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Dedication

Dedicated to my Friday friends, without whom no week is complete: Janice, Randy, Sally, Kevin, and Fran.

I offer heartfelt thanks to Cuky Choquette Harvey, who dreamed one night of Jenny Cain, a fortune-teller, a fair, and a theft, and who generously gave her dream to me.

I am indebted to the following books and their authors for information and inspiration: The Woman’s Encyclopedia of Myths and Secrets by Barbara G. Walker; The I Ching in the Richard Wilhelm translation rendered into English by Gary F. Baynes; A Guide to the I Ching and The Philosophy of the I Ching by Carol R. Anthony; The Book of Runes by Ralph H. Blum; First Steps in Starting a Foundation by John A. Eadie; and The Festival Hopper’s Guide to New England by Darrin and Julie Craig.

There really is an old-fashioned “Dime Store” in my hometown. Its wonderful atmosphere and its hilly old wooden floor inspired its namesake in this novel. All of the characters and events I have created are imaginary, however. “God’s Highway” follows its haunted path only in my fantasies.

As always, there would be no book without the perception, patience, and skill of my editor in shining armor, Linda Marrow, and my friend and agent, Meredith Bernstein.


Prologue

THERE WAS A STRANGE NIGHT LAST WINTER WHEN MY HUSBAND AND I were coming home from a party at the other edge of town. Geof was driving the Jeep, his car. I was beside him, in the passenger seat. We were both awake, we were sober, but it seemed for a moment like a dream or a hallucination, all the same.

It was after midnight, closer to one o’clock.

We weren’t talking, and the radio wasn’t on, but it wasn’t exactly quiet in the car. There was engine noise, and the blast of the heater—it was hovering around freezing outside—and the moan of the tires over the pavement. I guess there may have been a whining of the wind, too, but I don’t think I was consciously aware of it. There wasn’t time to notice it, or to label it: “wind.” It’s only there in my memory, or my imagination. I do vaguely remember the sound of something slapping rhythmically against the car body, maybe one of the mud flaps.

My ankles were cold, I recall that, for sure.

And I was tasting onion, from a potato chip dip at the party. It’s funny, really, how the taste of onion dip and the memory of cold ankles are the sensory cement that glue together my memory fragments of that uncanny night.

I recall that Geof had his gloves off, both big hands on the wheel, his handsome forty-year-old face looking relaxed, but tired. He is a cop, a lieutenant in the Port Frederick, Massachusetts, police department, who gets periodically and thoroughly sick of people. Although he has a gregarious nature, it was unusual for him to agree to go out with friends on a weekend night when the truth was that he’d rather be home watching a movie with me.

I was leaning my head back against the seat, staring out of the windshield at the yellow lines in our headlights. Every now and then I glanced at my husband, feeling a warm and quiet pleasure in his company. I was deeply aware of how much more safe and secure I felt traveling down the highway with him at one o’clock in the morning than I would have felt by myself. And I was thinking that it was good of him to have gone with me to the party—I would not have insisted; we are enormously close, but we are not clones, after all. I could have respected his desire to burrow in at home, and I would still have had fun at the party, on my own. But I didn’t have to. And so, I found myself savoring the delicious feeling of being encapsulated in a cozy, moving island with him as we traveled toward home.

Suddenly, I sat up and looked back down the highway.

“Was that snow on that truck?”

“What, Jenny?”

That’s all I had time to say—and he to respond—when it hit.

Wham. Snow dumped on us from above, as if the gods had suddenly opened their fists. Big, gloppy flakes immediately pasted themselves to our windshield. Our headlights were full of swirling white. The air, the highway, the sides of the road, the sky—everything changed color. One minute, there was black sky above us; the next minute, there was blowing white. When I turned around in the passenger seat of our Jeep, I was amazed that I could still see dry black pavement and brown grass at the sides of the highway behind us. And then even that vision of safety was gone, and we were in the middle of an honest-to-God, slick and dangerous snowstorm.

“Damn it!” was my husband’s response.

He shifted to a lower, slower gear, cautiously using the clutch, avoiding the brakes. Then he switched on the windshield wipers. I fiddled with the defroster in an attempt to blow more hot air on the windshield, which was rapidly crusting over. We were in the Jeep, so I wasn’t really worried, but I didn’t like it, either. Suddenly, I wanted nothing more than to be home.

And then again, just like that, things got worse.

A lot of red brake lights up ahead warned us to slow … slow … slow … until we found ourselves stopped dead in the right-hand, westbound lane of the highway. Suddenly there was nobody going the other way. And there were cars cautiously forming a line behind us.

Geof released a string of expletives.

“I don’t fucking believe this.”

I knew what was coming next.

There was a police-band radio and even a cellular telephone in the Jeep, so he could have turned to either of those to find out what was going on up the road ahead of us—an accident, probably—but I knew he wouldn’t settle for that. He’d have to get out of the Jeep. Walk down the side of the road, until he disappeared from my view in the snow, and satisfy himself with a firsthand view of the situation. He’d want to find out if they needed help, a hand from a fellow cop, a little traffic control … or worse … picking up bodies, helping paramedics, taking names.

He started pulling on his gloves.

“What do you want me to do?” I asked him.

He looked around, through the windows at the swirling white, as if seeking an answer for my question. There was a red stop sign at an intersection about ten yards ahead of us, and we could just barely make out the end of a gravel driveway a few feet beyond the sign. Past the driveway, all was black and white, because the highway dropped off down a hill, and then rounded a bend that straightened out onto a little bridge.

