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This book is dedicated to
Jerry and Jackie Lentz,
our fine friends
who always seem to know
what we’re laughing about.




The skies they were ashen and sober;


The leaves they were crisped and sere—


The leaves they were withering and sere;


It was night in the lonesome October


Of my most immemorial year . . .


‘Ulalume’


Edgar Allan Poe




‘Casey at the Bat’, a poem by Ernest Lawrence Thayer, was first published under the pen name ‘Phin’ in the San Francisco Examiner on 3 June 1888. The classic poem, known to most Americans, contains the famous final stanza:


Oh, somewhere in this favored land the sun is shining bright,


The Band is playing somewhere, and somewhere hearts are light;


And somewhere men are laughing, and somewhere children shout,


But there is no joy in Mudville: Mighty Casey has struck out.




Chapter One


I was twenty years old and heartbroken the night it started.


My name is Ed Logan.


Yes, guys can be heartbroken, too. It isn’t an affliction reserved for women only.


Except I think it feels more like an empty stomach than a broken heart. An aching hollowness that food can’t cure. You know. You’ve felt it yourself, I bet. You hurt all the time, you’re restless, you can’t think straight, you sort of wish you were dead but what you really want is for everything to be the same as it was when you were still with her . . . or him.


In my case, her name was Holly Johnson.


Holly Johnson.


God. I’d better not get started on her. Suffice it to say I fell in love with Holly with all my stupid heart and soul last spring when we were both sophomores at Willmington University. And she seemed to be in love with me. But then the semester ended. I went home to Mill Valley and she went home to Seattle where she worked as a guidance counselor at some sort of fucking summer camp and got involved with some other counselor. Only I didn’t hear about that until two weeks into the fall semester. I knew she wasn’t on campus, but didn’t know why. Her sorority sisters pleaded ignorance. On the phone, her mother was evasive. ‘Holly isn’t home just now, but I’ll tell her you called.’


Then, on October first, a letter came. ‘Dear Ed, I will always cherish the times we had . . .’ And so on. It might as well have been a letter bomb . . . a letter carrying a voodoo bomb that first killed me, then resurrected me as a zombie.


The night after receiving the letter, I stayed in my apartment all by myself, drinking vodka (bought by a friend of legal age) and orange juice until I passed out. In the morning, I cleaned up the vomit. Then I had to live through the worst hangover of my life. Luckily, the letter had arrived on Friday. By Monday, I’d mostly recovered from my hangover. But not from my loss.


I attended my classes, going through the motions, pretending to care, trying to act like the guy people knew as Ed Logan.


That night, I studied until about eleven o’clock. Tried to study is more like it. Though my eyes traveled over the lines of my book, my thoughts dwelled on Holly. I lingered on memories of her. And ached to have her back. And agonized over vivid images of her making love with my replacement, Jay. He’s so special and sensitive, her letter had said.


How could she fall in love with a guy named Jay?


I’d known three or four Jays, and every last one of them was an asshole.


He’s so special and sensitive.


I wanted to kill him.


I wanted to kill her.


I hated her, but I wanted her back. I pictured her return, myself weeping as we hugged and kissed. She was weeping, too, and gasping, ‘I love you so much, Ed. I’m so sorry I hurt you. I’ll never leave you again.’


Yeah, right.


Anyway, that’s how it was going Monday night. Around eleven, I gave up trying to study. I turned on the television, but just stared at the screen without really seeing what was there. I thought about going to bed, but knew I would end up wide awake, tormented by Holly and Jay.


At last, I decided to take a walk. Just to get out of my apartment. Just to be doing something. Just to kill time.


Thoreau wrote, ‘You can’t kill time without injuring eternity.’


Screw it, I thought. Screw Thoreau. Screw eternity. Screw everything.


I wanted to go out walking in the night and get lost in the night and never come back.


Maybe I would get hit by a car. Maybe someone would attack and murder me. Maybe I would hike on over to the train tracks and look for a train with my number on it. Or maybe I would just keep walking forever, out of town, out of the state, just out.


Out was where I wanted most to be.


Outside, the darkness smelled sweet and moist and a soft wind was blowing. The October night felt more like summer than fall. Soon, with the exertion of fast walking, I was sweating inside my chamois shirt and jeans. So I slowed down. I was in no hurry, after all.


Though I’d started out with no destination in mind, I found myself heading east.


No destination in mind?


Maybe, maybe not.


I hadn’t set off on my walk with any plan to make a pilgrimage to Holly’s sorority house, but that’s where I went. My feet seemed to take me there all on their own. Of course, that’s nonsense. I guided them there. We walked a route we had walked so many times before. Instead of hurrying eagerly to the front door, however, we crossed to the opposite side of the street. We didn’t stop, but walked very slowly.


There was the veranda where Holly and I had so often kissed goodnight – sometimes for an hour or longer.


There, one story up and three windows from the south corner, was the large picture window of Holly’s room. Her former room. The window was dark, now. Some other girl was probably asleep in the room behind it . . . in the same bed where Holly used to sleep.


And where was Holly now? In her own bed in her parents’ house near Seattle? Or in Jay’s bed?


He’s probably fucking her right this second.


I could picture it. I could feel it. I could feel Holly’s soft, warm body under me, her eager mouth on my lips, her tongue in my mouth, one of her breasts in my hand, her slippery wet tightness hugging me.


Except it wasn’t me, it was Jay.


He’s so special and sensitive.


‘Ed?’


Shit!


Managing a smile, I turned my head. ‘Oh, hi, Eileen.’


Eileen Danforth, one of Holly’s sorority sisters and best friends. She held some books and binders clutched against her chest. She was probably on her way back from studying in the library or the student union. The wind was blowing her long, dark hair.


‘How’s it going?’ she asked.


I shrugged.


‘Guess you must’ve gotten Holly’s letter.’


Naturally, Eileen knew all about the letter.


‘Yeah,’ I said.


‘Rough.’


I nodded. I didn’t trust myself to speak.


‘Just between you and me, I think Holly blew it.’


‘Thanks.’


‘Can’t imagine what got into her.’


‘I can,’ I muttered.


Eileen’s face twitched slightly as if she felt a small, sharp pain. ‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘Me, too. I’m really sorry.’


