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Praise for I Will Leave You Never




“Ann Putnam’s ironically titled I Will Leave You Never is a novel full of leave-takings that even Zoë—the appointed family worrier—could not anticipate over the course of a year that will strain but not break the bonds of her loving family.”


—Ladette Randolph, editor of Ploughshares and author of Private Way


“Exquisitely written, this luminous novel takes you to the deep heart of a marriage. Threatened by illness and arson, a family with three children and too many puppies ultimately finds the strength to go forward with wit and insight.”


—Beverly Conner, author of Where Light is a Place and Falling from Grace


“Ominous and original, Ann Putnam’s novel is characteristically lyrical and precise. It is at its heart a love story, where characters facing loss uncover the generative quality of love.”


—Beth Kalikoff, author of Dying for a Blue Plate Special


“It’s no surprise that Ann Putnam’s most recent novel, I Will Leave You Never, features compelling characters in Zoë and Jay (among others) and lush, vivid writing. Fans of her short stories and her novel Cuban Quartermoon will, like me, rejoice that a new novel has appeared.”


—Hans Ostrom, author of Honoring Juanita





Praise for Ann Putnam’s Cuban Quartermoon




“An American scholar visits Cuba and becomes embroiled in the politics of everyday life in this poetic novel . . . despite the novel’s breathtakingly evocative descriptive focus on the country and culture [of Cuba], the author never neglects the intricacies of her complex plot.. . . A story with sumptuous description and a gradually intensifying plot that makes for compulsive reading.”


—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)


“The lush imagery and cutting-edge prose of this narrative masterpiece makes for a compelling and transformative read.”


—Linda Patterson Miller, PhD, author of Letters from the Lost Generation


“In her rich and evocative novel, Ann Putnam renders the beauty, lure, strangeness, and intrigue of the island in sensuous detail through the eyes of a North American woman on a personal journey toward restoration and redemption.”


—Sandra Spanier PhD, Edwin Erle Sparks Professor of English, Penn State University





Praise for Ann Putnam’s Full Moon at Noontide: A Daughter’s Last Goodbye




“Old age, death, and impermanence—it seems at first glance impossible to make a reader see these timeless and universal experiences with fresh eyes, but Ann Putnam’s luminous prose achieves that miracle and more, transforming pain, suffering, and loss into a literary gift of beauty and redemption.”


—Charles Johnson, author of The Middle Passage


“—this is a hard book because Ann Putnam has the courage to tell us the truth about aging and dying. But it’s a gorgeous book, too, one born from the endurance of the human spirit and the capacity to love.”


—Lee Martin, Pulitzer Prize Finalist Author of The Bright Forever


“From the beginning, Full Moon at Noontide seduced me. Then it sliced me open, slapped me in the face, made me cry, and enlarged my spirit. We stay with the story because it is beautifully written, and because it shows us that love—not—death can have the last word.”


—Thomas R. Cole, PhD, author of The Journey of Life: A Cultural History of Aging
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Shelter Moon






It was the fall before the Millennium, and fears, if they had them, were apocalyptic: computers die, planes crash, banks fail, clocks stop, dogs howl, no water, no food—all distant fears they tabled for the moment as the Northwest drought kept on. The leaves swirled about the house, flickering against the windows and drifting into corners. The fog settled in after sunset and it was dark before dinnertime, the air heavy with the promise of the winter rains that still didn’t come. It was almost Halloween, but there were no lighted pumpkins on porches, no ghosts and goblins tacked to front doors or swinging from the eaves. Everything was now combustible. And things once longed for—homecoming bonfires, or autumn leaves in wondrous mounds, and the very trees—were now a fiery blooming.


It had been three months of fires—fifty-one and counting.


Tonight, it would be a ghostly shelter of a moon, a lantern lit against the night. Zoë was sitting at the dining room table, watching out the cathedral window, waiting for it. By day, the blue heartbreak of the October sky made you feel that winter would never come, and you’d live forever in this strange sunlit peace. Night was another story. She had dialed 911 in a thousand dreams.


It was too quiet. The kids had all but abandoned the kitchen in favor of their homework, or so they said. Jay leaned over and put his arms around her. “All right. I’ll do the dishes.”


“Are you looking for extra credit?” Zoë stood up for a proper hug.


Jay gathered her up like always, rubbed his chin against the top of her head. She gentled into him, felt his warmth through his shirt.


“We could just stay like this and forget the dishes.” He put his hand under her shirt and stroked her back, fiddled with her bra strap.


“You’ll never do it one-handed.”


“If I could, would I still have to do the dishes?”


“Yup.” Zoë pulled away from him and looked out the window.


“Just enjoy your coffee,” Jay said. “Your moon is almost here.”


Then there it was, in the peak of the cathedral window, erotic and full to bursting, then all too soon a drowsy smudge of a moon. She closed her eyes and felt the warm coffee cup against her palms. She could hear Jay loading plates into the dishwasher. When she looked back up, the moon was gone. It would be a long night.


“Later?” she called out. But he was gone. “Please, later,” she whispered.


She got up to finish cleaning the counters. She liked this part of the job. Making things smooth and shiny, everything all safe and tucked away. At least she could do that. She smoothed back her hair and tried to see beyond her reflection into the dark. Such dark hair and dark eyes. You’d think at least one of the kids would have taken after her instead of Jay, with his blue eyes and sandy hair. Whatever was out there, she would never see it.


Jay was asleep by the time Zoë finally climbed into bed. She liked the rippling moonlight across his face, coming in from the blinds. She lay her head on his pillow and listened to his breathing but shied from drawing him out of that deep place. She could touch his face or get up to lock the bedroom door and see if he stirred. The kind of privacy she longed for required a locked door. She was pretty sure the kids were all fast asleep by now. Lately kids had been in and out of their bedroom half the night.