“When the traffic starts to move again,” Geof said to me, “why don’t you pull into that driveway and wait for me, Jenny? Don’t come looking for me, because there may not be any safe place for you to stop the car down there. I’ll walk back and find you.” He glanced at me for assent. “All right?”

“Yes.”

Always prepared, Geof had heavy black rubber boots in the back, which he located and began to pull over his good brown loafers. From the floor behind us, he also pulled out a ski mask that covered everything but his eyes and his mouth, and he put a battered old winter cap on over that. He’d worn a long, stylish black overcoat to the party, so that was sufficient to keep the rest of him protected. When he was fully ready, he opened his door, letting a whirl of cold air and snow into the car.

“You know where we are?” he asked me.

He appeared weird and sinister in his stocking cap—which was navy blue with knitted red circles around the holes for His eyes and mouth—and slightly ridiculous, when I considered the whole ensemble.

I nodded. “Crowley Creek’s just over the hill down there,” I said. “You know who lives at the end of that driveway, Geof. It’s the Kennedys, Ardyth’s folks, the people who own the Dime Store.” He and I both had gone through the Port Frederick, Mass., public schools with their daughter, though I knew her better, since she and I were the same age. Ardyth Kennedy and I had never been friends, exactly, but at least her parents would recognize me, if I had to ring their bell, seeking refuge. “If I start to freeze to death, I’ll go knock on their door.”

He leaned over to kiss me through the red hole for his mouth, so that I felt as if I were being kissed by four lips. Then he was gone, a large black shadow bent into the wind at the right side of the road, quickly disappearing from my view.

It took forty minutes for the traffic to begin to move again.

And still, I didn’t know what had actually halted us. I could have turned on the police radio, or placed a phone call and found out. I still don’t know why I didn’t do either of those logical and natural things, but I didn’t. I simply sat alone in the silent car and passively waited to find out. Maybe I didn’t want to hear the sense of crackling urgency that would have pelted me from the radio, not while I knew that my husband was down there.

I just wanted to wait, calmly. And then to see him.

When the car ahead of me inched forward, I did, too. I merely paused at the stop sign, however, because I didn’t want to take the chance of sliding or stalling. Then I cautiously turned into the gravel driveway, bumping over a stripped Christmas tree that lay across it. I assumed that the Kennedys had put it out for the trash men to pick up the next day. This was only ten days past Christmas, mind you, only four days—or nights—into January.

I pulled out of the way of the traffic and turned off the engine.

After another ten minutes passed and Geof still didn’t reappear, I decided that the Kennedys’ house looked warm and cozy and well-lighted at the end of the drive, and that maybe Nellie and Bill Kennedy might provide a cup of coffee for a weary traveler.

And that’s where Geof found me a half hour later.

I was holding a cup of hot cider in my hands, while Nellie anxiously paced her kitchen, stopping frequently to pull back her curtains and stare into the storm, both of us wondering what had happened … and if anybody was hurt or killed … and whether we knew any of them. Bill was asleep upstairs, but Nellie had been awakened by the terrible sound of vehicles crashing together, she told me. It was she who’d called 911.

“Three-car pileup,” Geof told us, as he stamped his boots on Nellie’s welcome mat. “And a pickup truck. Two people pretty seriously injured, the others banged up, but nobody’s dead. They got off lucky. One of those damn fools ran the stop sign and skidded down the hill into the other lane and hit the pickup truck, and then everybody else piled into them. It was a damned mess. Thank you, Mrs. Kennedy.”

She was coming toward him with a cup of cider.

It had involved nobody that any of us knew.

“I’m so relieved,” Nellie said.

We left her kitchen a half hour later—when it was nearly three o’clock in the morning—and made it safely home an hour after that. The next day, when we found out that one of the accident victims had died, we took it kind of personally, having been there. But then it was over, apparently, and that was all there was to it.

Except, that things connect—winter snow, spring rains, autumn leaves—in ways we never suspect and nature never intended. And now I think that it may have been some unconscious connection with me … and that night … that caused Nellie Kennedy to break down in front of me, ten forgetful months later. After that—after Nellie cried—it seemed as if everything started to crash together, like vehicles sliding horribly out of control on a slick highway …
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TEN MONTHS LATER, THE MONTH WAS OCTOBER.

This time, Nellie and I were holding cups of hot coffee, not cider, and we were seated in her office at the back of the Dime Store, not in the kitchen in her home. And this time, it was all business for me, instead of for my husband.

My business is foundations, not the undergarments, but the charitable kind, like the Ford Foundation or the Carnegie, only smaller. At the time of this meeting with Nellie Kennedy on a cool Thursday morning in October, my history was that I had been employed for years as the director of the old-line foundation in town, the Port Frederick Civic Foundation, but I’d left them a couple of years before, in order to “explore my options.” One of those options turned out to be starting my own foundation, with the passionate help of some of my best friends.

Because of that, something wonderfully serendipitous had evolved between Nellie Kennedy and me after that strange, sad, and snowy night in January. She and I had made a connection that night that was turning out to serve both of us profitably and well. To me, she was no longer Mrs. Kennedy who lived out near Crowley Creek, nor was she merely the mother of a girl I’d gone to school with, or even just the owner of a locally famous emporium.

She was “Nellie” now, instead of “Mrs. Kennedy.”

“Nellie, I owe you,” I said to her, that day, ten months later, without the slightest idea of what was about to come barreling down on me. I only knew it was a beautiful morning, and I liked and respected this woman enormously, and I was happy to be in her company. Smiling, half teasing, I added, “I won’t go so far as to say that anything I have is yours …”

The tense, tired face of the plump woman seated beside me relaxed slightly into a faint smile.

