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This is for Susan Moldow and Nan Graham




First, the News










From the East Oregonian, June 25th, 1947


FIRE CONTROL OFFICER SPOTS ‘FLYING SAUCERS’


Kenneth Arnold Reports 9 Disc-Shaped Objects
‘Shiny, Silvery, Moved Incredibly Fast’





From the Roswell Daily Record, July 8th, 1947





AIR FORCE CAPTURES ‘FLYING SAUCER’
ON RANCH IN ROSWELL REGION


 Intelligence Officers Recover Crashed Disc





From the Roswell Daily Record, July 9th, 1947





AIR FORCE DECLARES ‘SAUCER’
WEATHER BALLOON





From the Chicago Daily Tribune, August 1th, 1947





USAF SAYS ‘CANNOT EXPLAIN’ ARNOLD SIGHTING


850 Additional Sightings Since Original Report





From the Roswell Daily Record, October 19th, 1947


SO-CALLED ‘SPACE WHEAT’ A HOAX,
ANGRY FARMER DECLARES


Andrew Hoxon Denies ‘Saucer Connection’
Red-Tinged Wheat ‘Nothing But A Prank,’ He Insists





From the Courier Journal (Ky), January 8th, 1948


AIR FORCE CAPTAIN KILLED CHASING UFO


Mantell’s Final Transmission:
‘Metallic, Tremendous In Size’
Air Force Mum





From the Brazilian Nacional, March 8th, 1957


STRANGE RINGED CRAFT CRASHES IN MATO
GROSSO!
2 WOMEN MENACED NEAR PONTO PORAN!


‘We Heard Squealing Sounds From Within,’ They Declare





From the Brazilian Nacional, March 12th, 1957


MATO GRASSO HORROR!


Reports of Gray Men with Huge Black Eyes
Scientists Scoff! Reports Persist!


VILLAGES IN TERROR!





From the Oklahoman, May 12th, 1965


STATE POLICEMAN FIRES AT UFO


Claims Saucer Was 40 Feet Above Highway 9
Tinker AFB Radar Confirms Sightings





From theOklahoman, June 2nd, 1965


‘ALIEN GROWTH’ A HOAX,
FARM BUREAU REP DECLARES


‘Red Weeds’ Said To Be Work Of Spray-Gun, Teenagers





From the Portland (Me.) Press-Herald, September 14th, 1965


NEW HAMPSHIRE UFO SIGHTINGS MOUNT


Most Sightings in Exeter Area Some Residents Express Fear of Alien Invasion





From the Manchester Union-Leader (N.H.), September 19th, 1965


ENORMOUS OBJECT SIGHTED NEAR EXETER
WAS OPTICAL ILLUSION


Air Force Investigators Refute State Police Sighting
Officer Cleland Adamant: ‘I Know What I Saw’





From the Manchester Union-Leader (N.H.), September 30th, 1965


FOOD POISONING EPIDEMIC IN PLAISTOW
STILL UNEXPLAINED


Over 300 Affected, Most Recovering


FDA Officer Says May Have Been Contaminated Wells





From the Michigan Journal, October 9th, 1965


GERALD FORD CALLS FOR UFO INVESTIGATION


Republican House Leader Says ‘Michigan Lights’ May Be Extraterrestrial In Origin





From the Los Angeles Times, November 19th, 1978


CALTECH SCIENTISTS REPORT SIGHTING
HUGE DISC-SHAPED OBJECT IN MOJAVE


Tickman: ‘Was Surrounded by Small Bright Lights’ Morales: ‘Saw Red Growth Like Angel Hair’





From the Los Angeles Times, November 24th, 1978


STATE POLICE, USAF INVESTIGATORS FIND NO
‘ANGEL HAIR’ AT MOJAVE SITE


Tickman and Morales Take, Pass, Lie Tests Possibility of Hoax Discounted





From the New York Times, August 16th, 1980


‘ALIEN ABDUCTEES’ REMAIN CONVINCED


Psychologists Question Drawings Of So-Called ‘Gray Men’





From the Wall Street Journal, February 9th, 1985


CARL SAGAN: ‘NO, WE ARE NOT ALONE’


Prominent Scientist Reaffirms Belief In ETs Says, ‘Odds Of Intelligent Life Are Enormous’





From the Phoenix Sun, March 14th, 1997


HUGE UFO SIGHTED NEAR PRESCOTT
DOZENS DESCRIBE ‘BOOMERANG-SHAPED’ OBJECT


Switchboard At Luke AFB Deluged With Reports





From the Phoenix Sun, March 20th, 1997


‘PHOENIX LIGHTS’ REMAIN UNEXPLAINED


Photos Not Doctored, Expert Says Air Force Investigators Mum





From the Paulden Weekly,(Ariz.), April 9th, 1997


FOOD POISONING OUTBREAK UNEXPLAINED
REPORTS OF‘RED GRASS’ DISCOUNTED AS HOAX





From the Derry Daily News (Me.), May 15th, 2000


MYSTERY LIGHTS ONCE AGAIN REPORTED
IN JEFFERSON TRACT


Kineo Town Manager: ‘I Don’t Know What They
Are, But They Keep Coming Back’




SSDD


It became their motto, and Jonesy couldn’t for the life of him remember which of them started saying it first. Payback’s a bitch, that was his. Fuck me Freddy and half a dozen even more colorful obscenities originated with Beaver. Henry was the one who taught them to say What goes around comes around, it was the kind of Zen shit Henry liked, even when they were kids. SSDD, though; what about SSDD? Whose brainstorm had that been?


Didn’t matter. What mattered was that they believed the first half of it when they were a quartet and all of it when they were five and then the second half of it when they were a quartet again.


When it was just the four of them again, the days got darker. There were more fuck-me-Freddy days. They knew it, but not why. They knew something was wrong with them – different, at least – but not what. They knew they were caught, but not exactly how. And all this long before the lights in the sky. Before McCarthy and Becky Shue.


SSDD: Sometimes it’s just what you say. And sometimes you believe in nothing but the darkness. And then how do you go along?


1988: Even Beaver Gets the Blues


To say that Beaver’s marriage didn’t work would be like saying that the launch of the Challenger space shuttle went a little bit wrong. Joe ‘Beaver’ Clarendon and Laurie Sue Kenopensky make it through eight months and then kapow, there goes my baby, somebody help me pick up the fuckin pieces.


The Beav is basically a happy guy, any of his hang-out buddies would tell you that, but this is his dark time. He doesn’t see any of his old friends (the ones he thinks of as his real friends) except for the one week in November when they are together every year, and last November he and Laurie Sue had still been hanging on. By a thread, granted, but still hanging on. Now he spends a lot of his time – too much, he knows – in the bars of Portland’s Old Port district, The Porthole and The Seaman’s Club and The Free Street Pub. He is drinking too much and smoking too much of the old rope-a-dope and come most mornings he doesn’t like to look at himself in the bathroom mirror; his red-rimmed eyes skitter away from his reflection and he thinks I ought to quit the clubs. Pretty soon I’m gonna have a problem the way Pete’s got one. Jesus-Christ-bananas.


Quit the clubs, quit the partying, good fuckin idea, and then he’s back again, kiss my bender and how ya doin. This Thursday it’s the Free Street, and damned if there isn’t a beer in his hand, a joint in his pocket, and some old instrumental, sounds a little bit like The Ventures, pouring from the juke. He can’t quite remember the name of this one, which was popular before his time. Still, he knows it; he listens a lot to the Portland oldies station since he got divorced. Oldies are soothing. A lot of the new stuff . . . Laurie Sue knew and liked a lot of it, but Beaver doesn’t get it.


The Free Street is mostly empty, maybe half a dozen guys at the bar and another half a dozen shooting eightball in the back, Beaver and three of his hang-out buddies in one of the booths, drinking draft Millers and cutting a greasy deck of cards to see who pays for each round. What is that instrumental with all the burbling guitars? ‘Out of Limits’? ‘Telstar’? Nah, there’s a synthesizer in ‘Telstar’ and no synth in this. And who gives a shit? The other guys are talking about Jackson Browne, who played the Civic Center last night and put on a kick-ass show, according to George Pelsen, who was there.


‘I’ll tell you something else that was kick-ass,’ George says, looking at them impressively. He raises his undershot chin, showing them all a red mark on the side of his neck. ‘You know what that is?’


‘Hickey, ain’t it?’ Kent Astor asks, a bit timidly.


‘You’re fuckin-A,’ George says. ‘I was hangin around the stage door after the show, me and a bunch of other guys, hopin to get Jackson’s autograph. Or maybe, I don’t know, David Lindley. He’s cool.’


Kent and Sean Robideau agree that Lindley is cool – not a guitar god, by any means (Mark Knopfler of Dire Straits is a guitar god; and Angus Young of AC/DC; and – of course – Clapton), but very cool just the same. Lindley has great licks; he has awesome dreads, as well. All down to his shoulders.


Beaver doesn’t join in the talk. All at once he wants to get out of here, out of this stale going-nowhere bar, and cop some fresh air. He knows where George is going with this, and it’s all a lie.


Her name wasn’t Chantay, you don’t know what her name was, she blew right past you like you weren’t there, what would you be to a girl like her anyway, just another working-class longhair in another working-class New England town, into the band bus she went and out of your life. Your fuckin uninteresting life. The Chantays is the name of the group we’re listening to, not the Mar-Kets or the BarKays but the Chantays, it’s ‘Pipeline’ by the Chantays and that thing on your neck isn’t a hickey it’s a razor burn.


He thinks this, then he hears crying. Not in the Free Street but in his mind. Long-gone crying. It goes right into your head, that crying, goes in like splinters of glass, and oh fuck, fuck me Freddy, somebody make him stop crying.



I was the one who made him stop, Beaver thinks. That was me. I was the one who made him stop. I took him in my arms and sang to him.


Meanwhile George Pelsen is telling them about how the stage door finally opened, but it wasn’t Jackson Browne who came out, not David Lindley, either; it was the trio of chick singers, one named Randi, one named Susi, and one named Chantay. Yummy ladies, oh so tall and tasty.


‘Man,’ Sean says, rolling his eyes. He’s a chubby little fellow whose sexual exploits consist of occasional field-trips to Boston, where he eyes the strippers at the Foxy Lady and the waitresses at Hooters. ‘Oh man, fuckin Chantay.’ He makes jacking-off gestures in the air. At that, at least, Beav thinks, he looks like a pro.


‘So I started talkin to them . . . to her, mostly, Chantay, and I ast her if she’d like to see some of the Portland night-life. So we . . .’


The Beav takes a toothpick from his pocket and slides it into his mouth, tuning the rest out. All at once the toothpick is just what he wants. Not the beer in front of him, not the joint in his pocket, certainly not George Pelsen’s empty kahoot about how he and the mythical Chantay got it on in the back of his pickup, thank God for that camper cap, when George’s Ram is rockin, don’t come knockin.



It’s all puff and blow, Beaver thinks, and suddenly he is desperately depressed, more depressed than he has been since Laurie Sue packed her stuff and moved back to her mother’s. This is utterly unlike him, and suddenly the only thing he wants is to get the fuck out of here, fill his lungs with the cool, salt-tanged seaside air, and find a phone. He wants to do that and then to call Jonesy or Henry, it doesn’t matter which, either one will do; he wants to say Hey man, what’s going on and have one of them say back Oh, you know, Beav, SSDD. No bounce, no play.



He gets up.


‘Hey, man,’ George says. Beaver went to Westbrook Junior College with George, and then he seemed cool enough, but juco was many long beers ago. ‘Where you goin?’


‘Take a leak,’ Beaver says, rolling his toothpick from one side of his mouth to the other.


‘Well, you want to hurry your bad ass back, I’m just getting to the good part,’ George says, and Beaver thinks crotchless panties. Oh boy, today that old weird vibe is strong, maybe it’s the barometer or something.


Lowering his voice, George says, ‘When I got her skirt up—’


‘I know, she was wearin crotchless panties,’ Beaver says. He registers the look of surprise – almost shock – in George’s eyes but pays no attention. ‘I sure want to hear that part.’


He walks away, walks toward the men’s room with its yellow-pink smell of piss and disinfectant, walks past it, walks past the women’s, walks past the door with OFFICE on it, and escapes into the alley. The sky overhead is white and rainy, but the air is good. So good. He breathes it in deep and thinks again. No bounce, no play. He grins a little.


He walks for ten minutes, just chewing toothpicks and clearing his head. At some point, he can’t remember exactly when, he tosses away the joint that has been in his pocket. And then he calls Henry from the pay phone in Joe’s Smoke Shop, up by Monument Square. He’s expecting the answering machine – Henry is still in school – but Henry is actually there, he picks up on the second ring.


‘How you doing, man?’ Beaver asks.


‘Oh, you know,’ Henry says. ‘Same shit, different day. How about you, Beav?’


Beav closes his eyes. For a moment everything is all right again; as right as it can be in such a piss-ache world, anyway.


‘About the same, buddy,’ he replies. ‘Just about the same.’


1993: Pete Helps a Lady in Distress


Pete sits behind his desk just off the showroom of Macdonald Motors in Bridgton, twirling his keychain. The fob consists of four enameled blue letters: NASA.