‘Thanks.’


She sighed and shook her head. ‘It’s really a shame. Who knows, though? Maybe you’re better off.’


‘Doesn’t feel that way.’


Eileen pressed her lips together. She almost looked ready to cry. ‘I know how it feels,’ she said. ‘God, do I ever.’ She lifted her eyebrows. ‘So, did you just come over here to stare at the house?’


I shook my head. ‘I’m on my way to the donut shop.’


‘Dandi?’


‘Yeah.’


‘At this hour?’


‘It’s open all night.’


‘I know, but . . . it’s really out there.’


‘Seven miles.’


She grimaced. ‘That’s a long way.’


‘I’ve got nothing better to do.’


She looked into my eyes for a while. Then she said, ‘Could you use some company? Just give me a couple of minutes to drop off my books, and . . .’


I was shaking my head. ‘I think I’d rather be alone.’


‘You shouldn’t walk all that way by yourself.’


‘I’ll be fine.’


‘It’s the middle of the night.’


‘I know, but . . .’


‘Let me come with you, okay?’


I shook my head again. ‘Maybe some other night.’


‘Well, it’s up to you. I don’t want to . . . you know, make a nuisance out of myself.’


‘It’s not that.’


‘I know. I understand. You just want to be alone.’


‘Yeah.’


‘But be careful, okay?’


‘I will be.’


‘And don’t do anything . . . crazy.’


‘I’ll try not to.’


‘It isn’t the end of the world, you know.’


I figured my mother would say exactly the same thing if and when I phoned home and explained about Holly.


‘Just seems that way,’ Eileen added.


I don’t think Mom would’ve added that.


‘Yeah,’ I said.


‘But things’ll get better. They really will. You’ll meet someone else . . .’


That would probably be my father’s commentary.


‘You’ll fall in love again.’


‘God, I hope not.’


‘Don’t say that.’


‘Sorry.’


‘Do me a favor, okay? Bring me back a couple of donuts?’ This was Eileen to the hilt. I knew she wasn’t making the request simply due to a fondness for donuts – though Dandi’s were spectacular. For one thing, she had a car; she could drive out to Dandi Donuts whenever the mood struck her. For another, she was slender and very pretty and tried to stay that way by avoiding such delicacies as donuts.


Which is not to say she never ate them. She did. But rarely.


And I knew that tonight her real intent was to give me a task . . . to divert at least a fraction of my attention away from Holly.


‘Sure,’ I said. ‘What kind do you want?’


‘Glazed old-fashioneds.’


‘The specialty of the house.’


‘Yeah.’ Eileen smiled a little sadly and licked her lips. ‘I can taste them now.’


‘Only thing is, I’m not sure what time I’ll be back.’


‘Before I have to go to my ten o’clock, I hope.’


‘I’ll try.’


‘I’ll be in the student union, drooling with anticipation.’


‘I’ll make sure you don’t go hungry.’


‘Thanks.’ Keeping the books clamped against her chest with her left arm, she reached out with her right hand and gave my shoulder a gentle squeeze. I expected her to say something more, but she didn’t. After squeezing my shoulder, she let go and turned away and went trotting across the street toward the front of the sorority house, her dark hair blowing behind her head, her pleated skirt dancing around her thighs.


If she’d been Holly, I would’ve been enthralled by how she looked.


But she wasn’t.


Watching Eileen, I felt nothing.


That’s not quite true. What I actually felt was a vague wish that she would somehow turn into Holly.


Not Holly the faithless slut who’d dumped me for her summer-camp flame, but the Holly I’d known last spring, the one I’d loved. That Holly.


God, how I wanted her to be with me again!


On the veranda, Eileen looked back at me and waved. Then she pulled open the door. As she entered the sorority house, I caught a glimpse of the reception area.


I used to wait in there for Holly to come down from her room. Last spring, I spent so many hours in that reception area that it seemed like a second home. There were easy chairs, a couple of sofas, several lamps and tables. There was reading material, too, to help visitors while away the time as they waited for their girlfriends . . . or daughters.


Old magazines, crossword puzzle books, a few well-worn paperbacks. And an old, hardbound copy of Look Homeward, Angel. I used to pick up the Wolfe book and read it and look at the wonderful Douglas W. Gorsline illustrations while I waited for Holly. The waiting always seemed to last forever. But finally she would come walking through the entryway, smiling and so beautiful that it hurt me to look at her.


O lost, and by the wind grieved, ghost, come back again!




Chapter Two


Setting out from my apartment Monday night, I’d had no intention of hiking seven miles to Dandi Donuts and seven miles back. I’d just wanted out, just wanted away.


Now, thanks to Eileen, I had a reason to go there.


A purpose for my walk.


If anybody asks, I thought, I can explain I’m on my way to Dandi Donuts to pick up a couple of glazed old-fashioneds for a friend.


Better than saying, ‘Just out for a stroll.’


Not that anyone was likely to ask.


Away from the campus, few people were wandering about. Only rarely did a car pass by. Most students were in their rooms, studying or messing around on their computers or indulging in deep, philosophical bullshit sessions with friends or having sex or sleeping. Non-students were mostly in their rooms, too, I supposed. Reading, watching television, having sex, or sleeping.


As I walked along Division Street, some of the houses had one or two lighted windows. Others had no lights on, but a window glowed with the trembling light from a television. Most of the houses, however, were dark except for porch lights. Some didn’t even have porch lights on.


Sometimes, I heard voices, thuds, laughter and other quiet sounds coming from the houses I passed. Many of them, though, were silent. A few birds were awake in the trees or air. I heard them twitter and warble. Mostly, though, I heard my footsteps on the concrete of the sidewalk. Each step came regularly. They all sounded just the same except when I stood on something: a leaf, a stone, a twig.


I noticed how quickly one step followed another, so I slowed down. What was the hurry? My only destination was a donut shop that never closed.


And it was only a random destination, anyway. I had no real need to get there at all.


What about the donuts I’d promised Eileen?


Not exactly a promise.


But I’d told her I would get them and I intended to keep my word.


More than likely, I would’ve headed for Dandi Donuts even if she hadn’t entered the picture. So it was no big deal. Not really. Except that now I had an obligation to go there.