“… but I will say—no, I will swear it, vow it, pledge it—that if there’s anything I can do for you, any favor, all you ever have to do is ask.”

Nellie Kennedy stared at me for a moment, absorbing my heartfelt promise. Then, suddenly, this woman who had only previously touched me to shake my hand to close a sale, grabbed my wrist. At fifty-six she was nearly twenty years older than me, but her grip was as strong as a farmhand’s.

“Do you mean that, Jenny? Because there is somebody you could help, as a favor to me.”

She stared intensely into my face, her deep, intelligent, Irish-green eyes compelling my attention, my assent.

Lord! I’d fully meant my pledge of indebtedness. In the last few months this woman had saved my bacon more times than if I were a pig at a slaughterhouse. She’d saved me thousands of dollars, she’d saved me time. As the director of my own private foundation, I was also in charge of the first annual Port Frederick Autumn Festival, which we were sponsoring. For her part, Nellie was the owner of the one store in town that would let me order vast quantities of supplies at nearly wholesale. Without Nellie Kennedy and the Dime Store, ten days from now we might be raking leaves on the town common instead of hosting a spectacular festival there. That was the connection we’d made that night in her kitchen over cider: I’d buy thousands of dollars’ worth of supplies from her; she’d cut me the best deals.

Nellie had more than kept her end of our ten-month bargain.

And now, I would honor my I.O.U. to her, any way, any time—which looked like it would be … right now.

I just hadn’t anticipated such a dramatic response on her part, not from this brisk and efficient woman who wasn’t ordinarily given to emotional outbursts. To tell the truth, neither had I expected Nellie to cash in my I.O.U. quite so soon! But I placed my free hand over my heart and smiled as I pledged her my mock-solemn troth:

“Whatever it is, by God, I’ll do it.”

“Oh, Jenny.” Her hand relaxed and slipped away from mine as if she were embarrassed to have gotten so personal as to touch me. She really was quite a businesslike person, pleasantly brisk and even rather formal at times. But her eyes filled with apparent tears, and I was startled to see her lips briefly tremble. What floodgates had I breached here with my easy gift of gratitude? She said, “There’s a young woman that I want you to help. Melissa Barney. Do you know her?”

“I don’t think so.”

“You recognize her name though, don’t you? It was in the paper last month when her husband died. Benjamin Barney. Do you remember now?”

I squinted, thinking.

“Kind of, yes, but tell me about it.”

“He got killed on God’s Highway, out by our house. At the crossing where the hiking path intersects with the road. A woman ran the stop sign at the top of the hill by our house, and she struck him and killed him. He left Melissa and their two little boys.”

“Oh … ,” I said, regretfully remembering. “That was so sad.”

By “God’s Highway” she meant a famous bicycle and hiking trail that wound over hill and dale through several Massachusetts counties on its popular way from Boston to the sea. It was actually right where our winter traffic pileup had occurred, though of course there hadn’t been anybody walking on the trail at the time, not at one o’clock in the morning in a snowstorm. The trail hadn’t had anything to do with it. But I knew of the nature trail, better and more personally, I suspected, than most people did. The foundation I had worked for, the Port Frederick Civic Foundation, had funded the local stretch of that controversial project ten years before.

Oh, yes, although I didn’t say so to Nellie, I knew God’s Highway very well.

Just a reference to it a whole decade later could still send an uneasy quiver snaking through my gut, and it was even now inspiring tears from Nellie.

It was oddly shocking to see those tears streak her makeup.

I wouldn’t have expected tears, not from Nellie.

Never over-made up, she was nevertheless always powdered whenever I saw her. A buxom, top-heavy woman, she had a preference for dark dresses with shoulder pads and loose waists and for neat, wide-heeled pumps in dark colors; her beautician-blackened hair always looked curled, waved, and sprayed into permanent place. Nellie Kennedy was attractive in a dated sort of way that perfectly suited her personality and her life. In her appearance on this particular morning, it was only her tears that looked out of place.

“Melissa says it wasn’t an accident,” Nellie said, to my surprise. “Melissa says it was murder,” she told me, intensely emotional, her mouth quivering on the last word.

“Murder?”

I frowned over the word.

When you’re married to a cop, it’s not a word you’re inclined to take lightly, or to use indiscriminately. It has definite and precise legal meaning, and I couldn’t see how that applied here.

“Well, vehicular homicide, I guess she means,” Nellie amended, “or something like that, but it seems like murder to her. She feels like Ben got murdered by this criminally negligent woman.” With visible effort, Nellie continued. “Melissa says that woman was homicidally careless, that she ran our stop sign, and she was speeding down the hill when she hit poor Ben. And that was no accident, Melissa says, because accidents imply innocence, and she says that woman is guilty as sin, because of how she killed Ben.”

And then she surprised me again.

“I was there, Jenny.”

I felt a swelling feeling of sympathy, not only for the victim and his family, but for Nellie, as well.

“It was on a Sunday, and I was home starting supper, and I heard the brakes squealing, and then I heard a crash, and I went running down the hill, and I saw it all. I’m the one who called 911.”

“Poor Nellie!” I exclaimed, and I reached out to pat her hands. “Not again!”

“Again?” Amidst her tears, she looked startled.

“You called them the night we were there. You know …”

“Oh.” Her lips trembled, as she remembered that night, too. “Yes, it was like that. Only this time, when Ben got hit, I ran down with a blanket from our living room, and I covered him with it, and I held his hands while we waited for the ambulance and the police. I just couldn’t leave him! And that woman, the driver who hit him, she was too hysterical to be of any help to anybody. I made them let me ride with him in the ambulance, and I was in the emergency room when his wife came in—Melissa—and I sat with her while they operated on him. He had terrible injuries. And I was with her when the doctor came in and said Ben had died.”