Dreams age faster than dreamers, that is a fact of life Pete has discovered as the years pass. Yet the last ones often die surprisingly hard, screaming in low, miserable voices at the back of the brain. It’s been a long time since Pete slept in a bedroom papered with pictures of Apollo and Saturn rockets and astronauts and space-walks (EVAs, to those in the know) and space capsules with their shields smoked and fused by the fabulous heat of re-entry and LEMs and Voyagers and one photograph of a shiny disc over Interstate 80, people standing in the breakdown lane and looking up with their hands shielding their eyes, the photo’s caption reading THIS OBJECT, PHOTOGRAPHED NEAR ARVADA, COLORADO IN 1971, HAS NEVER BEEN EXPLAINED. IT IS A GENUINE UFO.



A long time.


Yet he still spent one of his two weeks of vacation this year in Washington DC, where he went to the Smithsonian every day and spent nearly all of his time wandering among the displays with a wondering grin on his face. And most of that time he spent looking at the moon rocks and thinking, Those rocks came from a place where the skies are always black and the silence is everlasting. Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin took twenty kilograms of another world and now here it is.



And here he is, sitting behind his desk on a day when he hasn’t sold a single car (people don’t like to buy cars when it’s raining, and it has been drizzling in Pete’s part of the world ever since first light), twirling his NASA key-chain and looking up at the clock. Time moves slowly in the afternoons, ever more slowly as the hour of five approaches. At five it will be time for that first beer. Not before five; no way. You drank during the day, maybe you had to look at how much you were drinking, because that’s what alcoholics did. But if you could wait . . . just twirl your keychain and wait . . .


As well as that first beer of the day, Pete is waiting for November. Going to Washington in April had been good, and the moon rocks had been stunning (they still stun him, every time he thinks about them), but he had been alone. Being alone wasn’t so good. In November, when he takes his other week, he’ll be with Henry and Jonesy and the Beav. Then he’ll allow himself to drink during the day. When you’re off in the woods, hunting with your friends, it’s all right to drink during the day. It’s practically a tradition. It—


The door opens and a good-looking brunette comes in. About five-ten (and Pete likes them tall), maybe thirty. She glances around at the showroom models (the new Thunderbird, in dark burgundy, is the pick of the litter, although the Explorer isn’t bad), but not as if she has any interest in buying. Then she spots Pete and walks toward him.


Pete gets up, dropping his NASA keychain on his desk-blotter, and meets her at the door of his office. He’s wearing his best professional smile by now – two hundred watts, baby, you better believe it – and has his hand outstretched. Her grip is cool and firm, but she’s distracted, upset.


‘This probably isn’t going to work,’ she says.


‘Now, you never want to start that way with a car salesman,’ Pete says. ‘We love a challenge. I’m Pete Moore.’


‘Hello,’ she says, but doesn’t give her name, which is Trish. ‘I have an appointment in Fryeburg in just—’ She glances at the clock which Pete watches so closely during the slow afternoon hours. ‘—in just forty-five minutes. It’s with a client who wants to buy a house, and I think I have the right one, there’s a sizeable commission involved, and . . .’ Her eyes are now brimming with tears and she has to swallow to get rid of the thickness creeping into her voice. ‘. . . and I’ve lost my goddam keys! My goddam car keys!’


She opens her purse and rummages in it.


‘But I have my registration . . . plus some other papers . . . there are all sorts of numbers, and I thought maybe, just maybe you could make me a new set and I could be on my way. This sale could make my year, Mr . . .’ She has forgotten. He isn’t offended. Moore is almost as common as Smith or Jones. Besides, she’s upset. Losing your keys will do that. He’s seen it a hundred times.


‘Moore. But I answer just as well to Pete.’


‘Can you help me, Mr Moore? Or is there someone in the service department who can?’


Old Johnny Damon’s back there and he’d be happy to help her, but she wouldn’t make her appointment in Fryeburg, that’s for sure.


‘We can get you new car keys, but it’s liable to take at least twenty-four hours and maybe more like forty-eight,’ he says.


She looks at him from her brimming eyes, which are a velvety brown, and lets out a dismayed cry. ‘Damn it! Damn it!’


An odd thought comes to Pete then: she looks like a girl he knew a long time ago. Not well, they hadn’t known her well, but well enough to save her life. Josie Rinkenhauer, her name had been.


‘I knew it!’ Trish says, no longer trying to keep that husky thickness out of her voice. ‘Oh boy, I just knew it!’ She turns away from him, now beginning to cry in earnest.


Pete walks after her and takes her gently by the shoulder. ‘Wait, Trish. Wait just a minute.’


That’s a slip, saying her name when she hasn’t given it to him, but she’s too upset to realize they haven’t been properly introduced, so it’s okay.


‘Where did you come from?’ he asks. ‘I mean, you’re not from Bridgton, are you?’


‘No,’ she says. ‘Our office is in Westbrook. Dennison Real Estate. We’re the ones with the lighthouse?’


Pete nods as if this means something to him.


‘I came from there. Only I stopped at the Bridgton Pharmacy for some aspirin because I always get a headache before a big presentation . . . it’s the stress, and oh boy, it’s pounding like a hammer now . . .’


Pete nods sympathetically. He knows about headaches. Of course most of his are caused by beer rather than stress, but he knows about them, all right.


‘I had some time to kill, so I also went into the little store next to the pharmacy for a coffee . . . the caffeine, you know, when you have a headache the caffeine can help . . .’


Pete nods again. Henry’s the head shrinker, but as Pete has told him more than once, you have to know a fair amount about how the human mind works in order to succeed at selling. Now he’s pleased to see that his new friend is calming down a little. That’s good. He has an idea he can help her, if she’ll let him. He can feel that little click wanting to happen. He likes that little click. It’s no big deal, it’ll never make his fortune, but he likes it.


‘And I also went across the street to Renny’s. I bought a scarf . . . because of the rain, you know . . .’ She touches her hair. ‘Then I went back to my car . . . and my son-of-a-damn-bitch keys were gone! I retraced my steps . . . went backward from Renny’s to the store to the pharmacy, and they’re not anywhere! And now I’m going to miss my appointment!’


Distress is creeping back into her voice. Her eyes go to the clock again. Creeping for him; racing for her. That’s the difference between people, Pete reflects. One of them, anyway.


‘Calm down,’ he says. ‘Calm down just a few seconds and listen to me. We’re going to walk back to the drugstore, you and I, and look for your car-keys.’


‘They’re not there! I checked all the aisles, I looked on the shelf where I got the aspirin, I asked the girl at the counter—’


‘It won’t hurt to check again,’ he says. He’s walking her toward the door now, his hand pressed lightly against the small of her back, getting her to walk with him. He likes the smell of her perfume and he likes her hair even more, yes he does. And if it looks this pretty on a rainy day, how might it look when the sun is out?


‘My appointment—’


‘You’ve still got forty minutes,’ he says. ‘With the summer tourists gone, it only takes twenty to drive up to Fryeburg. We’ll take ten minutes to try and find your keys, and if we can’t, I’ll drive you myself.’


She peers at him doubtfully.


He looks past her, into one of the other offices. ‘Dick!’ he calls. ‘Hey, Dickie M.!’


Dick Macdonald looks up from a clutter of invoices.


‘Tell this lady I’m safe to drive her up to Fryeburg, should it come to that.’


‘Oh, he’s safe enough, ma’am,’ Dick says. ‘Not a sex maniac or a fast driver. He’ll just try to sell you a new car.’


‘I’m a tough sell,’ she says, smiling a little, ‘but I guess you’re on.’


‘Cover my phone, would you, Dick?’ Pete asks.


‘Oh yeah, that’ll be a hardship. Weather like this, I’ll be beatin the customers off with a stick.’


Pete and the brunette – Trish – go out, cross the alley, and walk the forty or so feet back to Main Street. The Bridgton Pharmacy is the second building on their left. The drizzle has thickened; now it’s almost rain. The woman puts her new scarf up over her hair and glances at Pete, who’s bare-headed. ‘You’re getting all wet,’ she says.


‘I’m from upstate,’ he says. ‘We grow em tough up there.’


‘You think you can find them, don’t you?’ she asks.


Pete shrugs. ‘Maybe. I’m good at finding things. Always have been.’


‘Do you know something I don’t?’ she asks.



No bounce, no play, he thinks. I know that much, ma’am.


‘Nope,’ he says. ‘Not yet.’


They walk into the pharmacy, and the bell over the door jingles. The girl behind the counter looks up from her magazine. At three-twenty on a rainy late September afternoon, the pharmacy is deserted except for the three of them down here and Mr Diller up behind the prescription counter.


‘Hi, Pete,’ the counter-girl says.


‘Yo, Cathy, how’s it going?’


‘Oh, you know – slow.’ She looks at the brunette. ‘I’m sorry, ma’am, I checked around again, but I didn’t find them.’


‘That’s all right,’ Trish says with a wan smile. ‘This gentleman has agreed to give me a ride to my appointment.’


‘Well,’ Cathy says, ‘Pete’s okay, but I don’t think I’d go so far as to call him a gentleman.’


‘You want to watch what you say, darlin,’ Pete tells her with a grin. ‘There’s a Rexall just down 302 in Naples.’ Then he glances up at the clock. Time has sped up for him, too. That’s okay, that makes a nice change.


Pete looks back at Trish. ‘You came here first. For the aspirin.’


‘That’s right. I got a bottle of Anacin. Then I had some time to kill, so—’


‘I know, you got a coffee next door at Christie’s, then went across to Renny’s.’


‘Yes.’


‘You didn’t take your aspirin with hot coffee, did you?’


‘No, I had a bottle of Poland water in my car.’ She points out the window at a green Taurus. ‘I took them with some of that. But I checked the seat, too, Mr . . . Pete. I also checked the ignition.’ She gives him an impatient look which says, I know what you’re thinking: daffy woman.


‘Just one more question,’ he says. ‘If I find your car-keys, would you go out to dinner with me? I could meet you at The West Wharf. It’s on the road between here and—’


‘I know The West Wharf,’ she says, looking amused in spite of her distress. At the counter, Cathy isn’t even pretending to read her magazine. This is better than Redbook, by far. ‘How do you know I’m not married, or something?’


‘No wedding ring,’ he replies promptly, although he hasn’t even looked at her hands yet, not closely, anyway. ‘Besides, I was just talking about fried clams, cole slaw, and strawberry shortcake, not a lifetime commitment.’


She looks at the clock. ‘Pete . . . Mr Moore . . . I’m afraid that at this minute I have absolutely no interest in flirting. If you want to give me a ride, I would be very happy to have dinner with you. But—’


‘That’s good enough for me,’ he says. ‘But you’ll be driving your own car, I think, so I’ll meet you. Would five-thirty be okay?’


‘Yes, fine, but—’


‘Okay.’ Pete feels happy. That’s good; happy is good. A lot of days these last couple of years he hasn’t felt within a holler of happy, and he doesn’t know why. Too many late and soggy nights cruising the bars along 302 between here and North Conway? Okay, but is that all? Maybe not, but this isn’t the time to think about it. The lady has an appointment to keep. If she keeps it and sells the house, who knows how lucky Pete Moore might get? And even if he doesn’t get lucky, he’s going to be able to help her. He feels it.


‘I’m going to do something a little weird now,’ he says, ‘but don’t let it worry you, okay? It’s just a little trick, like putting your finger under your nose to stop a sneeze or thumping your forehead when you’re trying to remember someone’s name. Okay?’


‘Sure, I guess,’ she says, totally mystified.


Pete closes his eyes, raises one loosely fisted hand in front of his face, then pops up his index finger. He begins to tick it back and forth in front of him.


Trish looks at Cathy, the counter-girl. Cathy shrugs as if to say Who knows?



‘Mr Moore?’ Trish sounds uneasy now. ‘Mr Moore, maybe I just ought to—’


Pete opens his eyes, takes a deep breath, and drops his hand. He looks past her, to the door.


‘Okay,’ he says. ‘So you came in . . .’ His eyes move as if watching her come in. ‘And you went to the counter . . .’ His eyes go there. ‘You asked, probably, “Which aisle’s the aspirin in?” Something like that.’


‘Yes, I—’


‘Only you got something, too.’ He can see it on the candy-rack, a bright yellow mark something like a handprint. ‘Snickers bar?’


‘Mounds.’ Her brown eyes are wide. ‘How did you know that?’


‘You got the candy, then you went up to get the aspirin . . .’ He’s looking up Aisle 2 now. ‘After that you paid and went out . . . let’s go outside a minute. Seeya, Cathy.’


Cathy only nods, looking at him with wide eyes.


Pete walks outside, ignoring the tinkle of the bell, ignoring the rain, which now really is rain. The yellow is on the sidewalk, but fading. The rain’s washing it away. Still, he can see it and it pleases him to see it. That feeling of click. Sweet. It’s the line. It has been a long time since he’s seen it so clearly.


‘Back to your car,’ he says, talking to himself now. ‘Back to take a couple of your aspirin with your water . . .’


He crosses the sidewalk, slowly, to the Taurus. The woman walks behind him, eyes more worried than ever now. Almost frightened.


‘You opened the door. You’ve got your purse . . . your keys . . . your aspirin . . . your candy . . . all this stuff . . . juggling it around from hand to hand . . . and that’s when . . .’


He bends, fishes in the water flowing along the gutter, hand in it all the way up to the wrist, and brings something up. He gives it a magician’s flourish. Keys flash silver in the dull day.