Zoë was just getting up when she heard Jillie coming into the room, dragging her sleeping bag. She was breathless, trying not to cry. “I dreamed about that bad man again.”


“No bad man, Jillie. There’s no bad man. Come here, Sweetie.”


Jillie slipped in between them quick as a flash. Soon she would be fast asleep, warm and damp beside her.


All this new thinking about kids in your bedroom. She was too tired to figure it out. Besides, Zoë liked it when everybody was a second away.


She lay there long after her daughter had crawled in between them.


“Zoë,” Jay said.


“I didn’t know you were awake.”


“When am I ever going to love you?” He’d stopped reaching for her when she came to bed, ever since they’d kept their bedroom door open at night.


“The winter of our discontent,” she said. Her desire was a stranger on a long journey. What with all these nocturnal goings-on, when did they ever have the chance? “Dry spell.”


“Long dry spell.”


“Long is what?” she said.


“Long is a week. Long used to be a day and a night. And it’s not even winter yet.”


“I remember everything we ever did,” she said, touching him across their sleeping child. Jillie’s hand was curled up under her chin, like she was lost in some fine thought.


“Let’s try and get her to bed,” Jay said.


“Okay. If we don’t wake her up.”


Jay picked her up softly and carried her into her room while Zoë watched from Jillie’s door. She looked at him tucking her in, the way he touched her hair, like a benediction.


Zoë went to him and ran her hand under his T-shirt. “Now,” she said. “Now is when to love me.”


He took her hand and led her back into the bedroom. He closed the door and locked it. “We’ll open it later.”


“We won’t fall asleep and forget, will we?”


“We won’t forget,” Jay said, easing her into bed.


“Let’s open the blinds all the way and have the moon on us,” Zoë said.


“So I can see you.”


She liked the way she looked in the moonlight, the way he was looking at her. She liked the way his hands looked, his strong shoulders, the way he was kissing her belly, then down and down again. She shut her eyes and felt herself float across the sky. She tilted her head back and became a flickering heartbeat that moved down her body. Then everything rushed over her in a radiance that narrowed to a point of heat and light so fierce she cried out too late to cover her mouth, and now an aching warmth that grew again, only softer, softly, in widening little waves of heat and light deep inside, then quiet like a whisper, a gentle breath blowing out the candle they hadn’t lit.


Then Jay pulled himself into her, his hands under her bottom, holding her there tightly and how small and lovely she felt, and she started to cry at how much she had missed this without even knowing it. They lay back without touching, the night casting shadows across them, across the covers in a tangle at the bottom of the bed.


“Can you unlock the door now?” Zoë said.


“To do that I would have to leave you.”


Zoë felt the ache of tears behind her eyes and reached for him as he got back into bed. Then she sat up and closed the blinds. She lay back, spooned into him, and shut her eyes. Jay spread the covers across them and tucked his hand under her breast. She had not felt safe like this in so long. They lay quiet in the dream for a long time until she sensed something bright flicker across her eyelids.


“Jay!” she whispered, coming out of the dream. “The motion light just came on.” She touched his chest. He startled up and reached around for the blinds. Zoë leaned over and scrambled for the phone. “I’m calling the police,” she said tightly because her heart was in her throat. Just like in her dreams, the plaid coat sleeve, the dark, narrow cap, the gasoline can, the sudden flare of the match in the dark, the flames catching hold, rushing up. There he was. Just like she knew he would be.


But she dropped the phone and slid out of bed to scoop it up. Niki, the dog, was standing there, wagging her tail.


Then Jay started to laugh. “I don’t think we need the police.”


“Why are you laughing?” Zoë said from the floor. Niki was licking her face.


“Come here,” Jay said, giving her a hand. “You’ve got to see this.”


And there was the woodpile, undisturbed as ever, and Ruby, the neighbor’s cat, perched on top, looking back at them in the moonlight.


She turned away and sat down on the end of the bed.


“Don’t do that,” he said, pulling her to him. “Don’t cry. See? We were safe all along.” Jay clearly wanted to drive the lesson home, but she had already lived it through to the very end.


“I hate him. I hate what he’s doing to us.”


Soon they discovered that the woodpile was a favorite sitting place for not only the neighbor’s cat but for possums and raccoons and birds and whatever else was down in the woods at night, so the light was snapping on and off all the time, and no warning at all. But maybe that light would startle the arsonist into changing his mind and moving on to another house.


It was a terrible thought, God help her, to wish such catastrophe on someone else, but she swallowed it whole.


The motion light was only one of their precautionary measures, but it was the one Zoë counted on most fervently. In this strange season of drought, the woods rose up next to the house, tinder dry, the evergreen cool of summer now one more rustling threat. Any fire here and the woods would ignite. And the house! The house, where all those precious ones slept, wouldn’t have a chance.


Every night on the six o’clock news there were reports from the Arson Task Force, who’d arrested no one, the Arson Hotline, the Arson Reward up to twenty-five thousand dollars now, and last week a helicopter with a heat sensor detector just like in the war. The news report always ended with the Arson Map, covered with little points of fire that now caught them in a web of flashing lights. Jay shook his head at the map and laughed out loud. “Hey, buddy, you’ve missed a spot. Burn this.”


“So you think that’s funny?” Zoë said.


“You gotta laugh at some of this.”


Jay had installed the three new smoke detectors she’d bought, and two motion-sensor lights—one for the woodpile by their bedroom window next to the woods, and one for the back door of the garage, which was now kept locked at night. If the arsonist came their way, he’d either set the garage or the woodpile on fire.


The newspapers had warned people to remove all combustibles from around their houses, but that woodpile was enormous, and it seemed a lot of trouble to go to just to move it a few yards. Besides, the woods rose up a few feet from the woodpile and were so dry that whole side of the hill could be an inferno in a matter of seconds.


