life. He turnedstiead and looked at the phone
on the wall. Frowned like he didn’'t understand wiats happening. Like the
ringing was getting to him. Really annoying thel loeit of him. He was growing
older by the second. Never looked so much like atlger. A grumpy old man in
a pair of Scoobie-Doo pyjamas.

He turned and snapped his hand out. Pulled thegohom the carrier
and slapped it to the side of his head. The plas#tde a cracking sound when it
connected. He looked more annoyed than pained. ®dagars and stared
rubbing the side he’d just clattered with the phone

‘Yeah? Hello?’

‘Marty,’ | said. ‘Be polite.’

‘Sorry,” he said. ‘This is the Pullman residendgarty Pullman
speaking.’

He nodded his head a while. Looked up at thengegind breathed a big
breath.

‘Yeah,” he said. ‘I'll get him for you.’

He reached his hand toward me. The phone camatwiile stretched the
cord to the fullest and the thing stopped. Phoimpetl from his hand. Caught
him by surprise. Fell from his fingers and hit th@or. Made a sound like the
plastic cracked. He looked at the phone and themeatvhile | was getting up off
the chair.

| picked the phone up of the floor. Listening e tsound of someone on

the other end. Shouting out the same words ovepaadagain.
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‘Yeah, I'm here,” | said. ‘This is Joe Pullman.’

‘Joe, what's going on over there?’

‘It's nothing. Just dropping phones and makinge®f Touched Marty’s
shoulder. Moving him toward the fridge so he coglet himself started on
breakfast. ‘What can | do for you sheriff?’

‘We’ve got a situation. It's probably best if yasame down to the
courthouse.’

‘What's it about?’ My chest was feeling tight.vilas hard to keep pace
with my breath. My lungs were working too hard.

‘It's Daryl Evers. His daughter’s been away fdew nights.’

| thought back to what | was doing a few nights.dgade sure | had my
whereabouts scored off with some one to witnegpured | had a few people to
vouch for me. Lenny at Trapper’s Paradise for ¢teeprobably still had my tab
hidden up under the lounge bar.

‘Yeah?’ | asked.

‘Well, the boys are down in the valley. Think maylthey've got
something. I've got a few other boys over at Apdieunt. Seems Milton Berrill
thinks he’s seen something again. Could just béhanadall tale, but | can’t take
the chance this time. Either way, | think you'll heeded. Daryl can use some
support no matter what we find. | figured you'd &egood choice under the
circumstances.’

‘I don’t really know him all that well, sheriff.’

‘Just come on down here, son.” Sheriff took a maime cough. Moved

his mouth away from the phone. Came back and SEm# man’s pretty broke
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up just now. Might have some questions about wilagipbns next. Just to be
prepared.’

‘Sure,’ | told him. ‘I'll be right down.’

I hung up.

‘Somebody dead?’ Marty asked.

He was sitting at the kitchen table with his chirpped in two hands.
Looking at me same way he always looks when helsngaor breakfast. When
he’s between dreamland and Marty the seven-yeathalét-tank.

‘What'll it be, bud? It's got to be quick,’ | toldim. ‘I've got to be some
place.’

‘You doing a removal?’ he asked. His chin camerom his hands. He
wiped his eyes clear with one hand. Looked awarehait was happening for the
first time that morning.

‘Don’t know yet,” | said. ‘I'm just heading dowm tthe courthouse to lend
some support to a friend.’

‘Can | come?’

‘Not this time,’ | said. “You hang out here. I'tfet Donald to look after
you until I'm back. We can see about taking thatkwdown by the river if
you're still up for it.’

‘That'll be alright,” he said.

‘So what'll it be?’ | asked.

‘Anything.’ His chin fell back onto his hands. Hmked at the tablecloth.

‘Just make it quick. I'm starvin’ Marvin.’
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Chapter Seven

| watched the sheriff while he looked out over wivatcall the back of
Henderson. It's woodland. There’s probably quanfea mile of paved paths.
Rest has been left to nature. Streams cut thrduayidi feed into three ponds. The
back of Henderson is popular for family picnics aedng people looking for
privacy. It's quiet and it's peaceful. Once in ailgtyou hear the sound of the
saw mill coming through the valley, but it's newer bad it ruins the tranquillity.

If the wind shifts just right you can smell the bed wood. Not unpleasant. Even
adds to the spirit of the place.