‘. . . you dropped your keys.’


She doesn’t take them at first. She only gapes at him, as if he has performed an act of witchcraft (warlock-craft, in his case, maybe) before her eyes.


‘Go on,’ he says, smile fading a little. ‘Take them. It wasn’t anything too spooky, you know. Mostly just deduction. I’m good at stuff like that. Hey, you should have me in the car sometime when you’re lost. I’m great at getting unlost.’


She takes the keys, then. Quickly, being careful not to touch his fingers, and he knows right then that she isn’t going to meet him later. It doesn’t take any special gift to figure that; he only has to look in her eyes, which are more frightened than grateful.


‘Thank . . . thank you,’ she says. All at once she’s measuring the space between them, not wanting him to use too much of it up.


‘Not a problem. Now don’t forget. The West Wharf, at five-thirty. Best fried clams in this part of the state.’ Keeping up the fiction. You have to keep it up, sometimes, no matter how you feel. And although some of the joy has gone out of the afternoon, some is still there; he has seen the line, and that always makes him feel good. It’s a minor trick, but it’s nice to know it’s still there.


‘Five-thirty,’ she echoes, but as she opens her car door, the glance she throws back over her shoulder is the kind you’d give to a dog that might bite if it got off its leash. She is very glad she won’t be riding up to Fryeburg with him. Pete doesn’t need to be a mind-reader to know that, either.


He stands there in the rain, watching her back out of the slant parking space, and when she drives away he tosses her a cheerful car-salesman’s wave. She gives him a distracted little flip of the fingers in return, and of course when he shows up at The West Wharf (at five-fifteen, just to be Johnny on the spot, just in case) she isn’t there and an hour later she’s still not there. He stays for quite awhile just the same, sitting at the bar and drinking beer, watching the traffic out on 302. He thinks he sees her go by without slowing at about five-forty, a green Taurus busting past in a rain which has now become heavy, a green Taurus that might or might not be pulling a light yellow nimbus behind it that fades at once in the graying air.



Same shit, different day, he thinks, but now the joy is gone and the sadness is back, the sadness that feels like something deserved, the price of some not-quite-forgotten betrayal. He lights a cigarette – in the old days, as a kid, he used to pretend to smoke but now he doesn’t have to pretend anymore – and orders another beer.


Milt brings it, but says, ‘You ought to lay some food on top of that, Peter.’


So Pete orders a plate of fried clams and even eats a few dipped in tartar sauce while he drinks another couple of beers, and at some point, before moving on up the line to some other joint where he isn’t so well-known, he tries to call Jonesy, down there in Massachusetts. But Jonesy and Carla are enjoying the rare night out, he only gets the baby-sitter, who asks him if he wants to leave a message.


Pete almost says no, then reconsiders. ‘Just tell him Pete called. Tell him Pete said SSDD.’


‘S . . . S . . . D . . . D.’ She is writing it down. ‘Will he know what—’


‘Oh yeah,’ Pete says, ‘he’ll know.’


By midnight he’s drunk in some New Hampshire dive, the Muddy Rudder or maybe it’s the Ruddy Mother, he’s trying to tell some chick who’s as drunk as he is that once he really believed he was going to be the first man to set foot on Mars, and although she’s nodding and saying yeah-yeah-yeah, he has an idea that all she understands is that she’d like to get outside of one more coffee brandy before closing. And that’s okay. It doesn’t matter. Tomorrow he’ll wake up with a headache but he’ll go in to work just the same and maybe he’ll sell a car and maybe he won’t but either way things will go on. Maybe he’ll sell the burgundy Thunderbird, goodbye, sweetheart. Once things were different, but now they’re the same. He reckons he can live with that; for a guy like him, the rule of thumb is just SSDD, and so fucking what. You grew up, became a man, had to adjust to taking less than you hoped for; you discovered the dream-machine had a big OUT OF ORDER sign on it.


In November he’ll go hunting with his friends, and that’s enough to look forward to . . . that, and maybe a big old sloppy-lipstick blowjob from this drunk chick out in his car. Wanting more is just a recipe for heartache.


Dreams are for kids.


1998: Henry Treats a Couch Man


The room is dim. Henry always keeps it that way when he’s seeing patients. It’s interesting to him how few seem to notice it. He thinks it’s because their states of mind are so often dim to start with. Mostly he sees neurotics (The woods are full of em, as he once told Jonesy while they were in, ha-ha, the woods) and it is his assessment – completely unscientific – that their problems act as a kind of polarizing shield between them and the rest of the world. As the neurosis deepens, so does the interior darkness. Mostly what he feels for his patients is a kind of distanced sympathy. Sometimes pity. A very few of them make him impatient. Barry Newman is one of those.


Patients who enter Henry’s office for the first time are presented with a choice they usually don’t register as a choice. When they come in they see a pleasant (if rather dim) room, with a fireplace to the left. It’s equipped with one of those everlasting logs, steel disguised as birch with four cunningly placed gas jets beneath. Beside the fireplace is a wing chair, where Henry always sits beneath an excellent reproduction of Van Gogh’s ‘Marigolds’. (Henry sometimes tells colleagues that every psychiatrist should have at least one Van Gogh in his or her consulting space.) Across the room is an easy chair and a couch. Henry is always interested to see which one a new patient will choose. Certainly he has been plying the trade long enough to know that what a patient chooses the first time is what he or she will choose almost every time. There is a paper in this. Henry knows there is, but he cannot isolate the thesis. And in any case, he finds he has less interest these days in such things as papers and journals and conventions and colloquia. They used to matter, but now things have changed. He is sleeping less, eating less, laughing less, too. A darkness has come into his own life – that polarizing filter – and Henry finds he has no objection to this. Less glare.


Barry Newman was a couch man from the first, and Henry has never once made the mistake of believing this has anything to do with Barry’s mental condition. The couch is simply more comfortable for Barry, although Henry sometimes has to give him a hand to get Barry up from it when his fifty minutes have expired. Barry Newman stands five-seven and weighs four hundred and twenty pounds. This makes the couch his friend.


Barry Newman’s sessions tend to be long, droning accounts of each week’s adventures in gastronomy. Not that Barry is a discriminating eater, oh, no, Barry is the antithesis of that. Barry eats anything that happens to stray into his orbit. Barry is an eating machine. And his memory, on this subject, at least, is eidetic. He is to food what Henry’s old friend Pete is to directions and geography.


Henry has almost given up trying to drag Barry away from the trees and make him examine the forest. Partly this is because of Barry’s soft but implacable desire to discuss food in its specifics; partly it’s because Henry doesn’t like Barry and never has. Barry’s parents are dead. Dad went when Barry was sixteen, Mom when he was twenty-two. They left a very large estate, but it is in trust until Barry is thirty. He can get the principal then . . . if he continues in therapy. If not, the principal will remain in trust until he is fifty.


Henry doubts Barry Newman will make fifty.


Barry’s blood pressure (he has told Henry this with some pride) is one-ninety over one-forty.


Barry’s whole cholesterol number is two hundred and ninety; he is a lipid goldmine.



I’m a walking stroke, I’m a walking heart attack, he has told Henry, speaking with the gleeful solemnity of one who can state the hard, cold truth because he knows in his soul that such ends are not meant for him, not for him, no, not for him.


‘I had two of those Burger King X-tras for lunch,’ he is saying now. ‘I love those, because the cheese is actually hot.’ His fleshy lips – oddly small lips for such a large man, the lips of a perch – tighten and tremble, as if tasting that exquisitely hot cheese. ‘I also had a shake, and on my way back home I had a couple of Mallomars. I took a nap, and when I got up I microwaved a whole package of those frozen waffles. “Leggo my Eggo!”’ he cries, then laughs. It is the laugh of a man in the grip of fond recall – the sight of a sunset, the firm feel of a woman’s breast through a thin silk shirt (not that Barry has, in Henry’s estimation, ever felt such a thing), or the packed warmth of beach sand.


‘Most people use the toaster oven for their Eggo waffles,’ Barry continues, ‘but I find that makes them too crispy. The microwave just gets them hot and soft. Hot . . . and soft.’ He smacks his little perch lips. ‘I had a certain amount of guilt about eating the whole package.’ He throws this last in almost as an aside, as if remembering Henry has a job to do here. He throws out similar little treats four or five times in every session . . . and then it’s back to the food.


Barry has now reached Tuesday evening. Since this is Friday, there are plenty of meals and snacks still to go. Henry lets his mind drift. Barry is his last appointment of the day. When Barry has finished taking caloric inventory, Henry is going back to his apartment to pack. He’ll be up tomorrow at six A.M., and sometime between seven and eight, Jonesy will pull into his driveway. They will pack their stuff into Henry’s old Scout, which he now keeps around solely for their autumn hunting trips, and by eight-thirty the two of them will be on their way north. Along the way they will pick up Pete in Bridgton, and then the Beav, who still lives close to Derry. By evening they will be at Hole in the Wall up in the Jefferson Tract, playing cards in the living room and listening to the wind hoot around the eaves. Their guns will be leaning in the corner of the kitchen, their hunting licenses hung over the hook on the back door.


He will be with his friends, and that always feels like coming home. For a week, that polarizing filter may lift a little bit. They will talk about old times, they will laugh at Beaver’s outrageous profanities, and if one or more of them actually shoots a deer, that will be an extra added attraction. Together they are still good. Together they still defeat time.


Far in the background, Barry Newman drones on and on. Pork chops and mashed potatoes and corn on the cob dripping with butter and Pepperidge Farm chocolate cake and a bowl of Pepsi Cola with four scoops of Ben and Jerry’s Chunky Monkey ice cream floating in it and eggs fried eggs boiled eggs poached . . .


Henry nods in all the right places and hears it all without really listening. This is an old psychiatric skill.


God knows Henry and his old friends have their problems. Beaver is terrible when it comes to relationships, Pete drinks too much (way too much is what Henry thinks), Jonesy and Carla have had a near-miss with divorce, and Henry is now struggling with a depression that seems to him every bit as seductive as it does unpleasant. So yes, they have their problems. But together they are still good, still able to light it up, and by tomorrow night they will be together. For eight days, this year. That’s good.


‘I know I shouldn’t, but I just get this compulsion early in the morning. Maybe it’s low blood sugar, I think it might be that. Anyway, I ate the rest of the pound-cake that was in the fridge, then I got in the car and drove down to Dunkin’ Donuts and I got a dozen of the Dutch Apple and four or—’


Henry, still thinking about the annual hunting trip that starts tomorrow, isn’t aware of what he is saying until it is out.


‘Maybe this compulsive eating, Barry, maybe it has something to do with thinking you killed your mother. Do you think that’s possible?’


Barry’s words stop. Henry looks up and sees Barry Newman staring at him with eyes so wide they are actually visible. And although Henry knows he should stop – he has no business doing this at all, it has absolutely nothing to do with therapy – he doesn’t want to stop. Some of this may have to do with thinking about his old friends, but most of it is just seeing that shocked look on Barry’s face, and the pallor of his cheek. What really bugs Henry about Barry, he supposes, is Barry’s complacency. His inner assurance that there is no need to change his self-destructive behavior, let alone search for its roots.


‘You do think you killed her, don’t you?’ Henry asks. He speaks casually, almost lightly.


‘I – I never – I resent—’


‘She called and she called, said she was having chest-pains, but of course she said that often, didn’t she? Every other week. Every other day, it sometimes seemed. Calling downstairs to you. “Barry, phone Dr Withers. Barry, call an ambulance. Barry, dial 911.”’


They have never talked about Barry’s parents. In his soft, fat, implacable way, Barry will not allow it. He will begin to discuss them – or seem to – and then bingo, he’ll be talking about roast lamb again, or roast chicken, or roast duck with orange sauce. Back to the inventory. Hence Henry knows nothing about Barry’s parents, certainly not about the day Barry’s mother died, falling out of bed and pissing on the carpet, still calling and calling, three hundred pounds and so disgustingly fat, calling and calling. He can know nothing about that because he hasn’t been told, but he does know. And Barry was thinner then. A relatively svelte one-ninety.


This is Henry’s version of the line. Seeing the line. Henry hasn’t seen it for maybe five years now (unless he sometimes sees it in dreams), thought all that was over, and now here it is again.


‘You sat there in front of the TV, listening to her yell,’ he says. ‘You sat there watching Ricky Lake and eating – what? – a Sara Lee cheesecake? A bowl of ice cream? I don’t know. But you let her yell.’


‘Stop it!’


‘You let her yell, and really, why not? She’d been crying wolf her whole life. You are not a stupid man and you know that’s true. This sort of thing happens. I think you know that, too. You’ve cast yourself in your own little Tennessee Williams play simply because you like to eat. But guess what, Barry? It’s really going to kill you. In your secret heart you don’t believe that, but it’s true. Your heart’s already beating like a premature burial victim beating his fists on the lid of a coffin. What’s it going to be like eighty or a hundred pounds from now?’


‘Shut—’


‘When you fall, Barry, it’s going to be like the fall of Babel in the desert. The people who see you go down will talk about it for years. Man, you’ll shake the dishes right off the shelves—’


‘Stop it!’ Barry is sitting up now, he hasn’t needed Henry to give him a hand this time, and he is deadly pale except for little wild roses, one growing in each cheek.