For weeks now, every night after work, Zoë had pulled the car right up against the sliding garage door, so nobody could lift it up from the bottom and slide underneath, like the arsonist had done just last week—slipped under the door and set the whole garage on fire. It spread to the house so quickly the sleeping people inside escaped with only their lives—everybody but the family dog, who got left behind.


“You can’t put a lock on everything,” Jay said. “You just do what you can then go live your life.” But Zoë believed that there was always something more you could do. It made her weary, keeping track of everything. She didn’t think Jay was worrying at all.


This arsonist was a regular Rorschach. Zoë hated how he’d already snaked his way into the house. Jay had finally banned all arsonist talk at dinner. Max had booby-trapped sections of the gully by looping Jay’s fishing line from tree to tree so he’d get his ankles all tangled up and fall down forever. She had to admit it was pretty impressive for a nine-year-old. He’d inherited Jay’s magical gift for figuring things out. Will kept his own counsel, too big-brother cool to admit he was afraid. He was twelve, after all. Still, he was the one who paced the house at night when everybody thought he was asleep. Jillie was sleeping on the floor most nights, in a sleeping bag at the foot of their bed.


Some nights Zoë dreamed she saw the arsonist standing by the woodpile next to the house just outside the bedroom window. He was watching the flame burn down toward his fingers. She could feel his concentration through the bill of the cap pulled down tight over his face. The wood glistened in the moonlight, soaked with gasoline from the can tucked under his arm. He looked up just then and saw her looking back from behind the blinds. Nobody said anything, nobody moved. Zoë always woke up before he could toss the match, knowing that the face was familiar, but couldn’t bring it whole out of the dream. She’d look out the window, just to be sure she had only been dreaming, and there was the woodpile, silent and watchful as ever.


Coming home late from the movies, they’d seen one of the fires rushing up the side of the hill next to the highway, as they stopped for a traffic light. It was a rare night when they left the house. It had been lovely, except for the lateness, and all the times Zoë had tilted her watch to the light of the screen to check the time. It almost wasn’t worth it. Too much worry for such a mediocre movie.


She could see the shape of a solitary, darkened house on top of the hill. Somebody should wake those people up! Didn’t they know what was coming their way? Maybe they weren’t home. And where were the fire trucks? He must have started it in the brush or grass at the side of the road, because a flickering row of low flames was beginning to take off up the hill. He usually targeted garages or sheds, a couple of churches, a house last week. So what was this hillside? Was he working his way up or down? The car was close to the flames now, which seemed to rise higher and higher in some kind of draft.


Cars were backing up in the opposite lane, slowing to see what they could see. How would a fire truck get through now? They’d have to come from the top and aim their hoses below.


The fire was terrifyingly close to the house at the top. It looked like it was feeding on itself. They could see plumes of smoke rising in the cold night, floating across the windshield. Where were the goddamned fire trucks?


Zoë wanted to speed home to the children and slam the door. But there they sat at the world’s longest red light. Maybe the fire had done something with the signal.


Through the smoke you could make out several people standing out front in their robes and pajamas. She thought she could see a couple of kids. Those poor people. She was glad it wasn’t her family. But at least they got out in time. Now they could see a man with a hose, spraying down the roof.


Zoë was glad the children were home in bed, and not seeing any of this, the babysitter keeping watch, or so they hoped. They’d told her it was fine to watch TV, but she should keep her ears open for any strange sounds.


“Like what?” she asked.


“I don’t know, any rustling, or any crackling or hissing, I guess,” Zoë said. It was useless. The arsonist never made noises as he was skulking around, putting his fires together. And by then it was always too late.


The babysitter looked at her wide-eyed. It was a wonder she didn’t put on her coat and ask to be taken home.


“Oh, don’t worry about it. I’m being melodramatic. Everything will be fine. The dog would notice anything going on.” She wasn’t sure of that at all.


“A whoosh. Listen for that,” she said over her shoulder. She didn’t know what she was talking about. Then she turned back. “Never mind. I’m sorry. I’m just scaring you for nothing. We’re absolutely safe here. All precautions in place.”


Now the flames seemed to shoot across the side windows, in some wild reflection or lurid photograph. There was nowhere to go, jammed in with all these cars. If it came any closer to the road, they’d have to jump out of the car on the driver’s side and make a run for it. Any closer and the car might explode. So close, so close. Zoë shut her eyes and tucked down into herself. Jay was hunched over the wheel as though he were urging the car far and away, when of course he was sitting perilously, agonizingly still.


Finally the light turned and they were inching away from the fire, away from the smoke, away from peril that could make other people’s children orphans, and never theirs.


Zoë looked back at the flickers and embers by the side of the road as they put distance behind them. She lay her head down and grabbed her knees. So easy to start a fire in the garage, so easy for the flames to leap from one rooftop to the other, so easy to simmer in an inexorable line of fire. At first, silent and deadly, before it ribboned along the edges of the roof of the house, then spilled over and slid down the wood siding, a golden sheet of flame, finally crackling against the windows until they exploded.


Everybody would at least hear that.


“We shouldn’t have left them,” she said from between her knees.


“It’s all right, Zoë. We had a great time and everybody’s really all right.” Jay touched her back.


Then they said nothing at all as the car hurtled through the dark toward home.


Zoë was sitting on the edge of the deck out back, waiting for Niki to finish sniffing around, before she locked up the house for the night. Everybody else had gone to bed long ago. They had come through another week all safe. Still, she was listening hard. She could almost hear the molecules buzzing in the air, a little staticky sound—her own heartbeat or maybe her breathing.