And to get back with the donuts before her ten o’clock class.


I don’t have to, I told myself. I don’t have to go back to campus at all, or back to my apartment, or anywhere. If I want, I can just keep walking.


It struck me then that I was walking north. If I kept on going north, I would eventually end up in Seattle . . . the land of Holly and Jay.


Desire, rage and sorrow slammed into me.


But I kept on walking.


I’m not going to walk to Seattle, I told myself.


Actually, I’d thought seriously about flying there after I got Holly’s letter on Friday. Decided against it, though. If she wanted to dump me for some asshole she met at summer camp, far be it from me to interfere . . . or to go pleading for her love like some sort of total loser. She could keep her Jay and I could keep my dignity. I got drunk.


There would be no visits to Seattle by me.


With any luck, I would never again set eyes on Holly Johnson.


I only wished I could take my mind off her. And that happened a few minutes later when a man and his dog came down the sidewalk toward me. The man, stout, swarthy and bearded, wore a dark turban. The dog on his leash looked like a Rottweiler.


A Rottweiler on one of those endless leashes that would allow him several minutes of mauling time while his owner tried to reel him in.


I almost crossed the street, but it would’ve been so obvious. The man might be offended or take me for a coward . . . or even assume I’m some sort of anti-turban bigot. So I stayed on my side of the street.


As they approached, I smiled and nodded and politely stepped off the sidewalk to let them by.


The dog, well ahead of the man, came trotting over to me and began to sniff the crotch of my jeans.


One good chomp . . .


The man at the other end of the leash seemed uninterested in his dog’s activities.


‘Nice doggie,’ I said in a soft voice.


Its muzzle nudged me. I took a step backward, and it growled.


The man finally came along. Keeping his head straight forward, he walked past us without even giving us a glance. After he’d gone by, his dog licked the fly of my jeans.


‘Get outa here,’ I muttered.


Though at least fifteen feet away, the man turned his head and glowered at me. ‘Speaking to my dog is not permitted.’


‘Sorry.’


He continued on his way, reeling in. The dog gave me one last prod with his muzzle, then wheeled around and went trotting after its master.


I scowled in their direction, but neither noticed.


I guess the fellow figured he owned the sidewalk and his dog owned my crotch.


‘Assholes,’ I muttered.


Neither of them noticed that, either. Which was maybe a good thing; the bastard might’ve sicced his dog on me . . . or chased me with a scimitar. (If he had one on him, I couldn’t see it . . . but no telling what he might’ve had hidden inside his flowing robe.)


Anyway, I resumed walking and kept a sharp eye out for dogs. Though none seemed to be coming, several times my passing triggered fits of wild barking from hounds behind fences or gates. They couldn’t get to me, but their mindless uproar announced my presence to everyone in the neighborhood. All I wanted to do was go by, silent and invisible, nobody even knowing I was there.


Soon, the barking grew less frequent. Maybe I was walking more quietly, or maybe I’d simply entered a neighborhood with fewer dogs. Whatever the reason, I began to feel more calm.


The night was very peaceful.


I saw a white cat scurry across the street and take shelter underneath a parked car. I heard a hooting owl. Sometimes, things were so quiet that I could hear the soft buzz of the streetlights.


As I stepped off a curb, a loud bring-bring-bringgg! made my throat catch. I leaped back just as a bike whished by.


I blurted, ‘Shit!’


‘Wheeee!’ squealed the bike’s rider – a skinny old woman in black spandex, wearing her ballcap backward.


A happenin’ crone.


Looking back over her shoulder, she smiled at me. I couldn’t see her face very well, but it was pale and thin and I got the impression she was missing most of her front teeth. For some reason, I got goosebumps. They stayed with me as she faced forward and pedaled off.


At the end of the block, she turned a corner. I was glad to have her out of sight, but I started to worry that she might be circling around for another pass at me.


Maybe I’d offended her. Maybe she wanted retribution. Maybe she planned to reach out on her next pass and touch me with a gnarled finger and whisper, ‘thinner,’ or ‘toad,’ or ‘rectum,’ or something.


I didn’t really think it would happen, but it sure did cross my mind.


So I did cross Division Street.


For a while, I walked slowly and kept looking back. I had a funny tickle in my chest that felt like a giggle or a scream might be crouched inside me, just waiting for the hag to come wheeling around the corner.


Finally, to play it safe and give myself a chance to calm down, I headed down a sidestreet. I walked two short blocks, then came to Franklin Street and resumed my journey northward.


She won’t find me over here, I thought.


For more than half an hour, not much happened. I just kept walking up Franklin. The houses seemed a little older here than those I’d passed on Division Street. Now and then, dogs barked. Fewer of the houses had lights on. Only one or two cars went by. I saw nobody out walking . . . or riding bikes.


But then from the east a girl came walking.


She moved in from the right, some thirty feet ahead of me, following the sidewalk along the end of the block. She happened to be facing forward. I happened to be standing in the shadow of a tree.


I stopped and held my breath.


At the corner, she turned her back to me, stepped off the curb and started crossing the street.


Standing motionless, I watched her.


I didn’t begin to walk until she was about halfway up the next block. Then I moved out of the tree’s shadows, went to the corner and stepped off the curb.




Chapter Three


I wasn’t following her. I was simply continuing on my course toward Dandi Donuts.


Not following her.


If she’d gone a different way at the corner and I’d abandoned my previous route to pursue her, then I would have been following her. But that wasn’t the case. She had simply positioned herself ahead of me on the sidewalk I was already using.


She had every right to do so, and I had every right to proceed without changing my route.


That’s what I told myself when I started to follow her.


I walked at my normal pace for a while, closing the gap that separated us. Then I slowed down. I didn’t want to overtake her.


Overtaking a woman on a sidewalk, especially at night and when no one else is nearby, always makes me uncomfortable. As I come up behind one, she obviously worries she’s about to be robbed, raped or killed. Such women almost always cast a nervous glance back at me while I’m closing in. And then they stiffen as I hurry past them.


It’s not that I’m a monster, either. I look pleasant, cheerful and harmless. But I’m a guy. That’s apparently enough to make some women fear my approach.


To avoid tormenting them, I’ve learned not to overtake them on sidewalks. I cross the street or turn a corner to get off their tails, or I drastically slow my pace.