‘—you’ll splash the coffee right out of the cups, and you’ll piss yourself just like she did—’


‘STOP IT!’ Barry Newman shrieks. ‘STOP IT, YOU MONSTER!’


But Henry can’t. Henry can’t. He sees the line and when you see it, you can’t unsee it.


‘—unless you wake up from this poisoned dream you’re having. You see, Barry—’


But Barry doesn’t want to see, absolutely will not see. Out the door he runs, vast buttocks jiggling, and he is gone.


At first Henry sits where he is, not moving, listening to the departing thunder of the one-man buffalo herd that is Barry Newman. The outer room is empty; he has no receptionist, and with Barry gone, the week is over. Just as well. That was a mess. He goes to the couch and lies down on it.


‘Doctor,’ he says, ‘I just fucked up.


‘How did you do that, Henry?


‘I told a patient the truth.


‘If we know the truth, Henry, does it not set us free?


‘No,’ he replies to himself, looking up at the ceiling. ‘Not in the slightest.


‘Close your eyes, Henry.


‘All right, doctor.’


He closes his eyes. The room is replaced by darkness, and that is good. Darkness has become his friend. Tomorrow he will see his other friends (three of them, anyway), and the light will once more seem good. But now . . . now . . .


‘Doctor?


‘Yes, Henry.


‘This is a bona fide case of same shit, different day. Do you know that?


‘What does that mean, Henry? What does that mean to you?


‘Everything,’ he says, eyes closed, and then adds: ‘Nothing.’ But that’s a lie. Not the first one that was ever told in here.


He lies on the couch, eyes closed and hands folded on his chest, and after a little while he sleeps.


The next day the four of them drive up to Hole in the Wall, and it is a great eight days. The great hunting trips are coming to an end, only a few left, although they of course do not know this. The real darkness is still a few years away, but it is coming.


The darkness is coming.


2001: Jonesy’s Student-Teacher Conference


We don’t know the days that will change our lives. Probably just as well. On the day that will change his, Jonesy is in his third-floor John Jay College office, looking out at his little slice of Boston and thinking how wrong T.S. Eliot had been to call April the cruelest month just because an itinerant carpenter from Nazareth supposedly got himself crucified then for fomenting rebellion. Anyone who lives in Boston knows that it’s March that’s the cruelest, holding out a few days of false hope and then gleefully hitting you with the shit. Today is one of the untrustworthy ones when it looks as if spring might really be coming, and he’s thinking about taking a walk when the bit of impending nastiness just ahead is over. Of course at this point, Jonesy has no idea how nasty a day can get; no idea that he is going to finish this one in a hospital room, smashed up and fighting for his goddam life.



Same shit, different day, he thinks, but this will be different shit indeed.


That’s when the phone rings, and he grabs it at once, filled with a hopeful premonition: it’ll be the Defuniak kid, calling to cancel his eleven-o’clock. He’s gotten a whiff of what’s in the wind, Jonesy thinks, and that is very possible. Usually it’s the students who make appointments to see the teacher. When a kid gets a message saying that one of his teachers wants to see him . . . well, you don’t have to be a rocket-scientist, as the saying goes.


‘Hello, it’s Jones,’ he says.


‘Hey, Jonesy, how’s life treating you?’


He’d know that voice anywhere. ‘Henry! Hey! Good, life’s good!’


Life does not, in fact, seem all that great, not with Defuniak due in a quarter of an hour, but it’s all relative, isn’t it? Compared to where he’s going to be twelve hours from now, hooked up to all those beeping machines, one operation behind him and three more ahead of him, Jonesy is, as they say, farting through silk.


‘Glad to hear it.’


Jonesy might have heard the heaviness in Henry’s voice, but more likely it’s a thing he senses.


‘Henry? What’s wrong?’


Silence. Jonesy is about to ask again when Henry answers.


‘A patient of mine died yesterday. I happened to see the obit in the paper. Barry Newman, his name was.’ Henry pauses. ‘He was a couch man.’


Jonesy doesn’t know what that means, but his old friend is hurting. He knows that.


‘Suicide?’


‘Heart attack. At the age of twenty-nine. Dug his grave with his own fork and spoon.’


‘I’m sorry.’


‘He hasn’t been my patient for almost three years. I scared him away. I had . . . one of those things. Do you know what I’m talking about?’


Jonesy thinks he does. ‘Was it the line?’


Henry sighs. It doesn’t sound like regret to Jonesy. It sounds like relief. ‘Yeah. I kind of socked it to him. He took off like his ass was on fire.’


‘That doesn’t make you responsible for his coronary.’


‘Maybe you’re right. But that’s not the way it feels.’ A pause. And then, with a shade of amusement: ‘Isn’t that a line from a Jim Croce song? Are you all right, Jonesy?’


‘Me? Yeah. Why do you ask?’


‘I don’t know,’ Henry says. ‘Only . . . I’ve been thinking about you ever since I opened the paper and saw Barry’s picture on the obituary page. I want you to be careful.’


Around his bones (many of which will soon be broken), Jonesy feels a slight coldness. ‘What exactly are you talking about?’


‘I don’t know,’ Henry says. ‘Maybe nothing. But . . .’


‘Is it the line now?’ Jonesy is alarmed. He swings around in his chair and looks out the window at the chancy spring sunlight. It crosses his mind that maybe the Defuniak kid is disturbed, maybe he’s carrying a gun (packing heat, as they say in the mystery and suspense novels Jonesy likes to read in his spare time) and Henry has somehow picked this up.


‘I don’t know. The most likely thing is that I’m just having a displaced reaction from seeing Barry’s picture on the all-done page. But watch yourself the next little while, would you?’


‘Well . . . yeah. I can do that.’


‘Good.’


‘And you’re okay?’


‘I’m fine.’


But Jonesy doesn’t think Henry is fine at all. He’s about to say something else when someone clears his throat behind him and he realizes that Defuniak has probably arrived.


‘Well, that’s good,’ he says, and swivels around in his chair. Yep, there’s his eleven-o’clock in the doorway, not looking dangerous at all: just a kid bundled into a big old duffel coat that’s too heavy for the day, looking thin and underfed, wearing one earring and a punky haircut that spikes over his worried eyes. ‘Henry, I’ve got an appointment. I’ll call you back—’


‘No, that’s not necessary. Really.’


‘You’re sure?’


‘I am. But there’s one other thing. Got thirty more seconds?’


‘Sure, you bet.’ He holds up a finger to Defuniak and Defuniak nods. But he just goes on standing there until Jonesy points to the one chair in the little office besides his own that isn’t stacked with books. Defuniak goes to it reluctantly. Into the phone, Jonesy says, ‘Shoot.’


‘I think we ought to go back to Derry. Just a quick trip, just you and me. See our old friend.’


‘You mean—?’ But he doesn’t want to say that name, that baby-sounding name, with a stranger in the room.


He doesn’t have to; Henry says it for him. Once they were a quartet, then for a little while they were five, and then they were four again. But the fifth one has never exactly left them. Henry says that name, the name of a boy who is magically still a boy. About him, Henry’s worries are more clear, more easily expressed. It isn’t anything he knows, he tells Jonesy, just a feeling that their old pal might need a visit.


‘Have you talked to his mother?’ Jonesy asked.


‘I think,’ Henry says, ‘it might be better if we just . . . you know, orbited on in there. How’s your calendar look for this weekend? Or the one after?’


Jonesy doesn’t need to check. The weekend starts day after tomorrow. There’s a faculty thing Saturday afternoon, but he can easily get clear of that.


‘I’m fine both days this weekend,’ he says. ‘If I was to come by Saturday? At ten?’


‘That’d be fine.’ Henry sounds relieved, more like himself. Jonesy relaxes a little. ‘You’re sure?’


‘If you think we ought to go see . . .’ Jonesy hesitates. ‘ . . . see Douglas, then probably we should. It’s been too long.’


‘Your appointment’s there, isn’t he?’


‘Uh-huh.’


‘Okay. I’ll look for you at ten on Saturday. Hey, maybe we’ll take the Scout. Give it a run. How would that be?’


‘That would be terrific.’


Henry laughs. ‘Carla still makin your lunch, Jonesy?’


‘She is.’ Jonesy looks toward his briefcase.


‘What you got today? Tuna fish?’


‘Egg salad.’


‘Mmm-mmm. Okay, I’m out of here. SSDD, right?’


‘SSDD,’ Jonesy agrees. He can’t call their old friend by his right name in front of a student, but SSDD is all right. ‘Talk to you l—’


‘And take care of yourself. I mean it.’ The emphasis in Henry’s voice is unmistakable, and a little scary. But before Jonesy can respond (and what he would say with Defuniak sitting in the corner, watching and listening, he doesn’t know), Henry is gone.


Jonesy looks at the phone thoughtfully for a moment, then hangs up. He flips a page on his desk calendar, and on Saturday he crosses out Drinks at Dean Jacobson’s house and writes Beg off – going to Derry with Henry to see D. But this is an appointment he will not keep. By Saturday, Derry and his old friends will be the furthest things from his mind.


Jonesy pulls in a deep breath, lets it out, and transfers his attention to his troublesome eleven-o’clock. The kid shifts uncomfortably in his chair. He has a pretty good idea why he’s been summoned here, Jonesy guesses.


‘So, Mr Defuniak,’ he says. ‘You’re from Maine, according to your records.’


‘Uh, yeah. Pittsfield. I—’


‘Your records also say that you’re here on scholarship, and that you’ve done well.’


The kid, he sees, is actually a lot more than worried. The kid is on the verge of tears. Christ, but this is hard. Jonesy has never had to accuse a student of cheating before, but he supposes this won’t be the last time. He only hopes it doesn’t happen too often. Because this is hard, what Beaver would call a fuckarow.


‘Mr Defuniak – David – do you know what happens to scholarships if the students holding them are caught cheating? On a mid-term exam, let us say?’


The kid jerks as if a hidden prankster under his chair has just triggered a low-voltage electrical charge into one of his skinny buttocks. Now his lips are trembling and the first tear, oh God, there it goes down his unshaven boy’s cheek.


‘I can tell you,’ Jonesy says. ‘Such scholarships evaporate. That’s what happens to them. Poof, and gone into thin air.’


‘I – I—’


There is a folder on Jonesy’s desk. He opens it and takes out a European History mid-term, one of those multiple-choice monstrosities upon which the Department, in its great unwisdom, insists. Written on top of this one, in the black strokes of an IBM pencil (‘Make sure your marks are heavy and unbroken, and if you need to erase, erase completely’), is the name DAVID DEFUNIAK.


‘I’ve reviewed your course-work, David; I’ve re-scanned your paper on feudalism in France during the middle ages; I’ve even been through your transcripts. You haven’t exhibited brilliance, but you’ve done okay. And I’m aware that you’re simply satisfying a requirement here – your real interests don’t lie in my field, do they?’


Defuniak shakes his head mutely. The tears gleam on his cheeks in that untrustworthy mid-March sunlight.


There’s a box of Kleenex on the corner of Jonesy’s desk, and he tosses it to the boy, who catches it easily even in his distress. Good reflexes. When you’re nineteen, all your wiring is still nice and tight, all your connections nice and solid.



Wait a few years, Mr Defuniak, he thinks. I’m only thirty-seven and already some of my wires are getting loose.



‘Maybe you deserve another chance,’ Jonesy says.


Slowly and deliberately, he begins to crumple Defuniak’s mid-term, which is suspiciously perfect, A-plus work, into a ball.


‘Maybe what happened is you were sick the day of the mid-term, and you never took it at all.’


‘I was sick,’ David Defuniak says eagerly. ‘I think I had the flu.’


‘Then maybe I ought to give you a take-home essay instead of the multiple-choice test to which your colleagues have been subjected. If you want it. To make up for the test you missed. Would you want that?’


‘Yeah,’ the kid says, wiping his eyes madly with a large swatch of tissues. At least he hasn’t gone through all that small-time cheapshit stuff about how Jonesy can’t prove it, can’t prove a thing, he’d take it to the Student Affairs Council, he’d call a protest, blah-blah-blah-de-blah. He’s crying instead, which is uncomfortable to witness but probably a good sign – nineteen is young, but too many of them have lost most of their consciences by the time they get there. Defuniak has pretty much owned up, which suggests there might still be a man in there, waiting to come out. ‘Yeah, that’d be great.’


‘And you understand that if anything like this ever happens again—’


‘It won’t,’ the kid says fervently. ‘It won’t, Professor Jones.’


Although Jonesy is only an associate professor, he doesn’t bother to correct him. Someday, after all, he will be Professor Jones. He better be; he and his wife have a houseful of kids, and if there aren’t at least a few salary-bumps in his future, life is apt to be a pretty tough scramble. They’ve had some tough scrambles already.


‘I hope not,’ he says. ‘Give me three thousand words on the short-term results of the Norman Conquest, David, all right? Cite sources but no need of footnotes. Keep it informal, but present a cogent thesis. I want it by next Monday. Understood?’


‘Yes. Yes, sir.’


‘Then why don’t you go on and get started.’ He points at Defuniak’s tatty footwear. ‘And the next time you think of buying beer, buy some new sneakers instead. I wouldn’t want you to catch the flu again.’


Defuniak goes to the door, then turns. He is anxious to be gone before Mr Jones changes his mind, but he is also nineteen. And curious. ‘How did you know? You weren’t even there that day. Some grad student proctored the test.’