“Nellie, how awful.”

She looked down at her manicured hands, the short fingernails painted with clear polish. “You can get to know people awfully well at a time like that.”

“I’d imagine so,” I said softly.

“I went to Ben’s funeral. I met the children. I stayed in touch.”

Nellie looked up at me, her eyes dark and wet.

I’d had not a hint of this tale from her at any time before this. If she had been upset, around that time, she hadn’t let it show at work. But then, one thing I’d learned about Nellie Kennedy while I was her customer at the Dime Store was that her family and their business—which supported her and her husband, Bill, and probably still contributed to the up-keep of their only child—came before any other personal considerations. If I hadn’t ambushed her with my offer of a favor, Nellie might never have broken stride to tell me her story of being thrown shockingly among strangers in the hours of their most desperate need.

“Did you know these people, the Barneys, before, Nellie?”

“No, no, but now I know Melissa as well as I know my own daughter, and I know she needs help, Jenny.”

“Okay,” I encouraged her, “hit me with it.”

Here it came, my word made deed.

“She’s frantic to do something to keep anybody else from ever being injured or killed at that trail crossing,” Nellie told me. “There was that other death, too, you know—”

The traffic fatality, I supposed she meant, but that was due to the road conditions, not to the trail …

“But she doesn’t know how to do it.” The words were spilling out of Nellie. “And I don’t know how to advise her. It would help so much if you would talk to her. She needs to accomplish this one thing so that she won’t have to feel that Ben’s death was entirely in vain.” Nellie’s face, never particularly expressive until now, pleaded with me. “Will you?”

“See her? Talk to her? Of course.”

“May I have her call you?”

“Anytime. I don’t know what I can do—”

“But you’ll try,” she commanded me.

“Yes.”

Nellie grabbed a tissue from a box on top of her desk and blew her nose. “You can listen to her, Jenny, you’re good at listening. Help her figure out a plan. If she needs money, your foundation can give it to her. You know everybody in town—you can direct her to the right people. You’re like me, you’re used to running things. She’s an artist, a sculptor, she doesn’t know anything about being in charge of anything but kids. You can get her organized, so she feels as if she’s doing something. It’ll make her feel better, at least.”

A little grief therapy?

But Nellie! I run a foundation, I’m not a psychologist!

I didn’t say it. I’d plunked myself into this, and I owed her. I would gladly pay her back in the denomination of her choice. Who knew? Maybe I’d dig a worthwhile project out of this situation, maybe there’d be some way for me—or for my brand-new private foundation—to help out. We were scouting for causes to fund, people to assist. This might turn out to be such a case. I tried to cheer myself with that idea, but it didn’t alleviate my uneasy feeling about Nellie’s request. A grieving widow. A dead husband. Two fatherless kids. A sympathetic friend who wanted to help the family. Those were the emotional ingredients of a heart-tugging story in People magazine. They were not necessarily the ingredients of any problem that my foundation could solve, and they sounded altogether like people I could too easily disappoint.

I didn’t want to disappoint Nellie Kennedy.

“I wouldn’t be able to stand for something like this to happen again,” Nellie said, in a near whisper. Her voice broke, and she began to cry again. “I just wouldn’t be able to bear it. Not again.”

I was surprised by the strength of her reaction.

But then, I thought, it must have been terribly traumatic for her, the trip to the hospital with the dying man in the ambulance, and all that came after. I would have guessed that Nellie Kennedy could handle nearly any situation coolly, but even she, it appeared, could be strained beyond endurance. In a way, that fact made it easier for me to accede to her plea; I’d be happy to do this little thing, for her sake.

I decided not even to think about the aphorism: No good deed goes unpunished. This was Nellie. And I’d volunteered my promise, she hadn’t wrested it out of me. And the decision was made. Done deal. Period.

As she worked at getting her emotions back under control, I sat in sympathetic, respectful silence and gazed beyond her to the commercial bustle out on the sales floor of the Dime Store.

I loved coming here, most everybody in Port Frederick did.

It was a wonderful old-fashioned emporium, nearly an institution. The Kennedy family—although a good Irish bunch by way of Boston, they weren’t related to those Kennedys—maintained the original wooden floors, now grooved and smooth from generations of Port Frederick feet. The floors actually rose and dipped, like hills, so that walking on them was like taking a little hike indoors. The Kennedys had also saved the high wooden shelves that cast the narrow aisles into nineteenth-century shadows, and the vast wooden sales counter against a side wall. Just about the only blatant concessions to this century were the lights overhead, the plate-glass windows in front, and the computerized cash registers. And some of the merchandise, of course, which ranged from sewing machine bobbins to artificial flowers.

On this day, ten days before Halloween, it was a black and orange world in the Dime Store. Ghosts and goblins hung cheek by jowl with jack-o’-lanterns, and the candy bins had to be refilled nearly every day with licorice whips and candy corn, Gummy Bears and jawbreakers.

The other proprietor of the Dime Store, Nellie’s husband, Bill, shuffled into the doorway of her office where we sat in back, filling it with his tall, raw-boned New England frame. If he noticed the evidence of his wife’s dismay, the big, quiet man didn’t say so in my presence.

“Hello,” was his greeting to both of us.

“Bill, you know Jenny Cain,” his wife said.

“Well, of course I know her.”

As well he should, seeing as how I’d been a regular, buying customer for many weeks. Nellie was my business agent, though, not Bill.