What usually happens, I cut my speed to a dawdle and sometimes stop entirely for short periods of time, hoping the woman will turn a corner, reach her destination, or otherwise get out of my way. When it becomes obvious that she’ll be continuing in front of me, I resign myself to passing her or I change my own course.


Being in no hurry to reach Dandi Donuts . . . or anywhere else . . . I saw no reason to cross the street or turn a corner.


Just don’t spook her, I told myself. Keep a nice, slow pace and a good distance between us.


She’ll never even know I’m here.


So far, the young woman in front of me seemed completely unaware of my presence. She just kept walking along with a bouncy, carefree stride, swinging her arms, turning her head to look this way and that (but never behind her). Her pale hair was in a ponytail that bobbed and swayed as she walked. She wore a dark sweatshirt, dark trousers and sneakers. She carried nothing at all, not even a purse. I thought this strange. Women almost never go anywhere without a purse.


Where is this one going? I wondered.


Maybe to Dandi Donuts?


That was too much to hope for. More than likely, she was on her way home from somewhere. I wondered if her parents knew she was out on the streets at such an hour.


Who says she lives with her parents?


For all I knew, she might’ve been in her mid-twenties, living on her own, even married.


But I doubted it.


Though I’d only seen her at a distance and never in very good light, I’d formed an impression that she was somewhat younger than me – perhaps sixteen to eighteen years old. If that was the case, she most likely lived at home with her parents.


I’d also formed an impression that she was extremely attractive.


In the glow of the streetlights, her face had looked as if it might be beautiful. Distance and poor lights can be misleading, though. Seen clearly, she might have flaws. Or she might be twice the age I suspected.


There was, however, more than enough light to reveal the fine shape of her body underneath her sweatshirt and trousers.


Not that I felt any desire for her. Thanks to Holly, women had lost their appeal for me.


I did, however, feel a certain connection to her. We were two strangers sharing the same route. We had that in common. She was walking past the same parked cars, same trees, same lawns, same houses as me . . . seconds sooner, that’s all. She and I were seeing similar sights, hearing very much the same sounds, smelling and breathing nearly the same air, feeling the same concrete under our shoes. In all eternity and infinity, we were existing together in the same time and place . . . almost.


I couldn’t help feeling connected to her.


Connected and protective.


She seemed much too young to be roaming the streets alone at such an hour of the night, so I intended to make sure she got home safely.


I now had two missions: pick up donuts for Eileen and guard my new companion.


I was her companion, though she didn’t know it.


I won’t let anything happen to you, I told her in my mind.


Suddenly, she stopped walking. As I halted, her head began turning to the left.


She’s going to look back!


Though standing in the brightness of a streetlight, I made no attempt to find cover; movement might catch her eye. Total stillness was my best defense.


Watching her, I didn’t dare breathe.


After a few moments, I realized her eyes were on a lean white cat sauntering in her direction from the other side of Franklin Street.


She turned toward the cat and I saw her in profile for the second time that night. Her outline . . . her high ponytail, the tilt of her head, the shape of her face, her slender neck, her high breasts in front and her rear end pushing out at the seat of her trousers . . . I don’t want to say she looked athletic because that suggests power. That would give the wrong impression. More than anything else, she seemed confident, springy and pert.


She squatted down. With her rear end a few inches above the sidewalk, she lowered her head and spoke to the cat. ‘Come here, kitty,’ I heard. A hand reached out past her right knee and beckoned to it.


The cat opened its mouth wide and let out a loud ‘Reeoww’ as if to say, ‘I see you. Hold your horses. I’m on my way.’ Full of disdain and coyness until it finally got to her hands.


Moments later, it seemed to slump and melt with pleasure. She spoke softly as she caressed it, but I couldn’t hear what she was saying. She must’ve spent three or four minutes petting it. When she stood up to leave, the cat rubbed itself against her shins and calves, slithered between her legs, acted as if it wanted to wrap itself around her and stop her from going away.


Almost tripping on it, she let out a quiet laugh and leaped clear. The moment she began walking away, I ducked behind a nearby tree. I peered around its trunk and saw the cat prancing after her, tail high.


‘Rowww!’


She looked back at it and said, ‘Okay, but just for a minute.’


Then she turned all the way around, facing the cat and me.


I pulled back my head. Staring at the bark of the tree an inch in front of my nose, I waited.


‘Yes,’ I heard her say. ‘You’re a needy little fellow, aren’t you? Yes, you are.’


I couldn’t look at her. I could only listen. She had a wonderful, strange voice. There was nothing girlish about it. I would almost say it sounded masculine, but it was too smooth and lilting for that. It even had a hint of a purr in it as she talked to the cat.


‘Oh, yes, you like that, don’t you? Mmm, yes. That feels real good.’


When I risked a peek around the trunk, I found that she was squatting over the cat, reaching down between her spread knees to caress it with both hands. The cat was stretched out on its side.


‘Think you’ve had enough?’ she asked it. ‘No such thing as enough, is there?’ After giving it a final pat, she started to rise so I had to quit watching.


A few seconds passed. Then the girl said, ‘Bye-bye, kitty,’ in that rich, low voice of hers.


I stayed hidden, listening. No more sounds came from the direction of the girl or the cat. Finally, I dared to take another peek. The cat was still sprawled on the sidewalk, apparently too languid to move on. The girl had already crossed the next street.


She wasn’t looking back.


I left the shelter of my tree and hurried up the sidewalk. As I stepped over the cat, I heard the rumble of its purr. It raised its head and squawked at me as if annoyed by the intrusion.


I kept on walking.


When I glanced back, the cat was still there, stretched out long and slim on the pale concrete . . . luxuriating in memories of the girl’s hands, more than likely, and hoping for her return.


By the time I reached the other side of the street, she was halfway up the next block. I quickened my pace, hoping to close the distance between us.


I felt as if my eyes were locked on her back.


But I must’ve glanced away for an instant. I’m not sure what distracted me.


When I looked forward again, the sidewalk ahead of me was empty.


My heart sickened.


Where’d she go?


My first thought was that she had been snatched away by an assailant. Just where I’d last seen her, the yard to the right was partly enclosed by thick hedges. He might’ve dragged her out of sight . . . I started to run.