Nat was standing with his hands settled agairstindowsill. Pleat
running the back of his police uniform puckered whenever he went to stretch
his shoulders. To that moment his shirt had puckbedf a dozen times. He was
getting stiff alright. There’s no wonder aboutHie’'d been there for a long while.
I'd been watching him for over an hour and feleliky guts were going to spill
out the toast and coffee I'd forced down that mogni just couldn’t get settled.
It's not easy to find solace under those kind ofwinstances. All the commotion
down in the valley. Daryl Evers sitting in the safeross from me. Looking over
once in a while. Looking at me like he wanted tp samething real bad. Then
there was the thing with my missing wife. It wawarry, sure. But it was also an
embarrassment - now that the whole town knew aibout

Stood up and walked over to Nat’'s desk. Startétirgipthings round to
pass the time. Lifting his name plaque. Dustingffiand setting it back down.

Flipping through the Field and Stream without fifiit off the desk. Whatever |
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could do to keep from sitting down. Keep from sgdbaryl Evers out the corner
of my eye. Looking at me.

Just get it out of your system for Christ sakes!

Nat was big on candy. Rock candy mainly. He hathssgar on his desk.
Sheriff's badge etched on the side of it. Underithdge read: Big Man in Town.
Reached in the jar and took a couple of the plasgtapped red balls inside.
Lifted one to my nose. Could smell the cinnamorolet had it to my chin.

Started unwrapping it when | looked up at NattPas | saw an
emergency van pulling into view. It crawled rouhe turve in the path. Made it
past the cluster of wooden skeletons. Oaks outesf season, shaking against
the cold wind without their leaves. Looking blactdacharred against the fresh
white snow. Three hills rolled up between the rggrdow of the Henderson
Court House. One of them started at the edge dakee Two more swelled
behind it. Made a steady incline from the backhef ted brick court house,
ending in a valley at the lake. Water was silvethwihe sunlight flickering off
the smooth gloss of ice.

A new storm was rolling in the distance. CloudB ativays off but it was
coming on with some strength. Those were the secoming of a heavy fall of
snow. An earlier storm moved through and dropped) lshadows across the
hills. Shadows that broke and took the snow away,niot before it locked up
most of the roads. Now the sun was shining hard iardazed yellow and
skimmed off the surface of the hills in bright fies.

Shadows were coming again. Moving closer. Edgingatd the hills -
toward the one long slope, ready to connect allhiie by dull grey. The big

slope was the backside of Apple Mount and it eratetthe lake. It ended where
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the emergency van drew up with flashing lights.d8kd to a stop next to a
police jeep. Lights still spinning.

Then people started to move.

Nat leaned against the wooden sill of the big wimdind watched. The
heating system kicked on and a heavy thumping saamde from inside the
walls. Then the hot air blew down on him. It bleamah on us all. But | watched
Nat. The way he was framed by that big window. shsulders fell when the
heat touched him. Pressed into his shoulders aridfram the ceiling vent.

Weight in my guts had been too much for my legdaice. Constant
rolling like I'd eaten a whole mess of somethingttdidn’t like the feel of my
insides. So | went back and sat down. Fell intodhair. Unable to control the
speed of my fall. When | touched down | made aedisvished | could take
back. Daryl Evers stopped wiping his glasses anldd at me. His small round
eyes were narrow - not cause of me really. Jugec®aryl was blind as a mole
in mud without his specs. While he watched me lyissetook shape again.
Rounded out like real eyes. He started blinking jiast before he covered them
up with his glasses. Blinking like he was prepatimgm to see again.

Nat turned his head, but he wasn’t looking. Jastking things were still
copasetic. Listening in to make sure me and Dagykvstill present.

Daryl used the white handkerchief to wipe his motité looked at it for
a second and then folded it a few times. His haad shaking and it took some
doing to get it back inside his jacket pocket. lptkdooking at me. Stood up and
watched his feet while he moved from side to sSidiesure if he wanted to dance.
That's what he looked like. After a few secondssheback down on the leather

sofa. He sat down and all of a sudden | felt a rteegb over to him. More an
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impulse than a want really. | fought the feelingisa of the way my guts were
churning up inside. Didn’'t want him to hear thensds | was making. Kind of
thing can give a man the wrong impression. So Ibsatk on the sofa and
watched him same as I'd been watching the shdégfthe only thing | could do.
Watch the tiny man crumble while | sat around domgghing. There wasn’t
anything | could do. Times like that were just abaaiting. About getting your
thoughts squared up for what comes next. Besidessla mess. | couldn’t even
concentrate for a few seconds before my mind waslesang off to other things.

Thinking about Marty. Wondering what was going thgh his mind.
Hoping he’d find somebody to talk to if he neededjét it out. My hope was he
didn’t need to clear his mind too much. Too muchh&f wrong things gets out
into this town and people latch onto it. No maifet’s Nancy Lowell’s crazy
spirit talk or Milton Berrill nattering on abouteg a man walking through the
snow toward Apple Mount carrying a woman in his srmhe more of it goes
round and the more stories start to pull together.

| was worried and starting to get that sick feeliagain. Daryl was
watching me. That much | could tell without tradiagglance with him. Out of
the corner of my eye | knew his face was aimed nay.wWNot feeling like a
conversation | just sat there sweating into mytslikelt like the flannel was
filling up with so much wet | was going to hear thater dripping out onto the
floor under my chair. Any minute and it was goindiappen.