To me, he said, “Getting your Christmas shopping done?”

It was a familiar jest. Every time, Bill Kennedy asked me that, with such an earnest expression on his long face that you’d hardly have known he was fooling. By now, the joke was tiresome to me.

“Just about,” I said.

“What are you doing, Bill?” Nellie demanded of him, her voice so sharp that I felt embarrassed to be there. This often happened, and I never liked it, though it didn’t appear to faze Bill much. Maybe that’s why she did it, I sometimes thought, to provoke a response from him after all their years of marriage. Bill was about Nellie’s age, fifty-six or fifty-seven. Looking at him, I could still see the high school basketball player he used to be. There was a hoop affixed high on the back wall of Nellie’s office; Bill was always standing in the doorway and tossing things at it. And missing. The floor beneath the hoop was often a littered mess, which he left for Nellie, or their cleaning crew, to pick up. This morning, it was an orange nylon jacket that he held in his big hands.

He bunched the fabric into a loose ball.

With a high overhand, he tossed it at the hoop.

“Bill! What are you thinking!”

The jacket touched the rim, then fell in a heap.

He looked puzzled, as if he couldn’t understand why he’d missed.

“I’m ready to go home when you are,” he said, looking at his wife hopefully. It was another one of Bill’s little witticisms; no matter how early the hour, he was always “ready to go home.”

“Home!” Nellie’s response was an indignant snort of sarcasm. She might not manage to poke him into fighting back, but he was adept, though it seemed unintentionally so, at provoking her. “I’ll be ready for that in about twelve hours, Bill!”

It was 10:30 on Thursday morning.

A frosty, crisp October morning, of the sort that always made me feel electrically alive the moment I awoke. Looking at Bill Kennedy’s shambling form, I wondered if he’d ever felt that way about anything, or anybody. His daughter, maybe. His wife, I hoped. At the very least, basketball?

Ten days from now would dawn, not only Halloween, but also the weekend of the Autumn Festival, created and sponsored by the Judy Foundation, which was founded, directed, and to some extent funded by: me. On that date, less than two weeks hence, the festival, the foundation, and I would either launch ourselves as a civic force to be reckoned with, or we would sink ignominiously in full sight of half of New England. I could only pray those two days in October would be as perfect in weather and temperature as this one.

“Catch the Patriots-Chiefs game, Bill?” I asked him.

Football was about the only actual conversational gambit I ever managed with him, and even that was a stretch, given my sketchy knowledge of the sport.

“Pitiful.”

By that he meant the New England Patriots had lost badly the previous Sunday to the Kansas City Chiefs.

Somehow, his responses always sounded like dead ends to me. They didn’t give me much more to say in reply than “yup,” or “nope,” or “sure thing.” But I tried. Hauling hard at my fleeting memories of the little bits of the game I had watched, I pulled up the first fish that popped to the surface. “I’m impressed with that new young running back of theirs, that Dawson, aren’t you?”

Bill nodded. “It’s amazing he can still play the game after all these years.”

I blinked in confusion, as I often did with him. Huh? I thought Lake Dawson was a young guy, not long out of Notre Dame. Somehow, it just didn’t seem worth the effort to pursue the question.

“Sure is,” I said, giving up the conversational ball.

“Well, back to the salt mines,” Bill announced by way of farewell. It was his usual adieu. When he was gone, the office now lightened by the absence of his large frame in the doorway, I avoided looking at Nellie. It was embarrassing, how ineffectual her husband was. Nellie was the business, it appeared to me, and Bill was in the way.

“I don’t know how you do it all, Nellie.”

I thought I was being tactful, while acknowledging her burdens.

She read perfectly the message underlying my words.

“Bill’s fine,” she said, using on me the same sharp tone she’d lashed him with. “I’m not good with people, not like Bill is. He’s our PR man, he loves the kids, and that makes their mamas happy. Bill’s wonderful.”

It was a stout defense. I felt ashamed of myself. I’d read the situation all wrong. She loved the big, useless, gentle lout, and I had offended, and I was sorry for that. But I didn’t want to make it worse by saying so.

“If he has a fault,” Nellie added grudgingly, “it is only that he spoiled our daughter.”

Somebody sure did, I thought sourly. This time, however, I safely kept my disparaging thoughts about her family to myself. The offspring herself could be seen through the plate-glass windows, even as we spoke of her, which is probably what had inspired Nellie to refer to her at all. It looked to me from where I sat as if Ardyth Kennedy, thirty-seven-year-old town council member and GOP candidate for mayor, was gladhanding the Dime Store customers out there in the innocent autumn air.

Smart Ardyth.

Almost everybody stopped by the Dime Store at one time or another, for most every little thing. And right now, before Halloween, was an especially ripe time for Ardyth to pluck the registered voters from the vine.

Canny Ardyth.

How I disliked her! Every bit as much as I admired her mother. My feelings toward the only Kennedy child went way back to grade school, where her ambitions first sprouted. Or maybe that happened originally in the womb. It wasn’t possible to be too cynical about this. President of this, chairman of that, it seemed that Ardyth had always been running for something in Port Frederick. Her only goal ever seemed to be to get elected—never to lead, to change things, or implement ideas. I’d never heard Ardyth voice an actual idea, only opposition to unpopular causes and support for the popular ones. Partly as a result of that, she was a very successful politician.

And now she was pitted in the upcoming November general election against the Democratic incumbent, who just happened to be my good friend Mary Eberhardt. Who also just happened to sit on the board of directors of my new foundation. None of which biased me against Ardyth, of course. No, I was pure in my antipathy toward dear Ardyth; it predated such adult concerns, going straight back to kindergarten.