But what if she’d wandered into the yard for a reason of her own . . . maybe to visit a stray dog or another cat?


I quit running.


Still moving too fast, I told myself, Slow down. I’m just a guy walking by.


Though I tried to walk slowly, my heart raced.


What if she’s down? What if some bastard’s raping her?


She’d be yelling, I thought.


Not if he knocked her out. Or killed her.


Aching to run, but holding back, I walked past the row of hedges. The house was dark, its front lawn shrouded by shadows. I kept walking, but slowly. Very slowly. Watching and listening.


Nobody seemed to be down on the ground.


I heard no sounds of struggle.


Did he take her behind the house?


On the dark porch, something moved.




Chapter Four


Looking straight forward, I walked on. I even took a few additional steps after passing the hedge at the border of the lawn. Then, crouching low, I crept back to the bushes. I peered around them and squinted toward the porch.


Several steps above the walkway leading to it, the porch was enclosed by a low wooden railing. Its roof sheltered it from most of the night’s vague light. Staring into that darkness, I wondered how I’d managed to notice any movement at all. Perhaps I’d only imagined it.


Then a thin, horizontal strip of grayness six or seven feet high appeared in the blackness of the porch. I didn’t know what it was. As it slowly thickened, however, I realized the gray strip was made of vague light from inside the house . . . growing wider because the front door was being opened.


But opened with such slowness, such stealth, that it seemed to be some sort of forbidden act.


Chills tingled their way up my spine.


What’s going on?


When the area of grayness was wide enough, a black shape slipped through it. The shape seemed to have a ponytail.


A moment later, the grayness began to narrow. Then it was gone.


Suddenly, I smiled.


Of course!


The girl had been away from the house without her parents’ knowledge. She’d probably crept out after their bedtime, maybe for a tryst with a boyfriend, and I had just witnessed her return.


The little sneak!


I almost laughed. Not only was I giddy with relief, but impressed by her daring.


From my place beside the bush, I continued to watch her house. All the windows remained dark. This made sense. After sneaking in so smoothly, she would hardly start running around flicking on lights. No, she would make her way through the darkness.


She had probably taken off her shoes in the foyer. Carrying them in one hand, gliding her other hand along the banister, she’d silently climbed the stairs.


I knew the routine; I’d done it myself a few times during my teenaged years. I knew how she must be moving very slowly, fearful that a board might squeak underfoot. And I knew the excitement that she probably felt.


I also knew she might eventually turn on a light.


Upstairs, if she played it smart, she would sneak into her bedroom and take off her clothes in the darkness. Once you’ve made an undiscovered entry, your clothes are the only giveaway. Get them off, put on your pajamas or nightgown or whatever you wear at bedtime, and you’ve made it home free. You can turn on your bedroom light if you wish, go to the bathroom and turn on its light . . . Even if you’re seen, nobody will know you’d been outside.


Waiting for a light to come on, I found myself staring at the third upstairs window from the corner.


Stupid.


This wasn’t Holly’s sorority house, it was the home of a stranger. Any of the windows might belong to the girl’s bedroom. Or none of them; her windows might face the rear of the house. Her room might even be downstairs, though that didn’t seem likely; in old, two-story houses, the bedrooms were nearly always upstairs.


Though several minutes went by, no light appeared in any of the windows.


She’d had plenty of time to reach her bedroom. She was probably in her room now, undressing in the dark. In my mind, it wasn’t complete darkness. A dim glow of moonlight entered through the window, illuminating her as she pulled off her dark sweatshirt.


But in which room? I wondered. Behind which window?


I suddenly realized that her bedroom was most likely one with windows directly over the porch. Three windows overlooked its roof. A simple matter to climb out any of them, walk to the edge of the porch roof, then slip down a support post to the railing and hop to the ground.


Was that how the girl had escaped from her house earlier that night?


I gazed at the windows above the porch. A couple of them – maybe all three – were likely to be the windows of her bedroom. She was probably standing just beyond one of them . . . near enough to take advantage of the faint light coming in.


But I couldn’t see her.


Each window looked like a mirror reflecting black night and moonlight. Only a person standing on the porch roof, face pressed to the glass, would be able to see in.


I pictured myself up there.


It excited and appalled me.


You’ve gotta be kidding.


Then I suddenly realized I’d been squatting by the hedge, gazing at the house for a long time . . . five minutes? Ten? What if someone had noticed me lurking there and called the cops?


I want to report a prowler.


A Peeping Tom.


Scared, I scooted around to the other side of the bushes, got to my feet and walked away. I walked fast. At any moment, a neighbor might shout at me or confront me with a weapon. Or a squad car might swing around one of the corners and roar down the street to hunt me down.


I ached to break into a run and put some real distance between me and the girl’s house.


If I’d been dressed like a fellow out for a jog, I might’ve tried running. But I was in my chamois shirt and jeans. Such clothes would draw suspicion from anyone seeing me race through the night. So I held back. I even slowed the pace of my walking and tried very hard to look carefree.


I actually pursed my lips and prepared to whistle a tune, but good sense put a stop to that.


I walked in silence, my heart hammering, my mouth parched, my body spilling sweat from every pore.


Nobody shouted. Nobody chased me. No cars came toward me from either direction.


At last, I reached the end of the block. I crossed to the other side of Franklin and continued westward on the sidestreet until I found my way back to Division. Vastly relieved by my escape, I walked two or three blocks north on Division before I even remembered about the bike hag.


A chill scampered up my hot, sweaty back and raised goosebumps on the nape of my neck.


I whirled around and looked behind me.


No sign of her. Of course not.


Continuing on my way, I felt a little silly for letting her scare me at all.


But I was glad she had scared me. I’d detoured over to Franklin Street for no other reason than to get away from her. If I hadn’t done that, the girl and I would have passed each other in the night, two blocks apart, never converging.


For a while, I toyed with the idea that I’d been meant to flee from the bike hag and find the girl. (I often think strange thoughts in the dead of night.) Forces of good or evil had perhaps given the hag a mission: scare the hell out of Ed Logan so he’ll run over to Franklin Street . . .


Not likely.