‘I knew, and that’s enough,’ Jonesy says with some asperity. ‘Go on, son. Write a good paper. Hold onto your scholarship. I’m from Maine myself – Derry – and I know Pittsfield. It’s a better place to be from than to go back to.’


‘You got that right,’ Defuniak says fervently. ‘Thank you. Thank you for giving me a chance.’


‘Close the door on your way out.’


Defuniak – who will spend his sneaker-money not on beer but on a get-well bouquet for Jonesy – goes out, obediently closing the door behind him. Jonesy swings around and looks out the window again. The sunshine is untrustworthy but enticing. And because the Defuniak thing went better than he had expected, he thinks he wants to get out in that sunlight before more March clouds – and maybe snow – come rolling in. He has planned to eat in his office, but a new plan occurs to him. It is absolutely the worst plan of his life, but of course Jonesy doesn’t know that. The plan is to grab his briefcase, pick up a copy of the Boston Phoenix, and walk across the river to Cambridge. He’ll sit on a bench and eat his egg salad sandwich in the sun.


He gets up to put Defuniak’s file in the cabinet marked D-F. How did you know? the boy had asked, and Jonesy supposes that was a good question. An excellent question, really. The answer is this: he knew because . . . sometimes he does. That’s the truth, and there’s no other. If someone put a gun to his head, he’d say he found out during the first class after the mid-term, that it was right there in the front of David Defuniak’s mind, big and bright, flashing on and off in guilty red neon: CHEATER CHEATER CHEATER.


But man, that’s dope – he can’t read minds. He never could. Never-ever, never-ever, never-ever could. Sometimes things flash into his head, yes – he knew about his wife’s problems with pills that way, and he supposes he might have known in that same way that Henry was depressed when he called (No, it was in his voice, doofus, that’s all it was), but stuff like that hardly ever happens anymore. There has been nothing really odd since the business with Josie Rinkenhauer. Maybe there was something once, and maybe it trailed them out of their childhoods and adolescence, but surely it is gone now. Or almost gone.


Almost.


He circles the words going to Derry on his desk calendar, then grabs his briefcase. As he does, a new thought comes to him, sudden and meaningless but very powerful: Watch out for Mr Gray.


He stops with one hand on his doorknob. That was his own voice, no doubt about it.


‘What?’ he asks the empty room.


Nothing.


Jonesy steps out of his office, closes the door, and tests the lock. In the corner of his door’s bulletin board is a blank white card. Jonesy unpins it and turns it over. On the flip side is the printed message BACK AT ONE – UNTIL THEN I’M HISTORY. He pins the message side to the bulletin board with perfect confidence, but it will be almost two months before Jonesy enters this room again and sees his desk calendar still turned to St Patrick’s Day.



Take care of yourself, Henry said, but Jonesy isn’t thinking about taking care of himself. He is thinking about March sunlight. He’s thinking about eating his sandwich. He’s thinking he might watch a few girls over on the Cambridge side – skirts are short, and March winds are frisky. He’s thinking about all sorts of things, but watching out for Mr Gray isn’t one of them. Neither is taking care of himself.


This is a mistake. This is also how lives change forever.




PART 1


CANCER


This shaking keeps me steady. I should know.


What falls away is always. And is near.


I wake to sleep, and take my waking slow.


I learn by going where I have to go.


Theodore Roethke




CHAPTER ONE


McCARTHY
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Jonesy almost shot the guy when he came out of the woods. How close? Another pound on the Garand’s trigger, maybe just a half. Later, hyped on the clarity that sometimes comes to the horrified mind, he wished he had shot before he saw the orange cap and the orange flagman’s vest. Killing Richard McCarthy couldn’t have hurt, and it might have helped. Killing McCarthy might have saved them all.
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Pete and Henry had gone to Gosselin’s Market, the closest store, to stock up on bread, canned goods, and beer, the real essential. They had plenty for another two days, but the radio said there might be snow coming. Henry had already gotten his deer, a good-sized doe, and Jonesy had an idea Pete cared a lot more about making sure of the beer supply than he did about getting his own deer – for Pete Moore, hunting was a hobby, beer a religion. The Beaver was out there someplace, but Jonesy hadn’t heard the crack of a rifle any closer than five miles, so he guessed that the Beav, like him, was still waiting.


There was a stand in an old maple about seventy yards from the camp and that was where Jonesy was, sipping coffee and reading a Robert Parker mystery novel, when he heard something coming and put the book and the Thermos aside. In other years he might have spilled the coffee in his excitement, but not this time. This time he even took a few seconds to screw on the Thermos’s bright red stopper.


The four of them had been coming up here to hunt in the first week of November for twenty-six years, if you counted in the times Beav’s Dad had taken them, and Jonesy had never bothered with the tree-stand until now. None of them had; it was too confining. This year Jonesy had staked it out. The others thought they knew why, but they only knew half of it.


In mid-March of 2001, Jonesy had been struck by a car while crossing a street in Cambridge, not far from John Jay College, where he taught. He had fractured his skull, broken two ribs, and suffered a shattered hip, which had been replaced with some exotic combination of Teflon and metal. The man who’d struck him was a retired BU history professor who was – according to his lawyer, anyway – in the early stages of Alzheimer’s, more to be pitied than punished. So often, Jonesy thought, there was no one to blame when the dust cleared. And even if there was, what good did it do? You still had to live with what was left, and console yourself with the fact that, as people told him every day (until they forgot the whole thing, that was), it could have been worse.


And it could have been. His head was hard, and the crack in it healed. He had no memory of the hour or so leading up to his accident near Harvard Square, but the rest of his mental equipment was fine. His ribs healed in a month. The hip was the worst, but he was off the crutches by October, and now his limp only became appreciable toward the end of the day.


Pete, Henry, and the Beav thought it was the hip and only the hip that had caused him to opt for the tree-stand instead of the damp, cold woods, and the hip was certainly a factor–just not the only one. What he had kept from them was that he now had little interest in shooting deer. It would have dismayed them. Hell, it dismayed Jonesy himself. But there it was, something new in his existence that he hadn’t even suspected until they had actually gotten up here on November eleventh and he had uncased the Garand. He wasn’t revolted by the idea of hunting, not at all – he just had no real urge to do it. Death had brushed by him on a sunny day in March, and Jonesy had no desire to call it back, even if he were dealing rather than receiving.
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What surprised him was that he still liked being at camp – in some ways, better than ever. Talking at night – books, politics, the shit they’d gotten up to as kids, their plans for the future. They were in their thirties, still young enough to have plans, plenty of them, and the old bond was still strong.


And the days were good, too – the hours in the tree-stand, when he was alone. He took a sleeping bag and slid into it up to his hips when he got cold, and a book, and a Walkman. After the first day, he stopped listening to the Walkman, discovering that he liked the music of the woods better – the silk of the wind in the pines, the rust of the crows. He would read a little, drink coffee, read a little more, sometimes work his way out of the sleeping bag (it was as red as a stoplight) and piss off the edge of the platform. He was a man with a big family and a large circle of colleagues. A gregarious man who enjoyed all the various relationships the family and the colleagues entailed (and the students, of course, the endless stream of students) and balanced them well. It was only out here, up here, that he realized the attractions of silence were still real, still strong. It was like meeting an old friend after a long absence.


‘You sure you want to be up there, man?’ Henry had asked him yesterday morning. ‘I mean, you’re welcome to come out with me. We won’t overuse that leg of yours, I promise.’


‘Leave him alone,’ Pete said. ‘He likes it up there. Don’t you, Jones-boy?’


‘Sort of,’ he said, unwilling to say much more – how much he actually did like it, for instance. Some things you didn’t feel safe telling even your closest friends. And sometimes your closest friends knew, anyway.


‘Tell you something,’ the Beav said. He picked up a pencil and began to gnaw lightly at it – his oldest, dearest trick, going all the way back to first grade. ‘I like coming back and seeing you there – like a lookout in the crow’s nest in one of those fuckin Hornblower books. Keepin an eye out, you know.’


‘Sail, ho,’ Jonesy had said, and they all laughed, but Jonesy knew what the Beav meant. He felt it. Keeping an eye out. Just thinking his thoughts and keeping an eye out for ships or sharks or who knew what. His hip hurt coming back down, the pack with his shit in it was heavy on his back, and he felt slow and clumsy on the wooden rungs nailed to the trunk of the maple, but that was okay. Good, in fact. Things changed, but only a fool believed they only changed for the worse.


That was what he thought then.
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When he heard the whicker of moving brush and the soft snap of a twig – sounds he never questioned were those of an approaching deer – Jonesy thought of something his father said: You can’t make yourself be lucky. Lindsay Jones was one of life’s losers and had said few things worth committing to memory, but that was one, and here was the proof of it again: days after deciding he had finished with deer hunting, here came one, and a big one by the sound – a buck, almost surely, maybe one as big as a man.


That it was a man never so much as crossed Jonesy’s mind. This was an unincorporated township fifty miles north of Rangely, and the nearest hunters were two hours’ walk away. The nearest paved road, the one which eventually took you to Gosselin’s Market (BEER BAIT OUT OF STATE LICS LOTTERY TIX), was at least sixteen miles away.



Well, he thought, it isn’t as if I took a vow, or anything.


No, he hadn’t taken a vow. Next November he might be up here with a Nikon instead of a Garand, but it wasn’t next year yet, and the rifle was at hand. He had no intention of looking a gift deer in the mouth.


Jonesy screwed the red stopper into the Thermos of coffee and put it aside. Then he pushed the sleeping bag off his lower body like a big quilted sock (wincing at the stiffness in his hip as he did it) and grabbed his gun. There was no need to chamber a round, producing that loud, deer-frightening click; old habits died hard, and the gun was ready to fire as soon as he thumbed off the safety. This he did when he was solidly on his feet. The old wild excitement was gone, but there was a residue – his pulse was up and he welcomed the rise. In the wake of his accident, he welcomed all such reactions – it was as if there were two of him now, the one before he had been knocked flat in the street and the warier, older fellow who had awakened in Mass General . . . if you could call that slow, drugged awareness being awake. Sometimes he still heard a voice – whose he didn’t know, but not his – calling out Please stop, I can’t stand it, give me a shot, where’s Marcy, I want Marcy. He thought of it as death’s voice – death had missed him in the street and had then come to the hospital to finish the job, death masquerading as a man (or perhaps it had been a woman, it was hard to tell) in pain, someone who said Marcy but meant Jonesy.


The idea passed – all of the funny ideas he’d had in the hospital eventually passed – but it left a residue. Caution was the residue. He had no memory of Henry calling and telling him to watch himself for the next little while (and Henry hadn’t reminded him), but since then Jonesy had watched himself. He was careful. Because maybe death was out there, and maybe sometimes it called your name.


But the past was the past. He had survived his brush with death, and nothing was dying here this morning but a deer (a buck, he hoped) who had strolled in the wrong direction.


The sound of the rustling brush and snapping twigs was coming toward him from the southwest, which meant he wouldn’t have to shoot around the trunk of the maple – good – and put him upwind. Even better. Most of the maple’s leaves had fallen, and he had a good, if not perfect, sightline through the interlacing branches. Jonesy raised the Garand, settled the buttplate into the hollow of his shoulder, and prepared to shoot himself a conversation-piece.


What saved McCarthy – at least temporarily – was Jonesy’s disenchantment with hunting. What almost got McCarthy killed was a phenomenon George Kilroy, a friend of his father’s, had called ‘eye-fever’. Eye-fever, Kilroy claimed, was a form of buck fever, and was probably the second most common cause of hunting accidents. ‘First is drink,’ said George Kilroy . . . and like Jonesy’s father, Kilroy knew a bit on that subject, as well. ‘First is always drink.’


Kilroy said that victims of eye-fever were uniformly astounded to discover they had shot a fencepost, or a passing car, or the broad side of a barn, or their own hunting partner (in many cases the partner was a spouse, a sib, or a child). ‘But I saw it,’ they would protest, and most of them according to Kilroy, could pass a lie-detector test on the subject. They had seen the deer or the bear or the wolf, or just the grouse flip-flapping through the high autumn grass. They had seen it.


What happened, according to Kilroy, was that these hunters were afflicted by an anxiety to make the shot, to get it over with, one way or the other. This anxiety became so strong that the brain persuaded the eye that it saw what was not yet visible, in order to end the tension. This was eye-fever. And although Jonesy was aware of no particular anxiety – his fingers had been perfectly steady as he screwed the red stopper back into the throat of the Thermos – he admitted later to himself that yes, he might have fallen prey to the malady.


For one moment he saw the buck clearly at the end of the tunnel made by the interlocking branches – as clearly as he had seen any of the previous sixteen deer (six bucks, ten does) he had brought down over the years at Hole in the Wall. He saw its brown head, one eye so dark it was almost the black of jeweler’s velvet, even part of its rack.



Shoot now! part of him cried – it was the Jonesy from the other side of the accident, the whole Jonesy. That one had spoken more frequently in the last month or so, as he began to approach some mythical state which people who had never been hit by a car blithely referred to as ‘total recovery’, but he had never spoken as loudly as he did now. This was a command, almost a shout.