Clearly, Nellie was not entirely blind to her daughter’s character.

“Excuse me, Jenny,” she said, getting up. “I’d better get out there. She knows she’s not supposed to mix her business with ours. They don’t complain, but it offends some of our customers, and it annoys or intimidates a lot of the others.” Nellie’s voice had a defeated sound that I never heard except in the context of her daughter. “That girl has never listened to anything I say, but she still thinks her dad walks on water. If he’d tell her, she’d stop it.”

“Nellie?”

She glanced at me.

I held up her tissue box next to me, and she took the hint.

Her face was a mess from crying, and she wouldn’t have thanked me if I had allowed her to go outside looking like that.

While she sat back down to repair herself, I borrowed her telephone.

As I punched in the numbers, I glimpsed myself behind Nellie’s reflection in her mirror: pale complexion, thin nose, Swedish-blonde hair currently worn longish and straight, tucked behind my ears, with bangs. I wasn’t sure I liked the look, but Geof, my policeman husband, did. He said it gave me a virginal appearance that vastly amused him, the cad. I saw the gleam of one gold ball earring. Two blue eyes looked away from the mirror, as the phone rang a third time at my office.

Then I heard the voice of a festival volunteer.

“The Judy Foundation,” she chirruped.

Oh, God, how sweet the sound of that!

“Hi, it’s Jenny. I’m running late this morning, so if anybody comes looking for me, would you please tell them I’m on my way?”

“Sure thing, boss.”

“Whatcha workin’ on?” I asked her.

“The witches’ costumes for the tax collectors.”

Made perfect sense to me.

Based on attendance figures I had gathered from similar weekend festivals in New England, I had projected a “gate” of anywhere from five thousand to fifteen thousand people over the two days of our big event. It was an estimate that both exhilarated and terrified me. With our Halloween theme, the volunteers selling admittance tickets were to be costumed as witches. This being Massachusetts, we had dubbed them our “tax collectors.”

I asked her, trying not to whine: “Does that have to be done there at the office?” Our new headquarters was already packed with festival paraphernalia. As much as possible, I encouraged my precious, beloved volunteer workers to take their projects away with them. But she said they were only holding a design meeting this morning, and they’d do the actual sewing in their homes.

“Bless you,” I said to her before hanging up.

I was leaving anyway, so I followed Nellie as she threaded her way through the crowded aisles of her store to the front. Already, she looked defeated—like a general who knows he’s going to lose the battle but who feels he has to make the fatal charge anyway.
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OUTSIDE, THE MAYORAL CANDIDATE HAD TRANSFERRED HER ATTENTION to a flock of protestors in an empty parking lot across the street where my beloved little white Miata convertible was parked with its top up against the chill. There were three men, seven women, all of them neatly and conservatively dressed—the women in dresses, the men in suits—all of them marching raggedly in a wide circle, and all of them carrying signs protesting the celebration of the pagan ritual of All Hallow’s Eve.

Halloween, girls and boys.

They were fundamentalist Christians exercising their rights of free speech, but they were nothing like their more aggressive kin—the antiabortion pickets. This crew had been around for years, variously protesting at schools and at stores that sold Halloween items. It made sense for them to picket the Dime Store. I had nothing against them; they never accosted anybody, they were always quiet, never yelling or obnoxious, always rather sweetly polite.

This year’s crop of protest signs read:

Celebrate Christ, not Satan!

Boycott pagan rites!

Hex on Halloween!

There was also a drawing of an evil-looking jack-o’lantern with an X through it, and underneath that, one of those Christian freeform fish symbols that you see on cars a lot. I wondered if any of them knew that the fish was originally a pagan symbol for the vulva. Whenever I saw one on a Volvo, I always thought: Volvos for Vulvas. Perhaps not what the drivers had in mind.

“Mother!”

The klaxon call reached us on the sidewalk.

We watched Ardyth march across the street toward us, dragging two of the male protestors with her. She had hold of the edges of their signs; they had to grip their poles to retain ownership. And thus did she steer her following tugboats into safe harbor in front of us.

In appearance, she was a younger version of her black-haired, sturdily built mother. They even dressed similarly—big shoulders, simple, draped, waistless dresses, practical pumps. But in demeanor, Ardyth was her mother multiplied by a factor of at least ten. And only her blue eyes proved that Bill had sired her.

“Mother,” she began, “I asked you to show more respect to these people! Didn’t I say to take the Halloween displays out of the windows? Not everybody thinks it’s so innocent, you know. Some very fine people—” Ardyth gestured backward, nearly knocking the wind out of one of the men. Wisely, he stepped back out of her range, “—believe the opposite, and it is their God-given, constitutional right to say so, and it is our democratic obligation to—”

Her stentorious speaker’s voice rose, her finger pointed high.

I had always suspected that this might have been what it was like to live with Patrick Henry.

“—invite them peaceably to assemble—”

“Ardyth!” Her mother snapped it firmly, grimly. “May I speak to you a moment in private?”

“Mother, you know I do not support the concept of closed meetings. There is nothing we could possibly say to one another in secret that I would not willingly utter in the presence of these—”

“Ardyth!” Nellie grasped one of her daughter’s wrists and jerked the twit toward her. I was struggling to keep from laughing. Ardie was such a shallow pond you could have waded in her without getting your ankles wet. You could see clear to the bottom of her without half trying. Still, she was good for a laugh, so long as she wasn’t picking a fight with you. What she wasn’t good for was the higher development of my own character; Ardie drew pettiness out of me as if I were base metal and she were the magnet. When Nellie had got her daughter within a few inches of her own face, she whispered so that only the three of us could hear the words: “Dear, most registered voters love Halloween.”