Stood up and tried pacing. Found myself pushingamgs through the
sleeves of my leather jacket. I'd pulled it off whegot too hot. Folded it and
draped it over the back of one of the chairs. Tiieeput it back on again just so |

could take it off. Four times. On. Off. Arms in.rAs out. To Daryl Evers | must
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have looked a real prick. Here he was in a tersbdée and | was the fool making
all the noise. That stopped me pacing. Had to nmayself give up and settle in.
Everything | tried was going nowhere.

Something is missingthought Everything is missing.

So | sat down again and looked at Daryl Evers. ldenit looking at me
which was a blessing of some kind. | didn’t havgthimg to say to him. If he’'d
been looking at me all | had to offer was a simgheile. Simple it was too.
Dumb. Dumb. Dumb. Found myself guessing at whatilbler images were
working on his mind. Imagined he was really workimig some sick ideas. His
brain must have been playing with him. That mucls waiven. He was melting
inside. So | watched him and waited for all thaffshside to come slipping out.

‘You okay, Daryl?’ | finally asked.

He was sitting at the far wall - perched on thetreenushion of the long
sofa. On the wall behind him was a painting of ating scene. Two men in the
background pointing long rifles at a blue sky. Avlup close is walking forward.
He is painted in detail. His head down while he esakis way forward. He's
carrying two limp ducks by their legs. One in ed@nd. Looks like he might
walk right out of the painting. It's big enough. ldeuld’'ve been real. Even the
holes in the necks of the ducks look real. Thekems hanging out. Blood
leaking.

Daryl didn’t look at me. He was watching the winddwvasn’t going to
ask him again. Felt like an ass asking him to begth, but | kept watching him.
The way he pushed his square-framed glasses ugrittgee of his nose. Pushes
them up until they are pressed into his thick egeist He finally nodded his

head, only he didn’t say anything. There wasn'tlyenything he could say.
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We’'d been in the room for two hours, maybe moregnvthe cloud made
it to Apple Mount. That's when the snows startedaib again. I'd watched the
sheriff chew through the lip of a Styrofoam cup.oKdhree good chews before
realising it was something he didn’t want to eaaylde shouldn’t eat. He looked
tired and embarrassed while he pecked the smallewballs off his tongue.
Picked them out of his teeth. Made a hasty effortlaw it out with his index
finger. All the while he watched his good frienduagilman Daryl Evers. A man
who supported his family through his accountancgiless. Four kids, all of
them coming to their college years. All of them wag to leave home. Daryl
had been a broken man in recent years. He didk@&ttb see his children leave.
He was waiting for the day when the first would go.

We were waiting in the sheriff's office to see h&av away the first one
had got to.

Daryl nodded his head. He sat there for a whilegdmyy away. Nat
turned his head round and looked at me like | shgube talking. Something |
thought was probably true. It's the reason | detitekeep my mouth shut from
there on in. This kind of situation always makes ameomfortable. No one
wants me around, but there are circumstances ¢laire my services. So | get
the invite now and again. Most often | mind mydrlé and | keep quiet.

‘I'm real scared, Joe,” Daryl said. | didn’t raisgy eyes to look at him. |
just sat there and nodded my head to let him kndwhéard him alright. ‘I
suppose you don’'t need me to tell you that. Thisassomething that's new to
you. Any of this really.’

He made a laugh that sounded like it wasn't meanbd heard. He

coughed and took his glasses off his nose. Usdthkirgy hand to remove the
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white handkerchief from the inside pocket of hiskgt. He stood there for a long
while wiping his glasses. Coughing really quiet glosinow and again. When he
finished with the glasses he pushed them backsipdse.

‘Well, | suppose you're right about that,’ | said.

‘Oh, not that,” he said. He showed me the palmki®hands. Held them
out to me like he was trying to stop traffic. ‘Nibiat way. Not at all. Real sorry
to hear about Carole. | hope she comes home tesald. ‘God, | can't tell you
how much I hope that for you.’

My smile must have been enough to make him fegrdlabout things. It
kept him talking anyway. As long as he was talkirnpuld stay quiet and that's
just the way | wanted it.

‘I mean in your job,” he said. ‘It must get you dsto these kind of
things.’

‘I's okay,’ | said. ‘I understand what you meahd | thought | did
until he felt the need to clarify.

‘I'm not talking about Carole. | read about thathm paper, but that's not

‘Not what you meant,” | said. The smile was rediprd to keep on my
face. I'll credit myself with that one. | sure kepp the appearance. ‘It's fine,
Daryl. Don’t get all worried about it.’