And his finger did tighten on the trigger. It never put on that last pound of pressure (or perhaps it only would have taken another half, a paltry eight ounces), but it did tighten. The voice that stopped him was that second Jonesy, the one who had awakened in Mass General, doped and disoriented and in pain, not sure of anything anymore except that someone wanted something to stop, someone couldn’t stand it – not without a shot, anyway – that someone wanted Marcy.



No, not yet – wait, watch, this new cautious Jonesy said, and that was the voice he listened to. He froze in place, most of his weight thrown forward on his good left leg, rifle raised, barrel angled down that interlacing tunnel of light at a cool thirty-five degrees.


The first flakes of snow came skating down out of the white sky just then, and as they did, Jonesy saw a bright vertical line of orange below the deer’s head–it was as if the snow had somehow conjured it up. For a moment perception simply gave up and what he was seeing over the barrel of his gun became only an unconnected jumble, like paints swirled all together on an artist’s palette. There was no deer and no man, not even any woods, just a puzzling and untidy jumble of black, brown, and orange.


Then there was more orange, and in a shape that made sense: it was a hat, the kind with flaps you could fold down to cover your ears. The out-of-staters bought them at L.L. Bean’s for forty-four dollars, each with a little tag inside that said PROUDLY MADE IN THE USA BY UNION LABOR. Or you could pick one up at Gosselin’s for seven bucks. The tag in a Gosselin’s cap just said MADE IN BANGLADESH.


The hat brought everything into horrible oh-God focus: the brown he had mistaken for a buck’s head was the front of a man’s wool jacket, the black jeweler’s velvet of the buck’s eye was a button, and the antlers were only more branches – branches belonging to the very tree in which he was standing. The man was unwise ( Jonesy could not quite bring himself to use the word crazy) to be wearing a brown coat in the woods, but Jonesy was still at a loss to understand how he himself could have made a mistake of such potentially horrifying consequence. Because the man was also wearing an orange cap, wasn’t he? And a bright orange flagman’s vest as well, over the admittedly unwise brown coat. The man was—


—was a pound of finger-pressure from death. Maybe less.


It came home to him in a visceral way then, knocking him clean out of his own body. For a terrible, brilliant moment he never forgot, he was neither Jonesy Number One, the confident pre-accident Jonesy, or Jonesy Number Two, the more tentative survivor who spent so much of his time in a tiresome state of physical discomfort and mental confusion. For that moment he was some other Jonesy, an invisible presence looking at a gunman standing on a platform in a tree. The gunman’s hair was short and already graying, his face lined around the mouth, beard-speckled on the cheeks, and haggard. The gunman was on the verge of using his weapon. Snow had begun to dance around his head and light on his untucked brown flannel shirt, and he was on the verge of shooting a man in an orange cap and vest of the very sort he would have been wearing himself if he had elected to go into the woods with the Beaver instead of up into this tree.


He fell back into himself with a thud, exactly as one fell back into one’s seat after taking a car over a bad bump at a high speed. To his horror, he realized he was still tracking the man below with the Garand, as if some stubborn alligator deep in his brain refused to let go of the idea that the man in the brown coat was prey. Worse, he couldn’t seem to make his finger relax on the rifle’s trigger. There was even an awful second or two when he thought he was actually still squeezing, inexorably eating up those last few ounces between him and the greatest mistake of his life. He later came to accept that that at least had been an illusion, something akin to the feeling you get of rolling backward in your stopped car when you glimpse a slowly moving car beside you, out of the corner of your eye.


No, he was just frozen, but that was bad enough, that was hell. Jonesy, you think too much, Pete liked to say when he caught Jonesy staring out into the middle distance, no longer tracking the conversation, and what he probably meant was Jonesy, you imagine too much, and that was very likely true. Certainly he was imagining too much now as he stood up here in the middle of the tree and the season’s first snow, hair leaping up in tufts, finger locked on the Garand’s trigger – not tightening still, as he had for a moment feared, but not loosening, either, the man almost below him now, the Garand’s gunsight on the top of the orange cap, the man’s life on an invisible wire between the Garand’s muzzle and that cap, the man maybe thinking about trading his car or cheating on his wife or buying his oldest daughter a pony ( Jonesy later had reason to know McCarthy had been thinking about none of those things, but of course not then, not in the tree with his forefinger a frozen curl around the trigger of his rifle) and not knowing what Jonesy had not known as he stood on the curb in Cambridge with his briefcase in one hand and a copy of the Boston Phoenix under his arm, namely that death was in the neighborhood, or perhaps even Death, a hurrying figure like something escaped from an early Ingmar Bergman film, something carrying a concealed implement in the coarse folds of its robe. Scissors, perhaps. Or a scalpel.


And the worst of it was that the man would not die, or at least not at once. He would fall down and lie there screaming, as Jonesy had lain screaming in the street. He couldn’t remember screaming, but of course he had; he had been told this and had no reason to disbelieve it. Screamed his fucking head off, most likely. And what if the man in the brown coat and orange accessories started screaming for Marcy? Surely he would not – not really – but Jonesy’s mind might report screams of Marcy. If there was eye-fever – if he could look at a man’s brown coat and see it as a deer’s head – then there was likely the auditory equivalent, as well. To hear a man screaming and know you were the reason – dear God, no. And still his finger would not loosen.


What broke his paralysis was both simple and unexpected: about ten paces from the base of Jonesy’s tree, the man in the brown coat fell down. Jonesy heard the pained, surprised sound he made – mrof! was what it sounded like – and his finger released the trigger without his even thinking about it.


The man was down on his hands and knees, his brown-gloved fingers (brown gloves, another mistake, this guy almost could have gone out with a sign reading SHOOT ME taped to his back, Jonesy thought) spread on the ground, which had already begun to whiten. As the man got up again, he began to speak aloud in a fretful, wondering voice. Jonesy didn’t realize at first that he was also weeping.


‘Oh dear, oh dear,’ the man said as he worked his way back to a standing position. He swayed on his feet as if drunk. Jonesy knew that men in the woods, men away from their families for a week or a weekend, got up to all sorts of small wickedness – drinking at ten in the morning was one of the most common. But Jonesy didn’t think this guy was drunk. No reason; just a vibe.


‘Oh dear, oh dear, oh dear.’ And then, as he began to walk again: ‘Snow. Now it’s snow. Please God, oh God, now it’s snow, oh dear.’


His first couple of steps were lurching and unsure. Jonesy had about decided that his vibe was incorrect, the guy was loaded, and then the fellow’s gait smoothed out and he began to walk a little more evenly. He was scratching at his right cheek.


He passed directly beneath the stand, for a moment he wasn’t a man at all but only a round circle of orange cap with brown shoulders to either side of it. His voice drifted up, liquid and full of tears, mostly Oh dear with the occasional Oh God or Now it’s snow thrown in for salt.


Jonesy stood where he was, watching as the guy first disappeared directly beneath the stand, then came out on the other side. He pivoted without being aware of it to keep the plodding man in view – nor was he aware that he had lowered his rifle to his side, even pausing long enough to put the safety back on.


Jonesy didn’t call out, and he supposed he knew why: simple guilt. He was afraid that the man down there would take one look at him and see the truth in Jonesy’s eyes – even through his tears and the thickening snow, the man would see that Jonesy had been up there with his gun pointed, that Jonesy had almost shot him.


Twenty paces beyond the tree, the man stopped and only stood there, his gloved right hand raised to his brow, shielding his eyes from the snow. Jonesy realized he had seen Hole in the Wall. Had probably realized he was on an actual path, too. Oh dear and Oh God stopped, and the guy began to run toward the sound of the generator, rocking from side to side like a man on the deck of a ship. Jonesy could hear the stranger’s short, sharp gasps for breath as he pounded toward the roomy cabin with the lazy curl of smoke rising from the chimney and fading almost at once into the snow.


Jonesy began to work his way down the rungs nailed to the trunk of the maple with his gun slung over his shoulder (the thought that the man might present some sort of danger did not occur to him, not then; he simply didn’t want to leave the Garand, which was a fine gun, out in the snow). His hip had stiffened, and by the time he got to the foot of the tree, the man he’d almost shot had made it nearly all the way to the cabin door . . . which was unlocked, of course. No one locked up, not way out here.
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About ten feet from the granite slab that served as Hole in the Wall’s front stoop, the man in the brown coat and orange hat fell down again. His hat tumbled off, revealing a sweaty clump of thinning brown hair. He stayed on one knee for a moment, head lowered. Jonesy could hear his harsh, fast breathing.


The man picked up his cap, and just as he set it back on his head, Jonesy hailed him.


The man staggered to his feet and turned tipsily. Jonesy’s first impression was that the man’s face was very long – that he was almost what people meant when they called someone ‘horsefaced’. Then, as Jonesy got closer, hitching a little but not really limping (and that was good, because the ground underfoot was getting slippery fast), he realized the guy’s face wasn’t particularly long at all – he was just very scared and very very pale. The red patch on his cheek where he had been scratching stood out brightly. The relief that came over him when he saw Jonesy hurrying toward him was large and immediate. Jonesy almost laughed at himself, standing up there on the platform in the tree and worrying about the guy reading his eyes. This man wasn’t into reading faces, and he clearly had no interest in where Jonesy had come from or what he might have been doing. This man looked like he wanted to throw his arms around Jonesy’s neck and cover him with big gooey kisses.


‘Thank God!’ the man cried. He held out one hand toward Jonesy and shuffled toward him through the thin icing of new snow. ‘Oh gee, thank God, I’m lost, I’ve been lost in the woods since yesterday, I thought I was going to die out here. I . . . I . . .’


His feet slipped and Jonesy grabbed his upper arms. He was a big man, taller than Jonesy, who stood six-two, and broader, as well. Nevertheless, Jonesy’s first impression was of insubstantialness, as if the man’s fear had somehow scooped him out and left him light as a milkweed pod.


‘Easy, fella,’ Jonesy said. ‘Easy, you’re all right now, you’re okay. Let’s just get you inside and get you warm, how would that be?’


As if the word warm had been his cue, the man’s teeth began to chatter. ‘S-S-Sure.’ He tried to smile, without much success. Jonesy was again struck by his extreme pallor. It was cold out here this morning, upper twenties at best, but the guy’s cheeks were all ashes and lead. The only color in his face, other than the red patch, was the brown crescents under his eyes.


Jonesy got an arm around the man’s shoulders, suddenly swept by an absurd and sappy tenderness for this stranger, an emotion so strong it was like his first junior high school crush – Mary Jo Martineau in a sleeveless white blouse and straight knee-length denim skirt. He was now absolutely sure the man hadn’t been drinking – it was fear (and maybe exhaustion) rather than booze that had made him unsteady on his feet. Yet there was a smell on his breath – something like bananas. It reminded Jonesy of the ether he’d sprayed into the carburetor of his first car, a Vietnam-era Ford, to get it to crank over on cold mornings.


‘Get you inside, right?’


‘Yeah. C-Cold. Thank God you came along. Is this—’


‘My place? No, a friend’s.’ Jonesy opened the varnished oak door and helped the man over the threshold. The stranger gasped at the feel of the warm air, and a flush began to rise in his cheeks. Jonesy was relieved to see there was some blood in him, after all.
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Hole in the Wall was pretty grand by deep woods standards. You came in on the single big downstairs room – kitchen, dining room, and living room, all in one – but there were two bedrooms behind it and another upstairs, under the single eave. The big room was filled with the scent of pine and its mellow, varnished glow. There was a Navajo rug on the floor and a Micmac hanging on one wall which depicted brave little stick-hunters surrounding an enormous bear. A plain oak table, long enough to accommodate eight places, defined the dining area. There was a woodstove in the kitchen and a fireplace in the living area; when both were going, the place made you feel stupid with the heat even if it was twenty below outside. The west wall was all window, giving a view of the long, steep slope which fell off to the west. There had been a fire there in the seventies, and the dead trees stood black and twisted in the thickening snow. Jonesy, Pete, Henry and the Beav called this slope The Gulch, because that’s what the Beav’s Dad and his friends had called it.


‘Oh God, thank God, and thank you, too,’ the man in the orange hat said to Jonesy, and when Jonesy grinned – that was a lot of thank-yous – the man laughed shrilly as if to say yes, he knew it, it was a funny thing to say but he couldn’t help it. He began to take deep breaths, for a few moments looking like one of those exercise gurus you saw on high-number cable. On every exhale, he talked.


‘God, I really thought I was done-for last night . . . it was so cold . . . and the damp air, I remember that . . . remember thinking Oh boy, oh dear, what if there’s snow coming after all . . . I got coughing and couldn’t stop . . . something came and I thought I have to stop coughing, if that’s a bear or something I’ll . . . you know . . . provoke it or something . . . only I couldn’t and after awhile it just . . . you know, went away on its own—’


‘You saw a bear in the night?’ Jonesy was both fascinated and appalled. He had heard there were bears up here – Old Man Gosselin and his pickle-barrel buddies at the store loved to tell bear stories, particularly to the out-of-staters – but the idea that this man, lost and on his own, had been menaced by one in the night, was keenly horrible. It was like hearing a sailor talk about a sea monster.


‘I don’t know that it was,’ the man said, and suddenly shot Jonesy a sidewards look of cunning that Jonesy didn’t like and couldn’t read. ‘I can’t say for sure, by then there was no more lightning.’