But I’d been afraid she might reach out as she pedaled by, touch me with a crooked finger and mark me with a curse. So I’d fled. And maybe in fleeing from a harmless, somewhat daffy old crone, I’d run into the sort of curse I’d never expected.


Curse or blessing.


As I walked up Division Street on my way to Dandi Donuts, I felt cursed and blessed . . . and bewitched. Not by the bike hag, but by a certain mysterious girl who’d shared the sidewalk and some of her secret life with me, watching unseen in the night.




Chapter Five


Still more than a block away from Dandi Donuts, I could see the hazy glow from its picture windows hovering over the sidewalk.


The houses had already been left behind. Businesses lined both sides of the street: a deli, a barber shop, a gas station, an Italian restaurant called Louie’s, a flower shop, a thrift shop. All were shut for the night. Most were dark inside, but some were dimly lighted.


The display window of the thrift shop, for instance. There, gloomy lights illuminated a pair of sorry mannequins with fading, chipped paint on their faces. They stood frozen in odd stances, looking cheerful for no good reason.


A slender, debonair man in a dusty top hat and tails wanted to look like Clark Gable but one side of his mustache was gone. His lady friend, her red wig slightly askew, wore a red-sequined dress like a ‘flapper’ from the Roaring Twenties. The original owner of the gown was probably as gone as the missing half of Clark’s mustache.


A fairly regular patron of Dandi Donuts, I’d noticed the thrift-shop window early during my first year at the university. In the beginning, I’d been amused by the battered mannequins and their outdated costumes. I’d also enjoyed looking at other items displayed in the window: old tableware, vases, phonograph records, and even a few framed paintings. But then, on my way to Dandi Donuts alone one night, I’d paused at the window longer than usual. That’s when I realized that the mannequins, clothes, and just about everything else displayed behind the window were relics of the dead.


They made me uneasy and depressed.


The next time I went to Dandi Donuts, I walked on the other side of the street and didn’t look at the thrift-shop window as I passed by. But I still knew it was there.


After that, I stayed away from the donut shop. I pretty much intended to avoid it forever, but on a warm night in the late spring of last year, Holly and I were out walking. I knew that we’d walked a very long distance, but I’d been paying attention to Holly, not to our location. We were holding hands. Suddenly, she stopped. I stopped, too. In front of the thrift shop’s window.


‘Oh, wow,’ she’d said. ‘Look at this stuff.’


I looked. Having Holly at my side, however, I felt untouched by the gloom. ‘Clark Gable,’ I said.


‘Looks like half his mustache is gone with the wind!’


I laughed.


‘Is this supposed to be Scarlet?’ she asked.


‘More likely Zelda, I think.’


‘But she’s got to be Scarlet. The red hair.’


‘Well, maybe.’


‘If you want her to be Zelda . . .’


‘No, that’s all right.’


‘He put her in his books, didn’t he?’


‘I guess so. I guess she’s in Tender is the Night. But he didn’t call her Zelda.’


Holly turned to me and put her arms around me the way she often did, not hugging me exactly but holding herself just slightly against me so I could feel her breasts as she tilted back her head and stared up into my eyes. ‘Will you put me in a book someday?’ she asked.


‘Sure I will.’ It always embarrassed and thrilled me when she spoke of my being a writer – as if she actually believed it could happen.


‘But use my real name, okay? Holly would be a good name for my character, don’t you think?’


I nodded. I couldn’t actually imagine her with any name other than Holly.


‘When you’re big and famous,’ she said, ‘I’ll show the book to my kids and tell them how I knew you back in the early days.’


‘You mean our kids?’ I knew she hadn’t meant our kids, but I’d felt compelled to ask, anyway.


Soft eyes looking up at me, her face solemn, she said, ‘You deserve someone better than me.’


‘What?’ I’d heard her just fine.


‘You’ll find someone else, someone prettier than I am, and smarter . . .’


‘I don’t want anyone else.’


‘You only think you don’t.’


‘I love you, Holly.’


‘You love your idea of me.’


‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


‘Maybe I’m not who you think I am.’


‘Then who are you?’


Smiling gently, she rubbed herself against me and said, ‘“I’m nobody, who are you?”’ Throwing Emily Dickinson at me.


‘You’re not nobody. You’re Holly Johnson and I love everything about you.’


‘Just remember my name, darling, when it comes time to put me in that book.’


I had a tightness in my throat, but I managed to say, ‘I’ll never forget your name. But if you go away and leave me, how will I know where to send a copy?’


‘I won’t leave you. You’ll leave me. But don’t worry about sending me a copy. I’ll read all your books. I’ll be your biggest fan.’


Then we’d kissed, standing in front of the thrift-shop window with Rhett and Scarlet (or Zelda) staring out at us. I’d felt broken inside. But afterwards we’d gone on into the donut shop and Holly acted as if nothing horrible had happened. After the donuts, we went to a large wooded park and made love under the trees and everything seemed sweeter, more urgent and intense than ever before.


I remembered all that as I stood in front of the window, staring in at the dummies for the first time after being dumped by Holly.


I’ll never leave you, she’d said. You’ll leave me.


Yeah, right.


Bitch, I thought.


And then I thought worse.


The tattered mannequins smiled out at me through the glass. They looked exactly the same as they’d looked the night I stood out here with Holly. For them, nothing had changed. Lucky them.


I never should’ve come out here, I thought. North had been a big mistake.


But then, any direction would’ve been a mistake of nearly the same magnitude. There was almost no place to go where I hadn’t been with Holly when we were in love. One place, I supposed, was just as bad as any other.


And north, at least, had the advantage of donuts.


As I walked through the hazy glow of light from Dandi Donuts, I glanced inside. Someone at the counter was making a purchase. The display racks had a meager selection, but I spotted several old-fashioneds. Some were chocolate covered. As for the others, I couldn’t be sure whether they were plain or glazed. I pushed open the door and stepped into the warm, sweet aromas I knew so well.


The clerk – someone new since last year – was busy giving change to a customer.


I walked up to the counter and bent over.


Three of the old-fashioneds were glazed. They looked crusty and mouthwatering. I decided to buy all three, save two for Eileen and eat one here myself while I enjoyed a hot cup of coffee.


A long walk like this, I deserved two donuts.