He stood and walked round in a circle. He went deethe ficus Nat
Upshaw kept in his office. The thing had lost éaves and was only starting to
get some new ones back. Daryl stood close anddotile of the leaves off a
branch. He looked at the leaves and rubbed themekpet his fingers. He let

them fall and watched them tumble to the floor.
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He walked back and took a seat on the sofa again.

‘I'm glad you’re here as a friend,” he said. It soed like it was coming
from a true politician. Someone up in Washingtorowtras moving in on an
election campaign. He must have felt like he was@all cause he added: ‘I'm
glad you're here as a good local man. That medoista me.’

I nodded my head and kept my face stern. Sombesainel.

‘If at any time you would like me to sit outsidea)l I'd understand.’ |
raise my head slow and steady. ‘I'm here to offemauch support as you need. If
that support is giving you some space | can oblige.

‘I'd rather you sat tight, Joe.” Daryl Evers wasking at me with mouth
moving like he had a whole lot of words insideHiis eyes were watery and
looking like they were made of black glass. Theyevehimmering behind the
thick lenses of his glasses. He'd kept the teasmffalling and I'm not really
sure how he was able to do that. Daryl Evers ian&trong man. Not in the
physical or constitutional sense. But he was ableold those tears in somehow.
Half an hour of waiting and he was welling up eveoyv and again. But the dam
hadn't busted. Still, | noticed he had the handkiefcin his hand now. It wasn’t
getting folded. It wasn’t going back into his potk&laybe he knew it was
getting close. He knew he may just need it after al

He stared at me a long time. After a while | cottldhelp it. So | looked
at him - eye to eye. Saw that the frantic waitiagl kurned him tired and lifeless.
Made the red veins in his eyes come to the surface.

‘It's good to have you here.’

‘Okay,’ | said. ‘I'll stay.’
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‘If you're needing to leave for a while, Joe, I here,” Nat said. He
spoke to the window. | looked over and saw howwnsds had fogged up the
glass. ‘Take a breather if you're wanting one.’

| stood from the chair. My legs felt stiff and altbaf pain in my forehead
dug in deep. It had been there all morning, butvas gaining some length.
Jabbing back in my head farther than it had befopelled my jacket on - this
time not feeling like it was a wasted effort.

‘If you could leave the radio,” Daryl said. His wastching the bulge in
the left pocket of my black jacket. A weight pregsia shape from the inside
pocket. ‘I'd appreciate if you could leave the m@mdi here.’

‘I'm not needing a long break, gentlemen. Justeatirer.’ | paused and
looked at Daryl. ‘I'm sorry, Daryl. | don't have @&dio.” Feeling | needed to
make it clear | said: ‘We use cell phones.’

‘Is that so?’ Daryl said. Eyes still on the shapemy jacket. Voice
lingering.

And the room froze again. Same as it had when kedain first thing that
morning. Shaking Nat's hand and then Daryl’s haié. stood there a while and
watched the snows falling. It was cold then andhulite silence there was a real
awkward feeling about the room. The silence tooktd and seemed to hold
everything in place. The heating kicked on and rechithrough the walls. Nat
Upshaw jumped back and rubbed his hands togetheandd against the
windowsill again. Took his place at the window es®# up and looking down to
see what was happening at the lake. He was anxiltkes he thought the heater

was the signal. He was edgy for something to happanree men in a small
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office. Unable to communicate. Not certain of wiatsay. All waiting for a
signal that in truth none of us wanted to hear.

| was certain the signal was on the way and wheraime Councilman
Daryl Evers was going to be in a world of hurt. &anough. In a real bad way. |
was so sure about things that | couldn’t get mytieastop thumping. My lungs
needed more and more air. | lowered my head. Cdutdm to leave while
Daryl Evers was looking at me like that. Staringheut expression. Lost in his
mind the way he was. So | stayed and waited. Ga&ertan something to focus
on because it seemed the least | could offer. Wilaat happening out in winter
storm was not easy for a man like Daryl - and driieeven started yet.

A knock came from the door. | turned my head aatl Bpshaw followed
suit. He let the second round of knocks sound efbte he called out.

‘It's alright,” he said.

Anne Morris pushed her face through a narrow crack

‘Sheriff, how you fellas holding up?’

‘We’re doing, Anne. Thanks for asking,” he saide Mtraightened his
back. Grimaced like he felt a harsh pull at the ctess Down low in his back
something must have stretched out of place. Ortaasfe thin sharp burns. He
held the position, awkward as it was, and the pegied. | watched him move to
where another pain started.