‘Lightning, too? Man!’ If not for the guy’s obviously genuine distress, Jonesy would have wondered if he wasn’t getting his leg pulled. In truth, he wondered it a little, anyway.


‘Dry lightning, I guess,’ the man said. Jonesy could almost see him shrugging it off. He scratched at the red place on his cheek, which might have been a touch of frostbite. ‘See it in winter, it means there’s a storm on the way.’


‘And you saw this? Last night?’


‘I guess so.’ The man gave him another quick, sideways glance, but this time Jonesy saw no slyness in it, and guessed he had seen none before. He saw only exhaustion. ‘It’s all mixed up in my mind . . . my stomach’s been hurting ever since I got lost . . . it always hurts when I’m ascairt, ever since I was a little kid . . .’


And he was like a little kid, Jonesy thought, looking everywhere at once with perfect unselfconsciousness. Jonesy led the guy toward the couch in front of the fireplace and the guy let himself be led. Ascairt. He even said ascairt instead of afraid, like a kid. A little kid.



‘Give me your coat,’ Jonesy said, and as the guy first unbuttoned the buttons and then reached for the zipper under them, Jonesy thought again of how he had thought he was looking at a deer, at a buck for Chrissakes – he had mistaken one of those buttons for an eye and had damned near put a bullet through it.


The guy got the zipper halfway down and then it stuck, one side of the little gold mouth choking on the cloth. He looked at it – gawked at it, really – as if he had never seen such a thing before. And when Jonesy reached for the zipper, the man dropped his hands to his sides and simply let Jonesy reach, as a first-grader would stand and let the teacher put matters right when he got his galoshes on the wrong feet or his jacket on inside out.


Jonesy got the little gold mouth started again and pulled it the rest of the way down. Outside the window-wall, The Gulch was disappearing, although you could still see the black scrawled shapes of the trees. Almost thirty years they had come up here together for the hunting, almost thirty years without a single miss, and in none of that time had there been snow heavier than the occasional squall. It looked like all that was about to change, although how could you tell? These days the guys on radio and TV made four inches of fresh powder sound like the next Ice Age.


For a moment the guy only stood there with his jacket hanging open and snow melting around his boots on the polished wooden floor, looking up at the rafters with his mouth open, and yes, he was like a great big six-year-old – or like Duddits. You almost expected to see mittens dangling from the cuffs of his jacket on clips. He shrugged out of his coat in that perfectly recognizable child’s way, simply slumping his shoulders once it was unzipped and letting it fall. If Jonesy hadn’t been there to catch it, it would have gone on the floor and gotten right to work sopping up the puddles of melting snow.


‘What’s that?’ he asked.


For a moment Jonesy had no idea what the guy was talking about, and then he traced the stranger’s gaze to the bit of weaving which hung from the center rafter. It was colorful – red and green, with shoots of canary yellow, as well – and it looked like a spiderweb.


‘It’s a dreamcatcher,’ Jonesy said. ‘An Indian charm. Supposed to keep the nightmares away, I guess.’


‘Is it yours?’


Jonesy didn’t know if he meant the whole place (perhaps the guy hadn’t been listening before) or just the dreamcatcher, but in either case the answer was the same. ‘No, my friend’s. We come up hunting every year.’


‘How many of you?’ The man was shivering, holding his arms crisscrossed over his chest and cupping his elbows in his palms as he watched Jonesy hang his coat on the tree by the door.


‘Four. Beaver – this is his camp – is out hunting now. I don’t know if the snow’ll bring him back in or not. Probably it will. Pete and Henry went to the store.’


‘Gosselin’s? That one?’


‘Uh-huh. Come on over here and sit down on the couch.’


Jonesy led him to the couch, a ridiculously long sectional. Such things had gone out of style decades ago, but it didn’t smell too bad and nothing had infested it. Style and taste didn’t matter much at Hole in the Wall.


‘Stay put now,’ he said, and left the man sitting there, shivering and shaking with his hands clasped between his knees. His jeans had the sausagey look they get when there are long johns underneath, and still he shook and shivered. But the heat had brought on an absolute flood of color; instead of looking like a corpse, the stranger now looked like a diphtheria victim.


Pete and Henry were doubling in the bigger of the two downstairs bedrooms. Jonesy ducked in, opened the cedar chest to the left of the door, and pulled out one of the two down comforters folded up inside. As he recrossed the living room to where the man sat shivering on the couch, Jonesy realized he hadn’t asked the most elementary question of all, the one even six-year-olds who couldn’t get their own zippers down asked.


As he spread the comforter over the stranger on the outsized camp couch, he said: ‘What’s your name?’ And realized he almost knew. McCoy? McCann?


The man Jonesy had almost shot looked up at him, at once pulling the comforter up around his neck. The brown patches under his eyes were filling in purple.


‘McCarthy,’ he said. ‘Richard McCarthy.’ His hand, surprisingly plump and white without its glove, crept out from beneath the coverlet like a shy animal. ‘You are?’


‘Gary Jones,’ he said, and took the hand with the one which had almost pulled the trigger. ‘Folks mostly call me Jonesy.’


‘Thanks, Jonesy.’ McCarthy looked at him earnestly. ‘I think you saved my life.’


‘Oh, I don’t know about that,’ Jonesy said. He looked at that red patch again. Frostbite, just a small patch. Frostbite, had to be.




CHAPTER TWO


THE BEAV
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‘You know I can’t call anyone, don’t you?’ Jonesy said. ‘The phone lines don’t come anywhere near here. There’s a genny for the electric, but that’s all.’


McCarthy, only his head showing above the comforter, nodded. ‘I was hearing the generator, but you know how it is when you’re lost – noises are funny. Sometimes the sound seems to be coming from your left or your right, then you’d swear it’s behind you and you better turn back.’


Jonesy nodded, although he did not, in fact, know how it was. Unless you counted the week or so immediately after his accident, time he had spent wandering in a fog of drugs and pain, he had never been lost.


‘I’m trying to think what’d be the best thing,’ Jonesy said. ‘I guess when Pete and Henry get back, we better take you out. How many in your party?’


It seemed McCarthy had to think. That, added to the unsteady way he had been walking, solidified Jonesy’s impression that the man was in shock. He wondered that one night lost in the woods would do that; he wondered if it would do it to him.


‘Four,’ McCarthy said, after that minute to think. ‘Just like you guys. We were hunting in pairs. I was with a friend of mine, Steve Otis. He’s a lawyer like me, down in Skowhegan. We’re all from Skowhegan, you know, and this week for us . . . it’s a big deal.’


Jonesy nodded, smiling. ‘Yeah. Same here.’


‘Anyway, I guess I just wandered off.’ He shook his head. ‘I don’t know, I was hearing Steve over on my right, sometimes seeing his vest through the trees, and then I . . . I just don’t know. I got thinking about stuff, I guess – one thing the woods are great for is thinking about stuff – and then I was on my own. I guess I tried to backtrack but then it got dark . . .’ He shook his head yet again. ‘It’s all mixed up in my mind, but yeah – there were four of us, I guess that’s one thing I’m sure of. Me and Steve and Nat Roper and Nat’s sister, Becky.’


‘They must be worried sick.’


McCarthy looked first startled, then apprehensive. This was clearly a new idea for him. ‘Yeah, they must be. Of course they are. Oh dear, oh gee.’


Jonesy had to restrain a smile at this. When he got going, McCarthy sounded a little like a character in that movie, Fargo.


‘So we better take you out. If, that is—’


‘I don’t want to be a bother—’


‘We’ll take you out. If we can. I mean, this weather came in fast.’


‘It sure did,’ McCarthy said bitterly. ‘You’d think they could do better with all their darn satellites and doppler radar and gosh knows what else. So much for fair and seasonably cold, huh?’


Jonesy looked at the man under the comforter, just the flushed face and the thatch of thinning brown hair showing, with some perplexity. The forecasts he had heard – he, Pete, Henry, and the Beav – had been full of the prospect of snow for the last two days. Some of the prognosticators hedged their bets, saying the snow could change over to rain, but the fellow on the Castle Rock radio station that morning (WCAS was the only radio they could get up here, and even that was thin and jumbled with static) had been talking about a fast-moving Alberta Clipper, six or eight inches, and maybe a nor’easter to follow, if the temperatures stayed down and the low didn’t go out to sea. Jonesy didn’t know where McCarthy had gotten his weather forecasts, but it sure hadn’t been WCAS. The guy was just mixed up, that was most likely it, and had every right to be.


‘You know, I could put on some soup. How would that be, Mr McCarthy?’


McCarthy smiled gratefully. ‘I think that would be pretty fine,” he said. ‘My stomach hurt last night and something fierce this morning, but I feel better now.’


‘Stress,’ Jonesy said. ‘I would have been puking my guts. Probably filling my pants, as well.’


‘I didn’t throw up,’ McCarthy said. ‘I’m pretty sure I didn’t. But . . .’ Another shake of the head, it was like a nervous tic with him. ‘I don’t know. The way things are jumbled, it’s like a nightmare I had.’


‘The nightmare’s over,’ Jonesy said. He felt a little foolish saying such a thing – a little auntie-ish – but it was clear the guy needed reassurance.


‘Good,’ McCarthy said. ‘Thank you. And I would like some soup.’


‘There’s tomato, chicken, and I think maybe a can of Chunky Sirloin. What do you fancy?’


‘Chicken,’ McCarthy said. ‘My mother always said chicken soup was the thing when you’re not feeling your best.’


He grinned as he said it, and Jonesy tried to keep the shock off his face. McCarthy’s teeth were white and even, really too even to be anything but capped, given the man’s age, which had to be forty-five or thereabouts. But at least four of them were missing – the canines on top (what Jonesy’s father had called ‘the vampire teeth’) and two right in front on the bottom – Jonesy didn’t know what those were called. He knew one thing, though: McCarthy wasn’t aware they were gone. No one who knew about such gaps in the line of his teeth could expose them so unselfconsciously, even under circumstances like these. Or so Jonesy believed. He felt a sick little chill rush through his gut, a telephone call from nowhere. He turned toward the kitchen before McCarthy could see his face change and wonder what was wrong. Maybe ask what was wrong.


‘One order chicken soup coming right up. How about a grilled cheese to go with it?’


‘If it’s no trouble. And call me Richard, will you? Or Rick, that’s even better. When people save my life, I like to get on a first-name basis with them as soon as possible.’


‘Rick it is, for sure.’ Better get those teeth fixed before you step in front of another jury, Rick.


The feeling that something was wrong here was very strong. It was that click, just as almost guessing McCarthy’s name had been. He was a long way from wishing he’d shot the man when he had the chance, but he was already starting to wish McCarthy had stayed the hell away from his tree and out of his life.
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He had the soup on the stove and was making the cheese sandwiches when the first gust of wind arrived – a big whoop that made the cabin creak and raised the snow in a furious sheet. For a moment even the black scrawled shapes of the trees in The Gulch were erased, and there was nothing outside the big window but white: it was as if someone had set up a drive-in movie screen out there. For the first time, Jonesy felt a thread of unease not just about Pete and Henry, presumably on their way back from Gosselin’s in Henry’s Scout, but for the Beaver. You would have said that if anybody knew these woods it would have been the Beav, but nobody knew anything in a whiteout – all bets were off, that was another of his ne’er-do-well father’s sayings, probably not as good as you can’t make yourself be lucky, but not bad. The sound of the genny might help Beav find his way, but as McCarthy had pointed out, sounds had a way of deceiving you. Especially if the wind started kicking up, as it had now apparently decided to do.


His mom had taught him the dozen basic things he knew about cooking, and one of them had to do with the art of making grilled cheese sandwiches. Lay in a little mouseturds first, she said – mouseturds being Janet Jones for mustard – and then butter the goddam bread, not the skillet. Butter the skillet and all’s you got’s fried bread with some cheese in it. He had never understood how the difference between where you put the butter, on the bread or in the skillet, could change the ultimate results, but he always did it his mother’s way, even though it was a pain in the ass buttering the tops of the sandwiches while the bottoms cooked. No more would he have left his rubber boots on once he was in the house . . . because, his mother had always said, ‘they draw your feet.’ He had no idea just what that meant, but even now, as a man going on forty, he took his boots off as soon as he was in the door, so they wouldn’t draw his feet.


‘I think I might have one of these babies myself,’ Jonesy said, and laid the sandwiches in the skillet, butter side down. The soup had begun to simmer, and it smelled fine – like comfort.


‘Good idea. I certainly hope your friends are all right.’


‘Yeah,’ Jonesy said. He gave the soup a stir. ‘Where’s your place?’


‘Well, we used to hunt in Mars Hill, at a place Nat and Becky’s uncle owned, but some god-bless’d idiot burned it down two summers ago. Drinking and then getting careless with the old smokes, that’s what the Fire Marshal said, anyway.’


Jonesy nodded. ‘Not an uncommon story.’


‘The insurance paid the value of the place, but we had nowhere to hunt. I thought probably that’d be the end of it, and then Steve found this nice place over in Kineo. I think it’s probably an unincorporated township, just another part of the Jefferson Tract, but Kineo’s what they call it, the few people who live there. Do you know where I mean?’


‘I know it,’ Jonesy said, speaking through lips that felt oddly numb. He was getting another of those telephone calls from nowhere. Hole in the Wall was about twenty miles east of Gosselin’s. Kineo was maybe thirty miles to the west of the market. That was fifty miles in all. Was he supposed to believe that the man sitting on the couch with just his head sticking out of the down comforter had wandered fifty miles since becoming lost the previous afternoon? It was absurd. It was impossible.