Ardyth blinked.

I laughed. Bad move. Never laugh at a politician.

She smiled briefly at her mother and even at me.

Then she turned that smile on the minority voters behind her and said expansively, “My family will always support your right to demonstrate peaceably for the sake of your sincerely held beliefs. When I am elected mayor, I will see that your rights are protected. Do carry on.”

Looking relieved and—did I detect it?—amused, the two men nodded at us and started to make their escape, clutching their signposts.

“Wait, wait!” Ardyth commanded.

With every sign of reluctance, they faced us again.

Ardyth’s busy forefinger jabbed through the air—at me.

“I’d like you to meet Jenny Cain,” she announced. “This is the woman who thought up the idea for the Halloween Festival—”

“Autumn Festival,” I corrected her diplomatically.

“Ardyth, please,” her mother begged, too weakly to have any effect.

I smiled at the protestors. They stared at me appraisingly. I thought: If Ardyth Kennedy provokes these people into picketing my festival, I will boil her in oil.

“Jenny heads that new foundation, the Judy Foundation—what kind of name is that anyway, Jenny?—that’s heavy into feminist causes—”

I will grind her eyeballs to powder.

“And she’s in charge of the whole shebang. The Halloween Festival was her idea, hers and the mayor’s. When our city should be thinking about large and important issues connecting our interests with those of other municipalities—”

That was a favorite political theme of hers: “connections,” whatever that meant.

“—our mayor thinks only about Halloween.”

I will pulverize her bones and burn them to ashes.

“Ardyth’s coming to the festival,” I cheerily informed them, “as the Wicked Witch of the West”

“Very funny, Jenny.”

And yet I saw it in her eyes, a sparkle of pleasure. There was nothing Ardyth Kennedy liked better than a good fight, except winning it. She argued only to triumph, never to compromise, or even to communicate. It unnerved me to realize that she had an uncanny instinct for picking the winning sides. What did that bode for my festival?

“Some of us,” she was saying, “hold our sacred beliefs more devoutly in our hearts than others do, Jenny.”

“Do you have beliefs, Ardie?” I asked her, feigning sweet surprise. “The same ones, I mean, from one week to the next? From morning to night? Of the same day?”

“I’ve been talking to Peter Falwell,” she said.

It was not such a non sequitur as you might think.

My ex-boss, she meant, the president of the old Port Frederick Civic Foundation, and my archenemy, not to put too melodramatic a point on it. She and he had allied themselves against Mayor Eberhardt. Ardyth’s political savvy. Pete’s access to money and power. They were a team made in election hell. Demon spawn. These good folks should have been picketing the two of them.

“Pete wonders whether you can handle such a big job, Jenny—”

I will feed their livers to the crows!

“—considering you were fired from your last one.”

“I was not fired. I quit.”

It rang hollow, as such defenses always do, regardless of how true. As she had known before she voiced her purposeful lie. It wasn’t the first time that she had lied about me; that first time lay back in the mists of our personal history. Now the appraising stare of the two protestors took on degrees of doubt and—was it?—pity.

Her mother was clucking like a distressed hen.

“Oh, Ardyth, baby! Please! Jenny’s our best customer!”

Thanks a lot, Nellie.

“Calm down, Mother, I’m only pointing out to Jenny that the entire image of our city rides on her ambitious schemes—”

“Thank you,” I said, cutting her off at that pass before she got into a full gallop again. “It’s so good of you to put things in perspective. I have to go. Good-bye, Ardie. Nellie, I’ll see your friend Melissa whenever she wishes.” Another bad move. I should have known better, should have been satisfied with “good-bye.” But Nellie was obviously upset about her daughter’s obnoxious behavior toward me, and I just wanted to make her feel better.

Indeed, she said, “Jenny, thank you,” softly, meaningfully.

The strong businesswoman appeared overwhelmed by her daughter. Nellie must have wondered sadly sometimes: “How did my child turn out to be like this?” Or, maybe she had already pinned down the answer: a father—ineffectual, undisciplined, doting—who had irretrievably spoiled the girl.

Really, someday I’ve got to follow my own rules and stop trying to save people who haven’t hollered for help. One day I will take the hint that when people want to be rescued they will, dammit, say so.

I hadn’t learned that yet.

The proof arrived immediately.

“Melissa?” said Ardyth, with a rising inflection. “Not Mrs. Barney again? Mother, I don’t want you involved with that woman. We can feel sympathy without getting sucked into other people’s personal lives, you know. Heavens, I am the first to feel deeply her tragedy, but the woman is unbalanced, she’s gone quite overboard about the whole thing. Even though I sympathize, of course. And while we’re at it, let me repeat that I don’t want anyone in this family involved with God’s Highway, either—”

I threw an apologetic glance toward Nellie as I turned away.

“It’s a blasphemous name, anyway …”

Ardyth’s voice trailed off.

I turned my head and saw why.

Her hypocritical politicking had been wasted, because the two men had finally made their escape. As they recrossed the street, dragging their signs behind them, one of them cast a glance over his shoulder at me. I was following them to the parking lot, but keeping my distance down the length and width of the street. The other man—short, dumpy, fiftyish, ordinary-looking in a brown suit—wasn’t looking at me. But his companion, younger by maybe ten years, paused for a brief moment to stare. He was scarecrow tall and thin, and he wore a blue suit and a burr haircut that disguised what I suspected was balding, graying brown hair. It gave his face a lean, rather surprisingly attractive ascetic look—the look of long-distance runners, saints, martyrs, and fanatics, the kind of elongated, soulful face that El Greco painted so hauntingly. I’d been struck by its odd and melancholy beauty as they stood silent and grave behind silly, ambitious, dangerous Ardyth.