Everything felt heavy and close. She could hardly see a thing. Then the moon came out from the clouds and she saw the white plume of Niki’s tail before the moon disappeared again behind a thick band of clouds that drifted across the sky. She loved her Malamute wildness, her regal bearing. The clothesline that hovered above her had disappeared into the sky. Soon everything was covered with a low ridge of clouds. She began to shiver. It felt foggy, damp. She zipped up her parka and wished the dog would hurry up. The motion light that had snapped on when she stepped out onto the deck had long gone out. She wondered about the arsonist, if he was out here somewhere, or was it too cold, too damp? It was Wednesday night, anyway. He almost always started the fires on Sundays or Mondays. His work schedule, or maybe his horoscope, or voices in his head.


She heard it first like the low hum of traffic on the street below, though it was too late for traffic. It grew and grew like a plane coming in low for a landing until the sound was everywhere and she was inside the white-hot sound, in the leaves blowing everywhere. Then there it was, dark against the flashing sky. It swept across the trees, passed over the house, the clothesline strung across the yard, the deck where she stood, washing everything in ghostly daylight. And then it was gone.


“Niki!” she called. The dog was a dark shadow in the middle of the yard, looking up at the sky. She came right away, and Zoë grabbed her collar and felt her hackles at attention. Niki turned back to look at the loud noise and growled a low, unearthly growl. The light clicked on as they rushed across the deck. She slammed the door and locked it behind her, then leaned against it, still holding tightly onto the dog’s chain-link collar. It was all right. This dog was bred for such pulling. “I’m sorry, Niki,” she said, kneeling down and burrowing her face into her neck.


Inside, everybody was still asleep. How could they sleep through all that? Just proved her point that sleeping downstairs they wouldn’t know a thing. Maybe they’d sleep through the fire alarm too. Jay rolled over, pulled the covers up over his shoulder. Jillie’s legs were half out of the sleeping bag so Zoë tucked them back inside, zipped up the bag.


She sat on the edge of the bed and cracked open the blinds, and there was the woodpile, just a darker shape against the dark. She looked out at the trees. She wondered if the arsonist was out there in the woods right now. What a damaged childhood he must have had. She leaned against the windowsill, watching through the crack in the blinds, too tired to sleep. But when she shut her eyes, she felt sleep coming, so she lay down on her back with her hands at her side, closed her eyes and listened for her breath, slowly, deeply, then deeper still. She gradually began to see the outline of some of the trees beyond the woodpile, tangled and strange. And beyond that just a hint of a flickering blue light, way back in the woods. The longer she watched, the more it seemed to flicker and pulse, flicker and pulse.


It felt peaceful to lie there with her eyes closed, watching the blue light. Why hadn’t she seen it before? It was beginning to fan out, like a growing flame. She watched it take shape, first into a rectangle, then peaking into a roof, and now she could see the moon shining down on a house, far back in the woods. Why hadn’t she ever noticed a house back there before? The moon danced and throbbed and drew her on. The wind made a silvery tremor in the trees. She knew she was dreaming, but it didn’t matter. She could see a chimney now, a back door, an upstairs window.


She was watching the window, watching the little boy who was looking out the window too. The little boy was watching the tiny cold flames at the edges of the window grow and grow until the whole window was so frosty you couldn’t see a thing. Then he rubbed a spot in the center of the window with the sleeve of his pajamas so he could keep watch over the little roof in the backyard under which the dog lay sleeping a cold and dreamless sleep.


Zoë could feel the fierce cold of the window too. Her fingers ached with it. She knew he liked the way the frost felt hot. Liked the way it burned his hand when he held it there, so that when Dad held his hand over the stove for turning it on without asking, he could pretend it wasn’t hot at all, but only very cold, so cold it burned. He liked the burning cold. He liked to watch the match burn down close to his fingers before he dropped it onto the stove. He liked the clean way the little blue flame of the gas stove pulsed and burned. He liked to turn on the stove when no one was home and watch the cool blue flame and feel how hot it was. He liked the snow in the same way, the way the snow muffled everything in a roaring stillness. He liked to listen to the snow falling, liked the cold feeling that could cover the hot feeling when Dad held his hand over the stove. He liked the way fire made everything pure and clean, like the falling snow outside his window where he watched, dreaming this.












Scarecrow Man






“That man watches me when I get the mail sometimes,” Jillie said one day, putting the mail on the kitchen counter.


“What man?” Zoë felt a flash of heat rise up her neck, over her face.


“That man in the Turners’ old house.”


“What do you mean he watches you?”


“From the window. He talked to me once.”


“Jillie! You know better than that.”


“But he’s not a stranger. He’s just new.”


How long had he lived there anyway? It couldn’t have been very long. She’d never really known the Turners, but during the summer a big Allied moving van parked in the driveway and then the next day, the Turners were gone. It wasn’t a very neighborly part of the neighborhood. The yellow house across the street from the Turners had been empty for months, and now an older man lived there. Zoë didn’t know him either. Something about that turn around the corner by the mailboxes and then the rush on up to their house on the hill kept her distant from the neighborhood below.


Then one day a brown van was parked in the Turner driveway and she knew somebody was home at last. She’d seen him getting the mail, as she drove by. He wore a baseball cap, with a dark brown ponytail down his neck. She’d remembered the strange dog that stood beside him, its black and white markings familiar enough to startle her. It wasn’t a Malamute exactly but almost. Maybe part wolf or German shepherd. He must keep that dog inside all the time, or maybe it was fenced in the backyard that spread far out, before it dropped off into the woods.


A week before Halloween he’d hung a scarecrow from the eaves above the front porch. It was a regular scarecrow, all right—khaki pants, plaid shirt, a belt virtually cutting the poor guy in two, cornstalks for hands and feet, arms held out by a broom handle. But it wasn’t just hanging from the eaves, it was hanging by the neck. A faceless, fleshy dummy with its head lopped over, a noose around its neck. It gave her the chills. He looked crucified, with his arms outstretched.