What should the second one be? A chocolate-covered old-fashioned? Maybe a maple bar? Or one of those fat, sugar-sprinkled donuts that was loaded with jelly?


So many possibilities.


Most of them looked luscious.


From behind me came a familiar voice. ‘Hey, Eddie. Fancy meeting you here.’




Chapter Six


I straightened up, turned around, and spotted Eileen waving at me from a corner table. She was alone. In front of her was a white Styrofoam coffee cup and a napkin with about half a donut sitting on it.


She’d come!


Smiling and shaking my head, I walked toward her.


‘Go ahead and get something,’ she said. ‘I’m not going anywhere.’


‘I was supposed to bring you some donuts,’ I said.


‘I decided to bring myself to them.’


‘So . . . you want to cancel your order?’


‘Guess so. I’ve already got one and a half inside me.’


‘Can I get you anything?’


She shook her head. ‘Just go ahead and buy what you want for yourself.’


So I returned to the counter. I bought a coffee and two glazed old-fashioneds, paid for them, and carried them toward Eileen’s table.


She looked very fresh and pretty sitting there and watching me. Her dark-brown hair flowed down and draped the tops of her shoulders. Since I’d last seen her, she had changed out of her sweater and pleated skirt. She now wore blue jeans and a bright plaid chamois shirt. Below her throat was a wedge of bare skin. Her shirt wasn’t buttoned until almost halfway down. Slightly crooked, it was open wide enough to show an edge of her black bra.


As I sat down across from her, she said, ‘I changed my mind about being a nuisance.’


‘You’re not a nuisance.’


‘You wanted to be alone.’


‘That’s all right. I’m glad you’re here.’ It wasn’t quite a lie.


She beamed. ‘Really?’


‘Sure.’


‘I just . . . it’s an awfully long hike out here, you know? So I figured, well, I’d give you a good headstart then drive on out and at least offer you a ride home. I mean, in case seven miles was enough for one night.’


‘How long did you wait?’ I asked.


‘Before leaving the house?’ She shrugged. ‘About an hour and a half. I set the alarm and took a little nap. Thought maybe I’d pass you along the way. Then I didn’t, so I figured you must’ve gotten here ahead of me. Only that sure didn’t happen. Not that it matters. I didn’t mind waiting.’


‘I took sort of an indirect route.’


‘So I gathered.’


She didn’t look as if she minded. She just seemed glad that I was with her now.


‘You sure went to a lot of trouble,’ I said.


‘Nah. It was nothing.’


‘It was a lot.’


‘Well . . . That’s okay. I’ll be fine for my ten o’clock. What about you?’


‘Nothing till one.’


‘Oh, aren’t you the lucky one?’


I smiled at that and tried one of the donuts. My teeth crunched through its crust and sank into soft, moist cake inside. The sweetness seemed to flood my mouth.


‘What do you have at one?’ Eileen asked.


I swallowed some donut. ‘Shakespeare seminar.’


‘Ah. With Horrible Hillary Hatchens.’


I laughed. ‘Oh, yeah.’


‘I had her last year. Yug.’


Eileen, by the way, was a year older than me. A year older than Holly, too. She’d been Holly’s roommate at the sorority house last year. Now she was a senior and, like me, an English major.


Holly had been a psych major. That should come as no surprise. As everybody knows, the field of psychology mostly attracts people who are fucked up.


‘In case you haven’t noticed,’ Eileen said, ‘Hatchens hates guys.’


‘I’ve noticed, all right.’


‘Must’ve gotten dumped bigtime somewhere along the line.’


‘I can’t imagine anyone not dumping her,’ I said.


‘She’s pretty cute, though, don’t you think?’


‘I guess so. Cute but scary.’


Nodding and grinning, Eileen said, ‘It’s hard to imagine any guy having the nerve to ask her out in the first place. She likes me and I’m scared of her.’


I sipped coffee, ate some more donut and nodded now and then as Eileen continued.


‘Anyway, I took pretty good notes last year. I also have copies of all her exams. You’re welcome to borrow them. I’d let you use my term paper, too, but she’d probably catch on. She’s a bitch, but she’s not stupid.’ Grinning, Eileen added, ‘Though I’m sure she’s not as smart as she thinks she is. I mean, how could she be? Nobody’s that smart.’


With that, she had me laughing. It felt good.


But even as I laughed at her attack on Dr Hatchens, I wondered what was going on with Eileen. Had she come all the way out here in the middle of the night simply to cheer me up? Or was she trying to start something?


Last year, she’d seemed like an older sister to Holly. (Indeed, she was Holly’s sorority sister.) She’d always treated me very well, but only because she considered me to be a good boyfriend/lover for Holly.


That’s what I’d thought, anyway.


Maybe I’d had it wrong.


Or maybe that’s how it had been last year. Now, however, Holly was out of the picture. Maybe Eileen had hopes of stepping in to take her place.


Hard to imagine why she would want to. I wasn’t exactly a prize. She was much too pretty to be interested in a guy like me.


After giving me a little while to work on my coffee and donuts, Eileen said, ‘So how did your walk go?’


‘Not bad. It was nice to get out of my apartment. And I think it helped take my mind off . . .’ I couldn’t force myself to speak the name.


‘La belle dame sans merci?’ Eileen suggested.


‘I guess you could call her that. I’d probably call her something else. Short with four letters.’


Eileen laughed a bit sadly.


‘Sod her,’ I said.


‘Keeping it literary.’


‘Right. Sod her and the steed she rode in on.’


Eileen laughed a bit more, then shook her head. ‘It’s so awful. I’m so sorry.’


‘That’s the way it goes.’


‘Don’t I know it.’


I nodded. I knew that she knew it. My freshman year at Willmington, I’d seen Eileen around campus quite a lot. I’d known who she was, that she was an English major a year ahead of me, and that she was supposedly engaged to her high-school sweetheart. Her fiancé wasn’t on campus, though. He was attending the University of California at Berkeley . . . about a two-day drive from Willmington. At some point before Holly and I started going together last spring, the guy dumped Eileen. After that, she went around with a lot of guys, but none for very long.


‘Maybe we’re both better off,’ she said.


‘I don’t know.’


‘It’s just too bad these things always have to end so badly.’


‘I’m not sure anything doesn’t,’ I said.