‘I'll be damned,” he hollered. Stepping high andwvimg his shoulders.
‘Just pulled something again. Sunk down deep irett@o.” He groaned. Then he
breathed out deeply.

‘Alright, sheriff?’ Daryl asked.
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‘For God sakes, Daryl,” Nat said. ‘Don’t you givesacond mind to this
old heap. God, no.’

‘I get you guys another coffee?’ Anne asked. ‘Magomething to eat?’

‘No,” Nat said. ‘You boys needing coffee?’ He l@okround the room.
Then he looked at Anne and smiled. It wasn't lomfoke the smile faded. It
disappeared like his heavy jowls were just toofdathis face to hold them up
anymore. ‘I think I've had just about as much ceftes this body’s gonna let me
take.’

‘Nothing else you’re needing?’

‘No, Anne,’” he said. His eyes trailed back to thiedow. There was a
silence that took the room. A hard silence. No kmew what else to say. So the
sheriff moved forward. Placed his hands againstwtimelowsill. Then he leaned
forward and breathed out.

‘I'll be outside if you need me.” Anne moved hexdd from the door and
pulled it shut.

‘And I'm glad of that.” He turned his head withdobking at the closed
door. Anne was once a young woman that had too nwdtfer a small town.
But was too good to leave it and so it crusheddiogmn. Moulded her into what it
wanted her to me. | never saw that. Not when | thase in Nat's office. Just
then | thought she was right for staying. The sasé was right for staying. All
my life. No plan to leave. Nat Upshaw watched tbert

Outside the courthouse window darkness had sneak&lished up with
a winter quiet. A calm that lulls. Eases. All théile the clouds came rolling.
Clouds low in the sky. Heavy with fresh snow. Gadriby the wind that cuts

through skin and drills down into the bone. The samind that pressed against
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the black skeletons of trees. Bending their bras@me moving them to dance in
the shadows. Now the white snow turned silver.rtofged by the sweeping red
and blue lights of vehicles down by the lake.

In the light of the portable halogens figures ntbve

‘Ants on a pile of sugar,” Nat said.

‘What'’s that, sheriff?’ | asked.

Upshaw turned round. He smiled at the thought.

‘Heard someone say that a good few years back. idettee boys were
drinking and hunting. Up in the forest NorthwestAgple Mount. Place where
the big bucks live. Wind cuts with less vengeancéhe valleys up there. Still
cold and rough, but we’d been doing it for yeatdl &o it,’ he said. ‘Preparation
and stubborn conviction is how we do it. Keeps oimg back for more. Battery
powered thermal socks and women’s stockings. Whaldvdnave though?
Woodsmen in pantyhose. Men in tights. They weré giathe additions we made
over the years. The socks took less convincing thanstockings, let me tell
you.’

He looked past me. Stared at the wall for a se@nnvo. Seemed lost
and then said: ‘Ants on a sugar pile.” Turned froi® and looked out the window
for a moment. When he twisted his head back rountbok at me he was
smiling. More than before.

‘Alan Meeks said it. Had to be Alan. He always campewith the simple
lines that meant something to everyone. We allhadgvithout making a sound.
Puffs of white smoke rushing from all our mouthdl.fAur of us. Edge included.
Your Pop’s mouth open and steam was pouring oatthliat big beard he used to

have was all aflame. We were holding rifles to slioulders. Aiming down into
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the valley. All half-frozen and annoyed at the ifall snhow. But we held the
heavy guns and waited quiet and steady. Lookingndawong slope. Staring
down into an opening where the moonlight droppaedrddMade the whole place
look like a big white sheet. Frozen over and spagkhlmost.

‘There were two shrubs in the middle of the valléwo shrubs that were
still holding onto a few clusters of unclaimed besr That still creeps in there.
That memory. Two lone clumps of bright red berrtglining too red against the
white backdrop. Probably just my mind closing in the sight of them, but |
remember them being too red in a dull evening. Glgwalmost. Around those
shrubs was a small group of deer. Taking their timmove in. Safe against the
peace of it all. Slow and graceful.

‘Then four shots rang out. Before the deer scatteone fell dead.
Another made it to shelter. Hopped off through titees and disappeared. We
tracked it down. Followed the trail. Bled so muthwasn’t a problem to track
and made it so it couldn’t get too far. Shot itiagahen it was staggering under
an overhang. That one | got myself. She was g@athing when | got up close
to her. Still had a fight left in her.’

The room was quiet. | was looking at Daryl who vialsling his hands
one into the other. He’'d stop and would take a labkis palms. Searching for
something. Maybe trying to tell his own future. Ndaytrying to see if all his
suffering had made his palms bleed. Only way ila¢@et worse for him. After a
while of looking at his palms he'd start foldingshhands again. Nat was
watching him too.

‘The other got away,” Nat said. As if it was goitmgmake a difference

now. He looked out the window again.