It was there every morning on her way to school, and every night on her way home, days before Halloween and days after. The head at that angle was an affront to the universe, the arms a salute to all the earth’s dark forces. She had just finished teaching Toni Morrison’s Beloved. Baby Suggs’s sermon caught in her throat every time: “And, oh my people . . . [white folks] do not love your neck unnoosed and straight.” And Sethe’s lament: “Boys hanging from the most beautiful sycamores in the world. It shamed her—remembering the wonderful soughing trees rather than the boys.” She hated him for putting up such a terrible thing. She would never forgive him.


For that and for watching Jillie from his window. What did he think he was doing anyway? She couldn’t look at the scarecrow without dread. Still, she couldn’t take her eyes off it, either. She thought it was some projection of the man and what life had done to him. “There’s something wrong in there,” she told the kids. “You guys skip that house this year.” She didn’t care what she sounded like or what kind of example she was setting. On those chilly October mornings when she drove down the hill on her way to school, the house looked haunted in the fog hanging over the giant firs in that gray-green light. It was an optical illusion, of course, but there were lots of those that fall. The kids called him Scarecrow Man. That was okay. Scarecrows only looked scary. After all, they were just straw and air. Better than Hangman any day, which is what the boys down the street called him. She’d never call him Hangman in front of the kids, though that’s what she called him in her head.


Then one day coming home from school, Zoë noticed the brown van wasn’t in the driveway. So, as she was getting the mail, she reached into his mailbox and pulled out an envelope. Roy. His name was Roy Leland.


On Halloween night, hellfire flashed against that front window. It was only a red strobe light and strips of red and orange crepe paper blowing in the wind from a fan he’d no doubt set up. The Grateful Dead blared from a loudspeaker set up on the porch. It was terrible. It was sad. Somebody trying too hard. At the very least, the guy had a bad sense of timing, considering all the fires. People had already started to talk. His trash cans overflowing, an old lawn chair, scraps of wood, the detritus of his life propped against those big cans. It broke every safety rule they’d been given. Jay was right. You want something to burn, buddy? Burn this. But somebody was the arsonist. He had to live somewhere.


Every kid in the neighborhood wanted to visit that house. On the porch he’d put a pumpkin with a face carved from an Edvard Munch painting backlit by a candle. Not a crooked, toothy smile or even a demented grin, but a scream, a giant, oval, orange scream. Was he trying to scare all the kids off or beckon them in?


“Where’s your pillowcase?” Zoë said, watching Jay put on his rain parka and wool cap.


“What pillowcase?”


“For all the candy.”


Jay laughed. “Oh, that’s right. I’ll go right up to that man’s door and say ‘trick or treat.’ Ya think?” He turned back and kissed the bridge of her nose.


“I should go too,” she said.


“Probably nobody should go. You know what Will would say if he saw us creeping around behind him.”


“But you said it was a good idea anyway,” Zoë said. “All things considered.”


“Yeah, probably. But you’re better off staying inside. You sound terrible.”


“It’s not really raining yet. Maybe it won’t rain. You know how strange everything is. And it’s Sunday anyway. Arson night.”


“Not every Sunday now.”


Jay put his hand against her forehead. “Did you take your temperature?”


“I’m okay. I can tell when I have a fever.”


“There is just no reason for you to tag along.”


“Okay, but the kids better not see you.”


Somebody had spray-painted that man’s driveway again, and who knew what else? Too much mischief out there for those kids to go it alone, no matter how insistent Will was that he could take care of everybody. There was a humming in the air if you listened for it, a pressure behind the eyes you couldn’t rub away—a barely suspended sense of danger. The fire in the window, the scarecrow, the blaring music could conjure evil spirits out of the air, or out of their dry, earthen graves.


“I’m glad you’re going, though,” she said. “I don’t really feel so great.”


She grabbed the comforter around her as she watched out the front window. Niki stood beside her, and nosed the window, her hackles up. The kids were almost all the way down the hill. Then she watched Jay slowly angle his way down after them, tucked back into the dark.


She would never forgive that man, though, for hanging the scarecrow. What was Halloween anyway? No All Saints’ Day here. No Day of the Dead in America. Kids didn’t give it a second thought. You could dress up as a wraith or skeleton and enter Hades if you knew you’d return to the morning, sun on your face and rapture in that pillowcase full of forbidden treats tucked under your bed. No sweetness and death. No sugar candy skeletons and skulls. Or smell of vanilla and wilting flowers in the sun.


Zoë could see the kids standing by the mailboxes under the streetlight as other kids flocked to that door. They made the kids promise to stick together, only go to the places they’d been to before, and skip the Ferguson house, where the tough boys lived with the dad who beat them. They were probably the ones who’d spray-painted Roy Leland’s driveway. And never stop at the Scarecrow house. Zoë didn’t want to alarm Jillie, but didn’t want her striking up a rogue friendship with him either, because she was as curious as Max, and felt no threat at all. But Will knew. It would have been an insult to him not to believe he wouldn’t keep to the rules.


Adults stood in a circle outside the fence, looking on, watching their kids rush up to the door, drawn in by the melodrama, by the promise of a real scare. Zoë could imagine it—the ghosts and goblins, devils and demons approaching the house in clumps. But the bunnies and princesses were holding tight to their parents’ hands and looking on from outside the fence. There was a certain poignancy in his efforts, though. In all this time Zoë had never seen another car parked in his driveway, or anyone going to the door except these children now, lured by the pyrotechnics coming from the crepe paper, fans, and strobe lights. Good thing Jay was out there.