I gave him a little wave, since he was looking my way.

His gaze remained sober, speculative, as he turned his long, handsome, dour face away from me.

Damn. Now I had fundamentalist anti-Halloween fanatics to worry about … in addition to everything else. At least, they’d never been known to cause real trouble. Although, the more I thought about the kind of people who would picket Halloween near grade schools—as these folks were known to do—the less I liked them. People who would frighten children with the specter of a devil and a flaming hell were people who might do anything, no matter their peaceful history.

Feeling a little awkward—and annoyed—after his rebuff, I kept going on toward my car, wanting nothing more than to make a wide enough circle around them that I could completely avoid any further contact.

But when I was in the driver’s seat with the engine on, I heard a soft knocking at my window. It was the El Greco man, standing there with the post of his sign tucked under one armpit, obviously wanting me to roll down my window so he could say something to me.

“Yes?” I said, with a polite smile.

“I hope you’ll pardon me for accosting you like this,” he said, unexpectedly courteous. He still didn’t smile, but there was a politely hesitant note to his bass voice, and a depth of some sort of feeling, even warmth, in his dark blue eyes that made me soften a bit toward him. Maybe his vision was poor, maybe he just hadn’t seen my wave, and that’s why he hadn’t returned it. “I just wonder if I might say something to you?”

“That’s all right,” I said. “What is it?”

“You look like a sensitive sort of person. I thought you honestly might not be aware that the celebration that today we call Halloween really does derive from a pagan ritual in honor of the Lord of Death. I thought you might not know, and that you might wish to be aware, that in honoring this holiday, you—although inadvertently, I’m sure—honor Satan, and that you are also paying sinful homage to the forces of dreadful pain, terrible evil, destruction, annihilation, and eternal damnation.”

I stared up into his terribly sincere blue eyes, but my attention was caught by a silver cross pinned to his lapel, a heavy piece of jewelry that pulled down the fabric of his suit. The cross was about two inches wide by four inches long and about a quarter inch thick, and plain as glass. I could, in fact, see a bit of my face reflected, distorted like a troll.

Jerking my gaze away from the cross, I looked back up into those somber blue eyes, and I said, “You know, the truth is I think I can understand your concern, in a funny sort of way …”

He cocked his long skull to one side, interested, hopeful of my conversion, I supposed. And it was true that I found I had a feeling in common with him.

“Between you and me,” I told him, surprising myself a little with my confession, “I feel rather that way about New Year’s Eve. I look at all of the parties, the wining and dining, the festivities, and I get a sinking feeling, because I know that it was originally a rite intended to bury all the old goddess myths and religions. I understand that it was an essentially antifemale celebration, in which the patriarchy of the new male religions symbolically—and sometimes actually—put to death the ancient female power. And it makes me feel sad and angry, for all those centuries of ignorance and suffering.”

His face hadn’t gone blank. He didn’t look outraged. But he was observing me soberly again, as he had when we were both crossing the street, with those blue eyes that seemed to burn out of an old Spanish painting.

Plunging on, I said, “But then I realize nobody’s doing that on purpose now. It long ago lost all those meanings. Now it’s a symbol of hope for a new year, and people have a right to celebrate it any way they want to. So, I don’t mean to offend you, really I don’t—” I looked right into his eyes, hoping I could reach him, so that we could briefly meet on some plane where we had detente, if nothing more. “—but I’m afraid I feel that way about Halloween, too. I look at it, and I see only the faces of the children, having as great a time with their candy as I did. Do you see what I mean? I sympathize with your feelings, but I can’t possibly agree with you.”

He inclined his head slightly, almost a bow.

“God bless you,” he said.

Pleased that he had taken my little speech so graciously, I said, “Well, thank you.”

But it appeared I had only interrupted his benediction.

“And keep you from your devilish ways. Fire waits for those who serve the Black Master. You will burn eternally, torn limb from limb by the horses of the Apocalypse, tortured by everlasting blisters and boils, with no one to save you, and no angel of mercy even to tend to your dreadful wounds.” He looked worried, even grieved, as if he could actually see the awful future he was predicting for me, and it broke his heart “I will not bother you again. I have issued the warning of the Lord.” He shook his head, sincerity and concern for me burning in his eyes. “Go very carefully, because the path you have chosen, the way of death, is the most dangerous one in all this wicked world.”

Perhaps I should have felt annoyance, or even anger, at his presumption, but he just looked so damned unhappy for my sake that it was all I could do to keep myself from comforting him. I wanted to say, “Hey, really, I’ll be all right, don’t worry about me.” Instead, I just nodded in farewell and then gently prodded the Miata’s gas pedal to start inching away from him.

As I moved away, he did, too.

But in turning, the long wooden pole to which his sign was affixed grazed my arm, which was, bent at my elbow, protruding from my driver’s side window. “Ow!” I said, but didn’t look and kept on moving, because I wanted to get completely away from the man. It was only when I turned my head to peek back at him in my side mirror after I pulled into the street that I noticed there was blood on top of my forearm. I was wearing a business suit that day, but I’d taken off the jacket before I went into Nellie’s store and had laid it across my passenger side seat. And I’d rolled up the sleeves of my silk blouse, leaving my forearms bear. Now the blood from a long scratch was running into the loose cuff of peach silk above my elbow.

“Dammit!”
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