292



‘Like ants on a sugar pile.’
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Chapter Eight

There was nothing in the house to eat. So me andyM&ent to Solomon’s.
Biggest grocery store Henderon'’s got. Town'’s goalsishops and butchers and
the market’s good too, but Solomon’s has it albme place. Best of all it's open
mortician’s hours. Every damned minute of every dadhday. Pulled into the
parking lot. Was driving toward the front of th@ms | spotted a car driving up
along side us. Over a couple rows of spaces, lepikg pace with me. I'd been
looking at Marty so | saw it in the background andidn’'t mean much to me.
Not at first. Looked past Marty and felt a blocksoimething form in my throat.

Paul Quincy was holding the wheel of his CadilldcDorado with one
hand. His other hand was hanging outside his car. dde started talking but |
couldn’t hear what it was he was saying. But tleaist coming out of his mouth
told me he was saying a lot. Look in his eyes toklhe wasn't reciting poetry.

‘It's cold, bud,’ | said. ‘So I'll drop you up @he door. You go in and get
a cart ready for us.’

‘Difference does it make?’ Marty said. He madeauwagh the same way he
does with his friends. When he wants them to knewhinks they’re stupid as a
weed.

‘Well,” | said. ‘I've got a call to make. You gmiand get things ready. By
the time I'm finished you’ll be good to go.’

‘Fine,” he said.

‘Good man.’

| dropped him at the front door and waited for hongo inside. Then |

took the van to the first space and parked undamgpost. | sat there looking
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round the parking lot. Expected to see Paul's Etado facing me head-on.
Pitching from side to side while he revved the amgiThe only thing | had in
front of me was a beat up old VW beetle with a ightimissing. | checked the
rest of the cars in the lot. None of them were Baohkd boat.

Went inside and found Marty. He’'d found us a cart.

| pushed the shopping cart from aisle to aislet fdeling like shopping.
My mind was on Paul and the trip he must have takeztome out here and see
me. What was he planning to do now? If he'd seenpaper he would have
some serious plans. | didn't like the idea of that one bit. Marty was talking to
me, but | was only getting pieces of what he wasnga Something about his
school. Some guy was picking on him. Marty didfiink it was all that big a
deal cause this kid picked on everybody so | ditlsten much after that. If he
needed me he would ask for it. He’d ask for medadhere. Right then he was
just talking and | was thinking about my father@w and my missing wife. His
missing daughter. | pulled a bag of rice off thelsland tossed it into the cart
and wondered what the old man had planned.

Shoved the cart into the next aisle. Acted likeak looking at the potato
chips. Probably looked pathetic taking so muchregse Martin headed up the
aisle and stopped. Turned round and came backodked at the bags of potato
chips along with me. When he looked at me | shoglkhead and chewed on my
lip. Did my best to look like | was trying to makedecision.

‘Get the Ruffles, dad.’

‘Yeah,” | said. ‘That’'s what | was thinking. Wassa thinking we need
some more soda. | think we passed it already.’

Martin shrugged. He said: ‘We can go back.’
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‘How about you going back to get it for me? Sagesome time.’

He headed off and | pushed the cart into the aesté. Waited. Not for
Martin. | waited and hoped Martin would take a whiKnowing he wouldn't,
but still I had hope.

‘Joe,’ the voice called out. Loud. Gruff. Direct.

‘Yep?' | called back as if | didn’t know who | waalking to.

‘Thought you'd have taken the time,” Paul said.

‘How's that?’

‘My daughter goes missing and | get a phone Galken | get nothing.’

‘There’s nothing else to tell you.’

‘Enough to make the papers.’

‘Well, that's different.’

‘Sure it is,” he said. He’d made it up the aistie stopped walking. Set a
large hand on the end of my cart and gave it aesh8iude of the cart connected
with my hip. It was more painful than | let on. ‘Bgou got a lot going on in that
head of yours. A lot of things you're not wantirgtell me.’

‘Listen, Paul. | meant to come out and see youd®&wn with Fran and
have a talk. It's been a tough few days ...

‘Tough few days?’ the old man leaned against hisec Stepped away
from the cart and looked like he was going to faéletered for a moment and all
of a sudden looked too relaxed to regain himsetenT he was up and almost
straight. Almost strong again. He used one longédirto point at my chest. Held
that shaking hand out - pointing at me without sgya word.

‘What is it, Paul? What's all this about?’
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‘I's been a tough few years, Joe. Since my gecked up things you. |
know what you're all about. She talks to me. Shis teer mother all the things
you wish stayed quiet. But you know that. You'reaagthat my daughter talks.’

‘This is not the place to pick a fight, Paul.’

‘You stole my daughter from me,’” he said.