The kids had moved on down the hill and out of sight. She could see Jay standing in the middle of the road looking at that house, then turn the corner and disappear into the dark. He’d say he was just out for a stroll, as he kept watch over those three heads all in a row as they went up each porch into the light, then down and back into the dark.


Jay stopped and waited. The Ferguson house was next and they knew better than to ever stop there. Jay would not be seen if he could help it. As he waited, a song kept going through his head. Jillie sang it often as she was getting ready for school.


This is the way you brush your teeth,


tie your shoes,


make your bed.


This is the way you look both ways,


so early in the morning.


He found he was humming it. He hoped they were looking both ways now and forever. He felt a rush of pride and fear. Jay himself worried more than he let on. Something about this arsonist had thrown him off kilter. He felt a new tightness in his throat, imagined he was coming down with a cold that never came. In his dreams he burned his arms grasping to rescue them just as they vanished into a rush of flames. He always woke with the sting of hands fallen asleep. He would do anything to save them but wondered if he would be strong enough, if it ever came to that. He knew he’d postponed his annual physical three times now. Just like a man, Zoë always said.


He couldn’t see them on the road anymore. He wasn’t ready to let them go, but he imagined it anyway. But instead of the house below the Fergusons, there they were, coming fast back up the hill. Will had his arm around Max’s shoulder and Max was holding Jillie’s hand.


“Dad! You and Mom promised,” Will said. Then softer, “What are you doing out here?”


“Yup, we said you kids could go out on your own. You’re on your own.”


“But you’re here.”


“Oh, not really. I just felt like a walk to see what’s what.”


Jay was caught and he knew it. Still, he could tell something had spooked them.


Jillie dropped Max’s hand and rushed to her father and buried her face in his parka.


“What happened, guys?”


Jillie looked back at her brothers standing shoulder to shoulder.


“Daddy,” she said, and started to cry.


Jay knelt down and scooped her up. She wrapped her arms around his neck and dropped her pillowcase.


“Guys?” Will’s Groucho moustache and eyebrows were now dark smudges and for a moment, Jay thought he’d been beaten up. Jay’s werewolf mask was hanging by the elastic down Max’s back. His face was pale in the streetlight. Jillie was still a princess, but she’d lost her aluminum foil crown. Jay wanted to gather them all under his rain parka and never let them go.


Max was the one who told. “Benny Ferguson jumped out from the bushes and screamed at us. He said the Scarecrow Man’s house was a Death House and that the scarecrow was really a dead man. A man that he killed. He said if we ate his candy we would die. He said we would all die tonight anyway because we lived so close.”


Benny Ferguson was fourteen and bullied all the kids as they walked up and down the hill to the bus stop. He wasn’t any taller than Will and only a few pounds heavier, but he made up for his size in a meanness the kids could never understand. His flat, cruel eyes always frightened them.


“I tried to keep everybody safe,” Will said. “But he was hiding in the bushes like he was waiting for us.”


“You did fine, Will. Everybody is safe. You know their dad doesn’t treat those boys very well. And they’ve got no mom. He’s just a bully. Let’s come on home and go out for ice cream.”


“But we didn’t even stop at the Scarecrow house at all,” Jillie said. “We just slowed down a little bit before we went down the hill. That man wouldn’t do bad things.” Jillie wriggled out of Jay’s arms.


“Kids all right?” said an older man who’d come out of his driveway into the street. “Will Merwin,” he said, extending his hand. “I saw that boy jump out at them.”


“They’re gonna be fine,” Jay said, taking his hand. “I’m Jay Penney. This is Jillie and Max. And this is Will. He’s Will too. Nice to meet you.”


“Great kids,” he said. “You’re awfully lucky.”


“I know I am. But thanks.”


“I don’t know why he’d go to all that trouble, considering all the fires these days. He’s a strange one, all right.”


“They skipped it, thank goodness.” Jay saw the kids exchange some secret look. “Nice to meet you, Will. Better get these guys home.”


When Jay finally climbed into bed, he turned to Zoë who was half asleep on Nyquil.


“I met the new neighbor.”


“You met him? The Scarecrow guy?” She sat up.


“The old man in the yellow house. Mr. Merwin. He was alarmed at the decorations and came outside. He said he saw what that Ferguson boy did to the kids.”


“I think he’s a nice man. Sometimes he waves when I stop for the mail. Great shock of white hair.”


Jay was shivering and Zoë wrapped her arms around him. “You’re not coming down with this, are you? Don’t do that.”


“Nah, I’m okay. I didn’t take very good care of the kids, though. You want them to grow up brave and strong, but mostly you just want them to be safe.”


“But they are safe. They’re all tucked in fast asleep.”


“I should have said something to that Benny Ferguson. I should have gone to the door and called him out.”


“What would that have done?”


“Probably made things worse.”


“Go to sleep, Jay.” Zoë lay back down and put her hand against his chest. His breath was too hard, too fast for sleep. “Want some Nyquil? Sweet, dear Jay.”


“He had the best treats of anybody,” Max reported the next day after school. No razor blades in the apples or rat poison sprinkled over the popcorn. But big Hershey chocolate bars shiny in their wrappers, three to a kid. The word had gotten out. Jay just looked down the street and shook his head.


October turned into November and still the rains did not come. These November nights Zoë had gotten into the habit of slipping out onto the back deck after everybody was asleep to sit on the chair she’d hauled out of the garage. Niki came out with her and lay beside her, keeping watch over the woods, sniffing the air. Coyotes howled in the gulley and the fur on her neck stiffened. The children fled the woods before dusk now, rushed up the hill and into the lighted house, and locked the door. You’d never hear the striking of a match. You’d never hear the roll of newspaper soaked in kerosene flame up. You’d see it first.