‘Oh, I don’t know.’ A smile drifted across her face. ‘I was always very glad to see the end of the Shakespeare seminar. I mean, I love Shakespeare, but Horrible Hillary Hatchens . . .’


‘That’s a little different.’


‘I know. You meant good things. Relationships and stuff.’


‘Yeah.’


‘I’ve heard of people staying friends afterwards.’


‘I think that’s a crock,’ I said. ‘How can they stay friends? If they love each other and one of them stabs the other in the back . . . I don’t think so. The stabber might want to stay friends, but not the stabbee.’


Eileen laughed softly. ‘Being a stabbee myself, I guess I’d have to agree with you. I pretty much just hate Warren. But I don’t like feeling that way. I wish it were different. And I hate to think that you might end up hating Holly.’


‘Yeah, well.’


I went ahead and ate my last donut. I didn’t enjoy it much, though.


Just like I didn’t much enjoy talking about Holly and busted relationships.


As I polished off my coffee, Eileen said, ‘So, what’s the verdict? Do you want to ride back with me? Or would you rather hike those seven long, lonely miles back to your apartment?’


The question didn’t exactly take me by surprise.


Until encountering Eileen in Dandi Donuts, I’d expected to walk back . . . with a detour over to Franklin Street for another look at the house of the mystery girl.


I’d wanted very much to take another look at her house. With the possibility, I guess, of seeing her again.


I wanted badly to see her again.


But I couldn’t refuse Eileen. Her offer to drive me home was an unwanted gift, but I didn’t have the heart to turn it down.


‘I’d rather ride back with you,’ I said.


The look on her face made me glad I’d accepted.


We got up to leave. ‘Want any donuts for the road?’ I asked.


‘No no no. I’ll turn into a tub.’


Outside, we walked around the corner. Nobody else was around. The air had the strange damp smell that it only seemed to get in the hours after midnight. I heard a shopping cart, but it sounded far away.


Eileen’s car was parked off Division Street. That’s why I hadn’t seen it during my approach to the donut shop.


She’d left it unlocked.


We put on our seatbelts and she started the car. As she pulled away from the curb, I said, ‘This sure beats walking.’


‘Glad to be of service, sir.’


It’s for the best, I told myself. Going back for another look at the girl’s house would’ve been a very bad idea.


Do yourself a favor and forget about her.


Eileen drove around the block, returned to Division, and turned left.


‘Is this the way you came?’ she asked.


‘I went on over to Franklin. Too many people walking dogs and stuff along here.’


‘Maybe that’s why it took you so long.’


‘Oh, I took a lot of detours.’


‘See any interesting sights?’


‘Not really. Just a lot of dark houses.’


‘It’s strange to be out this time of night,’ Eileen said. ‘Everything’s so quiet and still. It’s almost as if we’re the only people on the face of the earth.’


‘Yeah,’ I said.


And then I saw someone striding along the sidewalk on the right side of the street. A girl in a dark sweatshirt and trousers. She moved with a brisk and bouncy stride, arms swinging, ponytail bobbing and swaying behind her head.


My mystery girl.


She’s out?


She was out, all right.


As we drove by her, I turned my head to see her from the front.


‘What is it?’ Eileen asked.


I faced forward nonchalantly and said, ‘Just someone walking by.’


‘Maybe another donut hound,’ Eileen said.


‘Maybe so.’




Chapter Seven


‘You’re still in the place on Church Steet?’ she asked.


‘Yep.’


Last year, Eileen had been there fairly often for one reason or another . . . always involving Holly. She often dropped Holly off or picked her up at my place. Sometimes, she came over for small get-togethers of one sort or another.


Eileen and I had even been alone with each other in my apartment now and then. It might be just the three of us, for instance, and Holly would disappear into the bathroom or run off on an errand. Nothing had ever happened while Holly was gone. If Eileen felt any attraction for me, she’d kept it to herself.


And though she was very beautiful and I liked her as a person, I’d never felt any desire for her. My primary desire in regard to Eileen had been for her to leave so Holly and I could start fooling around.


‘Are you in the same rooms and everything?’ Eileen asked.


‘Yeah.’


‘Doesn’t it bother you?


‘Doesn’t what?’


‘There must be a lot of memories.’


‘I guess.’


Guess? The final weeks of school last year, Holly had almost lived there. Now, every corner of every room, every piece of furniture, gave me sweet, sad memories of her. Though alive somewhere else (in Jay’s bed?), she haunted my apartment.


‘She was planning to move in this semester,’ I said.


‘I know. Have you thought about finding yourself a different place?’


‘It’d be a lot of trouble. Anyway, it’s no big deal.’


‘All those reminders . . .’


‘Yeah, well. Life goes on.’


I can be full of clichés when I’ve got nothing to say.


That pretty much killed the conversation until we reached Church Street. The road had several churches on it. One of them was next door to the old, two-story brick apartment house where I lived.


‘That’d be enough to make me move out,’ Eileen said.


‘It doesn’t bother me much.’


‘I know. But it creeps me out.’


‘Maybe because you’re a heathen.’


She laughed. ‘Maybe because I’m not.’ She stopped at the curb in front of my building. Hand on the ignition key, she asked, ‘Mind if I come up for a minute?’


‘I . . . uh . . .’ Before I could decide where to go from there, Eileen spoke again.


‘I really need to use your bathroom. I’m sorry. I should’ve gone at the donut shop, I guess, but . . .’


‘No, that’s all right. Come on up.’


‘Thanks.’ She killed the headlights, shut off the engine and plucked out her ignition key. ‘I’ll make it quick,’ she said. ‘I promise.’


‘No problem,’ I said.


We hurried to the front door of the apartment building. I unlocked it and let us in. Then I eased the door shut. The interior was silent and smelled of stale cigarette smoke.


We stepped through the vestibule, turned to the right and walked softly, speaking not a word as we approached the landlords’ door.


Usually, it stood open.


The landlords, Mr and Mrs Fisher, would be inside with their television on. But they only pretended to be watching it. They were actually watching the corridor outside their door, which led to the only stairway. They seemed to have an abiding curiosity about the comings and goings of their tenants. I knew they would love to catch me going by with Eileen at this hour.
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