‘This is not the place, Paul.’

‘No?’ he called out. ‘Where do you want to go? Wkiend of a place
should | face you? Where? You've torn my familypteces!

‘'d have welcomed a conversation at my officeuP&'ou could have
come to the house.’

‘That's your place, Joe. You don’t tread on mydaso | don't tread on
yours. Don’t take it as a matter of respect neithier nothing of the sort.’

‘Listen, Paul. I've got ...

‘Don’t give a damn what you got. Not the slighteste in the world.
What | care about is my daughter’'s gone. No tralz#.a word from her. That's
what troubles me. So what | want is an answer,séiel. He shoved the cart
again. It hit my hip. | tried pushing it back. Hadhhis hand on it. | couldn’t get
the thing to move. ‘I read about her in a papeg. Joopen an envelope this
morning and see a Henderson Crier. No note. | ltwkugh the paper and
there’s a story. Highlighted. Circled. It tells neeread it. That's a hell of a way
to find out your daughter’s missing. Not just adhsewhere. Missing!’

‘I understand you’re angry.’

‘Well, sure you do. You're a smart man, Joe. Yeukept all this to

yourself. For good reason too. That's what | thiSk. I'll be speaking with the
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sheriff and seeing how much more they know. Anldb@ passing some of the
stories I've been keeping over the years.’

‘Don’t make this something it's not, Paul. She kfid she stuck a note to
the fridge door.’ | turned and looked down the aidtxpecting to see Marty.
Half hoping he was coming up. Expecting he wasswmart to come down the
aisle if he heard what Paul was saying. The aisie @mpty. An old woman was
passing with a basket in her hand. She slowedkdpitmoving when she caught
me looking at her.

‘One question’s floating round in my mind, Joanlsure as hell is hot
that you know just what that question is.’

‘Paul, I've got no idea where Carole’s gone off to

His cane came up. | wasn’t ready for it. It tooiagonal motion. Floor
to my chin. Then it was back to the floor againidn’t see it touch the floor. |
was too busy looking at the line of salsa dips.likgehe pain swelling in my
jaw. My neck seizing up with the quick way my heathpped to the side. A
shock more than a crushing blow. I'd been abow¢lidhim how sorry | was, had
my mouth open, tongue forming the first words. Tliesm cane brought my jaw
closed. My tongue was in the way. My head spuméocside.

‘God damn,’ | yelped.

‘I got more,” Paul said. ‘This is a side | keeprny own. A side of me |
don'’t like. So I'm asking you to tell me what's wh&ive me what | need so |
don’t have to use it again.’

| swallowed and took down some blood. Put my frage my mouth and
touched the gap my teeth made in my tongue. Patdhed while | closed my

mouth and looked at my fingers. Red lines cutting apreading through the
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saliva. Small trails of blood running over the Bnef my knuckles. | sucked at
my tongue and watched Paul's cane. Waiting fooiitove. Considering the
possibility I may finally get the chance to puncly father-in-law in his mouth.
Feeling guilty about the prospect. No longer indezd in have the opportunity.
Still, I knew I'd take the chance if it came. Ifetltane moved | was going to lay
one on him.

‘What happened?’ Paul asked.

| shook my head.

‘I'll do it if I have to, Joe.’

‘Do what?’ Marty asked.

Paul looked past me. Marty was back there. Somewvbe my left. |
relaxed for a second. Paul looked like he was gtanfall to the side. Seemed
destined to knock down the Pringles display on\tag to the ground.

‘Marty,” he said. ‘I didn’t see you there.’

‘What do you mean, Grandpa?’ Martin walked past Bent and set the
bag of potato chips in the cart. | looked at Paudl &e threw back a new
expression. Just like a kid might use if he thougkitl been cheated. Traded a
couple gimp baseball cards for a Cal Ripken rodks®ook my head.

‘Just mean | didn’t see you there. That’s all. ¥dad was just telling me
some things.’

Marty shrugged.

‘So what’s going on with you two?’ Marty asked.

‘Nothing,” Paul said. ‘I saw your dad and wantedcheck up on him.
Haven’t seen him around in a few days. Your graridmanting to know when

you’re coming back up.’
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‘So what are you doing in Henderson?’ Marty asked.

| could’ve smiled but my mouth hurt too damned bad.

‘Came down to see a friend of mine. He’s not beefl. So | wanted to
come along and see if there was something | conllddmething to help get him
back on his feet quicker.’

‘And grandma?’

‘She’s keeping fine, Martin. I'll tell her you'rasking for her.’

‘She didn’t come with you?’

‘No, son. She’s been busy with other things. k& thiddle of organising
some important things.’

‘Sounds kind of fishy,” Marty said. ‘Whao’s yourndénd?’

‘Well, I'm not sure you’ve ever met Fisher,” Paalid.