So here they were, keeping watch. At first she wondered if she were a little crazy, but then the habit became so familiar it came with a comfort of its own. If she tried to explain it, it would sound perverse, so she kept this ritual secret. That was part of its pleasure, shielded from judgment and the necessary explanation. She looked into the woods. She would stare him down, whoever he was. He would never get her family.


Sometimes coming back into the house and turning on the bathroom light, she’d wonder why the lights seemed so piercingly bright. Then her vision would narrow and blackbirds would skitter across her eyes, and she’d remember what it was, and get the Tylenol for the headache to come.


Days, then weeks, of silence from this arsonist and still she kept the appointed vigil. She began to long for it. Now she waited for eleven o’clock, when she could go outside alone, sit in the deck chair, look out into the woods, shut her eyes, and listen. Then she could hear things she couldn’t with her eyes open. Something brushing against the bushes, a snap, then a whir of silence as though he’d caught himself and stepped back, as though he knew she was up here, waiting. It was all right. It was a strange comfort. It calmed her to be out there where he might be.


But finally the winter rains came and brought them to safety from fires that could rise up out of the woods. And with the rains, talk of the arsonist fell off the back pages of the paper. If the Arson Task Force was still at work, they were doing it without the benefit of news coverage. Thanksgiving was just around the corner and there was so much to be thankful for. They had made it through the fall, made it through the cluster of fires. She had wished for rain so extravagant you couldn’t imagine anything being that dry ever again.


Now here it was. Her sojourns outside these days were quick, just standing under the eaves of the back door and listening to the rain patter against the last of the leaves. They hadn’t had a hard windstorm yet to finish the job. If it weren’t raining she’d step out onto the deck and search for the low-hanging moon just above the trees, black and skeletal in the moonlight. He was still out there, though, she knew it. Whatever was coming was just around the corner now. The air bit through her thin coat, nipped at her bare legs.


“Mom!” Will said as she came back inside. “What were you doing outside?” She had her coat over her nightgown. She had frightened him.


“Why aren’t you asleep?” she said. “You’ve got school tomorrow.”


“I don’t know,” he said, opening the refrigerator. “I just like to check on things.” It was a wonder they hadn’t run into each other before now. She knew Will sometimes wandered around at night, though he would never talk about it.


Will closed the refrigerator door.


“Not hungry?”


“I don’t know.” He pulled himself up on the counter and sat down. “Mom? Why were you outside?”


“I don’t know either.”


“Yes you do.” He wouldn’t let her go. He knew her as well as anyone, maybe even better than Jay.


“Well, I like to say goodnight to the sky sometimes. Or the moon if it’s out.” She couldn’t explain how this going outside had become an incantation against unspoken things, as close to prayer as she could get these days. This benediction cast a net of safekeeping over them so they would all cross over to safety in the morning. And other, stranger things.


“But it’s raining out.”


“Oh, I was just standing under the eaves. I like to listen to the rain in the woods.”


Will just narrowed his eyes and looked hard at her. “It’s gonna be okay, Mom.”


Tears filled her eyes. “I know it will. Thanks.”


“Okay. I’m going to bed now.”


“Sleep tight.” My precious boy. Firstborn of my heart. My precious, lovely boy.












The Other Shoe






Zoë leaned over and felt her shuddering heart against her legs. She could hardly breathe. She hadn’t known she’d be sick until she found herself running down the hall into the bathroom. She looked at the giant polar bear she’d jammed in the corner of the stall. She leaned over to see who was in the stall next to her, but that stupid bear was in the way. The blood rushed to her head and she sat back up. The spinning wouldn’t stop. She shut her eyes. She could hear someone in the next stall rustling with the toilet paper. She didn’t know what she’d do, if that old woman had followed her. The minute she’d seen her in the gift shop, she’d grabbed the bear and run down the hall, past the patient information desk, past the cafeteria. She’d know her feet anywhere. A walking skeleton in black orthopedic shoes. Zoë shoved that polar bear back up against the door—he was taking up half the stall—and leaned all the way over. It had been a strange day.


The waiting room had no clocks. Of course, when you’re waiting between one thing and another it’s best to lose track of time altogether. But she had her wristwatch, which she was trying not to look at every five minutes. She didn’t want to lose track of time completely, but she didn’t want it gathering forces behind her back, either. What if something had happened and they were figuring out how to tell her? Or what if they’d opened him up, taken one look, and just closed him back up again. Jay. My God.


—


“What’s that?” she’d said, pulling her hand out from under the covers. It was their first night back home in Illinois for Christmas. Her father had been ill and it seemed best for them to make the long holiday journey.


“What?” Jay’d said.


“That lump. How long has it been there?”


“What lump?”


“There,” she said, pointing under the blankets. She couldn’t touch him.


“Oh, that. I’ve always had that.”


“No you haven’t.”


“Sure I have.”


“Then how come I never noticed it before?” She turned on the light by the bed and just looked at him. Her heart thundered.


Jay tried to pull her toward him but she shrugged him off.


“Okay,” he said, rolling back over.


“Jay?” she said to his back.


“What?”


“How long has that lump been there?”


He just sighed and rolled over. “Turn off the light, okay?”


Zoë lay propped up against the headboard in what had been the bedroom of her childhood. They had opened the drapes to watch the falling snow, and so she lay watching the snow come down into the shaft of light from the streetlamp in front of the house. She couldn’t stop thinking about it.


The kids were all asleep in their sleeping bags downstairs in her parents’ family room. She got up and felt her way down the stairs to the basement. Jillie was half out of the sleeping bag, her leg hanging over the side of the couch, her teddy bear fast in her arms. Zoë picked her pillow up off the floor and slipped it back under her head, tucked her leg back inside the sleeping bag, kissed her damp forehead. Will was on the couch across the room sleeping like a soldier, neat and tidy as always, his arms across his chest just like Jay. Max had burrowed so far down inside his sleeping bag she could only see the top of his head. How could he breathe down there? She pulled the flap down so he could get some air.