‘Smells good,’ McCarthy said.


And it did, but Jonesy no longer felt hungry.
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He was just bringing the chow over to the couch when he heard feet stamping on the stone outside the door. A moment later the door opened and Beaver came in. Snow swirled around his legs in a dancing mist.


‘Jesus-Christ-bananas,’ the Beav said. Pete had once made a list of Beav-isms, and Jesus-Christ-bananas was high on it, along with such standbys as doodlyfuck and Kiss my bender. They were exclamations both Zen and profane. ‘I thought I was gonna end up spendin the night out there, then I saw the light.’ Beav raised his hands roofward, fingers spread. ‘Seen de light, lawd, yessir, praise Je—’ His glasses started to unfog then, and he saw the stranger on the couch. He lowered his hands, slowly, then smiled. That was one of the reasons Jonesy had loved him ever since grade-school, although the Beav could be tiresome and wasn’t the brightest bulb in the chandelier, by any means: his first reaction to the unplanned and unexpected wasn’t a frown but a smile.


‘Hi,’ he said. ‘I’m Joe Clarendon. Who’re you?’


‘Rick McCarthy,’ he said, and got to his feet. The comforter tumbled off him and Jonesy saw he had a pretty good potbelly pooching out the front of his sweater. Well, he thought, nothing strange about that, at least, it’s the middle-aged man’s disease, and it’s going to kill us in our millions during the next twenty years or so.



McCarthy stuck out his hand, started to step forward, and almost tripped over the fallen comforter. If Jonesy hadn’t reached out and grabbed his shoulder, steadying him, McCarthy probably would have fallen forward, very likely cleaning out the coffee-table on which the food was now set. Again Jonesy was struck by the man’s queer ungainliness – it made him think of himself a little that past spring, as he had learned to walk all over again. He got a closer look at the patch on the guy’s cheek, and sort of wished he hadn’t. It wasn’t frostbite at all. It looked like a skin-tumor of some kind, or perhaps a portwine stain with stubble growing out of it.


‘Who, whoa, shake it but don’t break it,’ Beaver said, springing forward. He grabbed McCarthy’s hand and pumped it until Jonesy thought McCarthy would end up swan-diving into the coffee-table after all. He was glad when the Beav – all five-feet-six of him, with snow still melting into all that long black hippie hair – stepped back. The Beav was still smiling, more broadly than ever. With the shoulder-length hair and the thick glasses, he looked like either a math genius or a serial killer. In fact, he was a carpenter.


‘Rick here’s had a time of it,’ Jonesy said. ‘Got lost yesterday and spent last night in the woods.’


Beaver’s smile stayed on but became concerned. Jonesy had an idea what was coming next and willed Beaver not to say it – he had gotten the impression that McCarthy was a fairly religious man who might not care much for profanity – but of course asking Beaver to clean up his mouth was like asking the wind not to blow.


‘Bitch-in-a-buzzsaw!’ he cried now. ‘That’s fuckin terrible! Sit down! Eat! You too, Jonesy.’


‘Nah,’ Jonesy said, ‘you go on and eat that. You’re the one who just came in out of the snow.’


‘You sure?’


‘I am. I’ll just scramble myself some eggs. Rick can catch you up on his story.’ Maybe it’ll make more sense to you than it does to me, he thought.


‘Okay.’ Beaver took off his jacket (red) and his vest (orange, of course). He started to toss them on the woodpile, then thought better of it. ‘Wait, wait, got something you might want.’ He stuck his hand deep into one of the pockets of his down jacket, rummaged, and came out with a paperback book, considerably bent but seemingly none the worse for wear otherwise. Little devils with pitchforks danced across the cover – Small Vices, by Robert Parker. It was the book Jonesy had been reading in the stand.


The Beav held it out to him, smiling. ‘I left your sleeping-bag, but I figured you wouldn’t be able to sleep tonight unless you knew who the fuck done it.’


‘You shouldn’t have gone up there,’ Jonesy said, but he was touched in a way only Beaver could touch him. The Beav had come back through the blowing snow and hadn’t been able to make out if Jonesy was up in the tree-stand or not, not for sure. He could have called, but for the Beav, calling wasn’t enough, only seeing was believing.


‘Not a problem,’ Beaver said, and sat down next to McCarthy, who was looking at him as a person might look at a new and rather exotic kind of small animal.


‘Well, thanks,’ Jonesy said. ‘You get around that sandwich. I’m going to do eggs.’ He started away, then stopped. ‘What about Pete and Henry? You think they’ll make it back okay?’


The Beav opened his mouth, but before he could answer the wind gasped around the cabin again, making the walls creak and rising to a grim whistle in the eaves.


‘Aw, this is just a cap of snow,’ Beaver said when the gust died away. ‘They’ll make it back. Getting out again if there comes a real norther, that might be a different story.’ He began to gobble the grilled cheese sandwich. Jonesy went over to the kitchen to scramble some eggs and heat up another can of soup. He felt better about McCarthy now that Beaver was here. The truth was he always felt better when the Beav was around. Crazy but true.
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By the time he got the eggs scrambled and the soup hot, McCarthy was chatting away to Beaver as if the two of them had been friends for the last ten years. If McCarthy was offended by the Beav’s litany of mostly comic profanity, that was outweighed by Beav’s considerable charm. ‘There’s no explaining it,’ Henry had once told Jonesy. ‘He’s a tribble, that’s all – you can’t help liking him. It’s why his bed is never empty – it sure isn’t his looks women respond to.’


Jonesy brought his eggs and soup into the living area, working not to limp – it was amazing how much more his hip hurt in bad weather, he had always thought that was an old wives’ tale but apparently it was not – and sat in one of the chairs at the end of the couch. McCarthy had been doing more talking than eating, it seemed. He’d barely touched his soup, and had eaten only half of his grilled cheese.


‘How you boys doin?’ Jonesy asked. He shook pepper onto his eggs and fell to with a will – his appetite had made a complete comeback, it seemed.


‘We’re two happy whoremasters,’ Beaver said, but although he sounded as chipper as ever, Jonesy thought he looked worried, perhaps even alarmed. ‘Rick’s been telling me about his adventures. It’s as good as a story in one of those men’s magazines they had in the barber shop when I was a kid.’ He turned back to McCarthy, still smiling–that was the Beav, always smiling – and flicked a hand through the heavy fall of his black hair. ‘Old Man Castonguay was the barber on our side of Derry when I was a kid, and he scared me so fuckin bad with those clippers of his that I been stayin away from em ever since.’


McCarthy gave a weak little smile but made no reply. He picked up the other half of his cheese sandwich, looked at it, then put it back down again. The red mark on his cheek glowed like a brand. Beaver, meanwhile, rushed on, as if he was afraid of what McCarthy might say if given half a chance. Outside it was snowing harder than ever, blowing, too, and Jonesy thought of Henry and Pete out there, probably on the Deep Cut Road by now, in Henry’s old Scout.


‘Not only did Rick here just about get eaten up by something in the middle of the night – a bear, he thinks it was – he lost his rifle, too. A brand new Remington .30-.30, fuckin A, you won’t never see that again, not a chance in a hundred thousand.’


‘I know,’ McCarthy said. The color was fading out of his cheeks again, that leaden look coming back in. ‘I don’t even remember when I put it down, or—’


There was a sudden low rasping noise, like a locust. Jonesy felt the hair on the back of his neck stiffen, thinking it was something caught in the fireplace chimney. Then he realized it was McCarthy. Jonesy had heard some loud farts in his time, some long ones, too, but nothing like this. It seemed to go on forever, although it couldn’t have been more than a few seconds. Then the smell hit.


McCarthy had picked up his spoon; now he dropped it back into his barely touched soup and raised his right hand to his blemished cheek in an almost girlish gesture of embarrassment. ‘Oh gosh, I’m sorry,’ he said.


‘Not a bit, more room out than there is in,’ Beaver said, but that was just instinct running his mouth, instinct and the habits of a lifetime – Jonesy could see he was as shocked by that smell as Jonesy was himself. It wasn’t the sulfurous rotten-egg odor that made you laugh and roll your eyes and wave your hand in front of your face, yelling Ah, Jesus, who cut the cheese? Nor one of those methane swamp-gas farts, either. It was the smell Jonesy had detected on McCarthy’s breath, only stronger – a mixture of ether and overripe bananas, like the starter-fluid you shot into your carburetor on a subzero morning.


‘Oh dear, that’s awful,’ McCarthy said. ‘I am so darned sorry.’


‘It’s all right, really,’ Jonesy said, but his stomach had curled up into a ball, like something protecting itself from assault. He wouldn’t be finishing his own early lunch; no way in hell could he finish it. He wasn’t prissy about farts as a rule, but this one really reeked.


The Beav got up from the couch and opened a window, letting in a swirl of snow and a draft of blessedly fresh air. ‘Don’t you worry about it, partner . . . but that is pretty ripe. What the hell you been eatin? Woodchuck turds?’


‘Bushes and moss and other stuff, I don’t know just what,’ McCarthy said. ‘I was just so hungry, you know, I had to eat something, but I don’t know much about that sort of thing, never read any of those books by Euell Gibbons . . . and of course it was dark.’ He said this last almost as if struck by an inspiration, and Jonesy looked up at Beaver, catching his eye to see if the Beav knew what Jonesy did – McCarthy was lying. McCarthy didn’t know what he’d eaten in the woods, or if he had eaten anything at all. He just wanted to explain that ghastly unexpected frog’s croak. And the stench which had followed it.


The wind gusted again, a big, gaspy whoop that sent a fresh skein of snow in through the open window, but at least it was turning the air over, and thank God for that.


McCarthy leaned forward so suddenly he might have been propelled by a spring, and when he hung his head forward between his knees, Jonesy had a good idea of what was coming next; so long Navajo rug, it’s been good to know ya. The Beav clearly thought the same; he pulled back his legs, which had been splayed out before him, to keep them from being splattered.


But instead of vomit, what came out of McCarthy was a long, low buzz – the sound of a factory machine which has been put under severe strain. McCarthy’s eyes bulged from his face like glass marbles, and his cheeks were so taut that little crescents of shadow appeared under the corners of his eyes. It went on and on, a rumbling, rasping noise, and when it finally ceased, the genny out back seemed far too loud.


‘I’ve heard some mighty belches, but that’s the all-time blue ribbon winner,’ Beav said. He spoke with quiet and sincere respect.


McCarthy leaned back against the couch, eyes closing, mouth downturned in what Jonesy took for embarrassment, pain, or both. And once again he could smell that aroma of bananas and ether, a fermenting active smell, like something which has just started to go over.


‘Oh God, I am so sorry,’ McCarthy said without opening his eyes. ‘I’ve been doing that all day, ever since light. And my stomach hurts again.’


Jonesy and the Beav shared a silent, concerned look.


‘You know what I think?’ Beaver asked. ‘I think you need to lie down and take you a little sleep. You were probably awake all night, listening to that pesky bear and God knows what else. You’re tired out and stressed out and fuck-a-duck knows what else out. You just need some shuteye, a few hours and you’ll be right as the goddam rain.’


McCarthy looked at Beaver with such wretched gratitude that Jonesy felt a little ashamed to be seeing it. Although McCarthy’s complexion was still leaden, he had begun to break a sweat – great big beads that formed on his brow and temples, and then ran down his cheeks like clear oil. This in spite of the cold air now circulating in the room.


‘You know,’ he said, ‘I bet you’re right. I’m tired, that’s all it is. My stomach hurts, but that part’s just stress. And I was eating all sorts of things, bushes and just . . . gosh, oh dear, I don’t know . . . all sorts of things.’ He scratched his cheek. ‘Is this darn thing on my face bad? Is it bleeding?’


‘No,’ Jonesy said. ‘Just red.’


‘It’s a reaction,’ McCarthy said dolefully. ‘I get the same thing from peanuts. I’ll lie down. That’s the ticket, all right.’


He got to his feet, then tottered. Beaver and Jonesy both reached for him, but McCarthy steadied on his feet before either of them could take hold. Jonesy could have sworn that what he had taken for a middle-aged potbelly was almost gone. Was it possible? Could the man have passed that much gas? He didn’t know. All he knew for sure was that it had been a mighty fart and an even mightier belch, the sort of thing you could yarn on for twenty years or more, starting off We used to go up to Beaver Clarendon’s camp the first week of hunting season every year, and one November – it was ’01, the year of the big fall storm – this fella wandered into camp . . . Yes, it would make a good story, people would laugh about the big fart and the big burp, people always laughed at stories about farts and burps. He wouldn’t tell the part about how he had come within eight ounces of press on a Garand’s trigger of taking McCarthy’s life, though. No, he wouldn’t want to tell that part. Would he?


Pete and Henry were doubling, and so Beaver led McCarthy to the other downstairs bedroom, the one Jonesy had been using. The Beav shot him a little apologetic look, and Jonesy shrugged. It was the logical place, after all. Jonesy could double in with Beav tonight – Christ knew they’d done it enough as kids – and in truth, he wasn’t sure McCarthy could have managed the stairs, anyway. He liked the man’s sweaty, leaden look less and less.
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