‘Don’t know. What's his whole name?’

Paul laughed. It was a struggle, but he got it Blet kept at it for a while
like he was practicing. When he was finally finidhdarty was looking at me.
He had a frown on his face and his forehead cut VWies. He looked at Paul
when the laugh was fading out. Dying off to nothing

‘You're a bright boy, Martin. A real bright youngan.’

‘Been good seeing you,’ | said. My words were wezlkrred. Marty was
looking at me. | pulled at the shopping cart. Hagtlled it a few times before
Paul looked down and realised he was holding oh tdad his fingers through
the metal grill of the cart and was squeezing thvall he had. | pulled again
while he was looking at his hand. He let go finalyd | turned the cart. Started

walking away. Marty came along with me and lookeedrahis shoulder. Facing
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Paul and reaching out to take hold of the sidehef tart he looked more
concerned than ever.

‘| best finish up here,’ | said. ‘See ya lateruPa

‘You do that,” Paul said. ‘Finish up and get onmte It'll be storming
again later. Big storm by morning. I'll tell Framy both were asking for her.’

‘Do that,’” | said.

| pushed the cart. Got to the end of the aisle staded to turn. Marty
kept at my side. When Paul called out to Marty tkepl up closer to me. Pushed
into my side and turned to look over his shouléfée made it to the end of the
aisle. | turned and went down the next.

‘What just happened?’ Marty asked.

‘Nothing,” | said.

‘So why are you talking funny?’ he asked.

‘Bit my tongue.’

‘Doing what?’ he asked.

‘Just bit it,” | said. Gave him a smile withoubking down at him.

‘Grandpa was standing different when | came upatiske, dad. Like he
was real mad.’

‘Wasn't all that happy, | guess.’

‘So he hit you with his cane?’ Marty asked.

‘No.’ I laughed out loud. Shook my head and stapite cart. | looked at
the cans on the shelf the same as | had lookdtegidtato chips. There was too
much interest in the cans and | couldn’t help fin&lly pulled one of the jars of
instant coffee from the shelf and set it in the.catarted moving again.

‘So what was he mad about?’ Marty asked.
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‘Nothing.’

‘He’s mad cause of mom.’

‘Sure he is,’ | said.

‘Thinks maybe you did something,” Marty said.

| stopped the cart and this time | looked dowiiat. Didn’t feel angry,
but | felt | had lost something. Another piece Hallen off somewhere. Things
didn’t feel right. A weight that balanced my sidietloe world had chipped away.
It wasn't anger | was feeling. It was fear. Anxiebarty was old for his years.
He could read people. See what made some peopte ggab others bad. Some
true and others false. And while | looked at himmdndered what he saw in me.
If what he was looking at was a fallacy. An unftHer. A failed husband. Or
even worse.

‘Why would he think that?’ | asked.

‘Cause people have been talking,” he said. ‘Itlyegéts on my nerves
too. But people think it's weird mom just left. Wdut me or Donald especially.
More about Donald | think cause he’s different.’

| nodded and said: ‘Just her son.’

‘Yeah,” Marty said. ‘So she should have taken hiat’'s what I've got
from it all. From what people are saying, you knawget that people think she
would have taken him.’

‘Taken him if what?’ | asked.

‘If she left on her own,” he said. ‘If she was jaisting to get away.’

‘Why would she want to do that, Marty?’ | asked.

‘I don't know.’
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We walked to the end of the aisle. He put his hamdiss pockets and his
head slumped down to his chest. His shoes starsghihg against the glossy
supermarket floor.

‘What have you heard?’

‘You've got a bad history in the town,” he saidhat’'s the thing that’'s
going round now. That you have something you devént people to know
about. Secrets.’

‘Yeah,’ | said. ‘That can get a man in trouble.’

‘I heard something about your dad too.’

| nodded my head. We walked the next two aislesilence. We didn’t
put anything else in the cart.

‘Dad?’ Marty asked.

My nerves were raw. | hadn't felt that much on ettgea real long time.

‘Yeah?’ | asked.

‘You got a handkerchief on you?’

‘Yeah,’ | said. | went for my back pocket and pdlldhe white kerchief |
keep back there wherever | go. No telling when ieet up with a grieving
widow. A best friend. A long-time neighbour. Theyealways someone who
knows someone I've buried. My conversations caneiones end in tears. So |
provide a service. Continued customer care. Longy diie coffin is sealed and
the dirt is thrown. Way past when the ashes hattkeden the urn. So | took the
kerchief and handed it to Marty.

He shook his head and looked past me. He staradnatman who was
pushing her cart by us. He waited until she went by

‘Use it to wipe your mouth,’ he said.
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‘Why?’

‘You've got blood on your chin.’
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