They had argued the whole two weeks that Christmas about what was or wasn’t a rather large lump in Jay’s left testicle. It was all she could think about. At least she’d stopped thinking about the arsonist.


“But if it was always like that, how could I not notice it?”


“Forget it, Zoë. You think everything’s cancer and it never is, and this isn’t either.” It was Christmas Eve and they were out walking in the snow. Everybody else was fast asleep. It was near midnight and the street was deserted. They stood with their faces upturned to the snow, and watched it fall into their eyes.


“Don’t spoil things, Zoë. It’s Christmas Eve, for godsake.” He looked so sad, so pained. She’d never seen that look before.


“Okay, but tell me one last time why I shouldn’t be scared shitless.”


He sighed, shoved his hands in his pockets, and plunged ahead through the falling snow. Finally he yelled over his shoulder, “Because it’s nothing.”


That was okay with her. She let out a long breath. You got a headache? It was a brain tumor. Nasty bruise on your shin? Leukemia. Swollen glands? Hodgkin’s disease. She was an expert at catastrophizing. And that’s what she was doing now, besides ruining Christmas.


“Okay,” he finally said, turning around. “Just for the sake of argument, suppose there was something wrong. It wouldn’t be something you’d have to worry about anyway, because it’s an organ outside the body. I’ll get it checked when we get back. So you can stop this any time now.” He ended the argument by scooping up a handful of snow and stuffing it down her neck.


“Oh no you don’t!” she said, turning to run. But she lost her footing and fell into the snowdrift made by the snowplow.


“Got you now.” He grinned at her and leaned over. She yanked his leg and he fell into the snowdrift too. They couldn’t stop laughing. Jay rolled over and kissed her.


“That felt good,” Zoë said. “I wish we could stay out here forever.” They lay there a little longer, watching the snow come down in the light of the streetlamp across from the house. They were both in love with snow and with this moment outside the argument—and didn’t want to go back in, where it might all start up again.


Then they looked up and there was Will, watching them from the upstairs window. They waved up at him and he disappeared.


“We’re probably embarrassing the hell out of him,” Jay said.


It was strange thinking of Will watching them. Was he making his nightly rounds here as he’d done at home during the arson months? Had he found his parents missing and gone looking for them, like a mother hen, counting her chicks? Zoë wondered what he was worried about now.


“Let’s not go in yet,” Zoë said, looking at the sleeping house.


“Gotta pee,” Jay said. “I’m going in.” He turned to kiss her.


The snow was falling on his beard, his cap, covering his shoulders like a blanket. Zoë knelt down to tie her boot. When she looked up he was gone, and what she saw was the snow spinning in the shaft of light, spinning emptily upon itself. She stepped into the light as the snow fell all around, and this time the snow on her face felt hot like ashes. She thought of the fires. She thought of the little boy in her dream.




—


They held their uneasy truce the rest of the vacation with the promise that Jay would see a doctor when they got back to Seattle. The night before the appointment with the urologist, Zoë waited until everyone was asleep, and snuck outside and unlocked the garage where they’d stored their old college textbooks. Her computer had frozen, so no luck there. What a mess. Everything everywhere. She made her way to those cardboard boxes stacked against the wall and found the old medical guides from long ago. She sat on the floor of the garage in her old ski parka and boots, her back against the hot water tank. She flipped to the index and ran her finger down the list of T words. The first four books jumped safely from temperature to tetanus, or something like that. No testicles heading at all, which she took as a good sign. Anything really important would have its own listing. How serious could a testicle be anyway? About as serious as the punch line to a bad joke. Besides, as Jay kept pointing out, it’s not like your liver or pancreas or heart, not something you couldn’t do without.


But at the bottom of the box, she found an old edition of The Better Homes and Gardens Medical Guide, a wedding present from a great-aunt long ago dead. Mr. and Mrs. William Jay Penney, she’d written in long, lavender script. And there it was. Testicles—disorders of. Two categories. Something called a hydrocele spermatocele cyst, which sounded horrible, but was really only a benign little marble of fluid, about as harmless as something you might step on walking on the beach. Pop! And it would vanish into a watery blot on the sand.


The other category was the one she’d been hoping she would never find. The words lifted off the page and hung there flickering. Her hands were shaking. She could hear the freezer humming. She shut her eyes and took a deep breath. She heard somebody open the front door and call, “Mommy where are you?” but knew no one would find her here. She looked down at the book again. The words had settled back onto the page where they belonged. She read on and this time the words stayed put: Tumors of the testicle are surprisingly common, and highly malignant, spreading rapidly throughout the body once they infiltrate the lymphatic system or the blood. The treatment is almost always surgery followed by radiation or chemotherapy.


There wasn’t any point in knowing any more. She put the books back into the box, jammed it into the corner, and made her way through the golf clubs, bikes and tools, old mattresses and lawn furniture to the door. She couldn’t get out of there fast enough. She turned out the light, locked the door behind her, and stepped onto the back deck. The motion sensor light snapped on as she crossed. She stepped out of the light and waited until it went off. She sat down on the step and looked out into the woods. So here it was after all. Something as bad as arson. Something that could devour her whole family.


Zoë looked at her watch again. It was getting late. She was beginning to hate that waiting room. It was clear what they were up to, making it look like a hotel lobby. A room perfectly designed for killing time when all you can think is: How much longer can this go on? She’d been watching a woman with hair like dandelions gone to seed, wearing a pink smock. She was sitting behind a big oak desk, her hand resting on top of a sturdy black telephone perched innocently enough in the center of the desk. When it rang, she’d know who had or hadn’t come back from surgery, and so which one of them she’d summon over for the news.
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