
[image: Cover: Where They Wait, by Scott Carson]


Scott Carson

Where They Wait

A Novel

“Horror has a New Name and it’s Scott Carson” –Michael Connelly






Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: Where They Wait, by Scott Carson, Emily Bestler Books]






For Kaleb Ryan, with thanks for friendship and support across the years






PART ONE [image: ] HOMECOMING







1 [image: Image]


I was never a dreamer.

I mean that in the most literal sense. Figuratively speaking, I absolutely consider myself a dreamer. Aspirational, at least. Optimistic? To a point, although my profession—journalism—mandates a certain cynicism. When I say I was never a dreamer, I mean at night, in the depths of sleep.

No dreams. Just didn’t have ’em. Not good, bad, happy, or sad.

Slept well, though. I slept well. That’s hard to believe these days, but I know that it was true once.

People talk about their dreams all the time. I dated a woman for a few years who would wake up and recite the bizarre and vivid stories that had accompanied her through the night. Sometimes, I’d be tempted to pretend that I could share the experience. Dreaming seems normal, right? Seems like something that should happen to all of us. And yet we don’t know much about the mechanisms of dreams, for all of our scientific research and psychological theorizing. We believe dreaming is tied to memory, that REM sleep is an archival process. We believe dreams are indicative of repressed emotions, or perhaps harbingers of maladies that haven’t yet offered physical symptoms. Warnings. Messages from the dead. From God. We believe all of these things and more, but what we know is this: dreams are still not fully understood after all these years. They come and they go.

For most people, at least.

Until I returned to Hammel, Maine, in the autumn after I was laid off from my newspaper, I enjoyed deep and untroubled sleep. Not for long, maybe, but enough. Five or six hours were plenty.

Whitney, my ex, was a nightly dreamer who always seemed bothered by my blank-slate sleeping. When I returned from a stretch as an embedded correspondent covering troop drawdowns in Afghanistan, I think she was waiting on nightmares, PTSD terrors, cold sweats. That didn’t happen. The visions that came for me from the war zone were—and remain—real memories.

Once, she asked me to explain what dreamless sleep felt like. We were in bed in our apartment in Tampa with the windows up and a humid spring breeze fanning through the screens, coffee cups cooling on the nightstands, a lazy Saturday morning. She’d just recounted her latest theater of the mind that passed for sleep and returned to the question of whether I’d dreamed that night, too.

“Maybe,” I said. “I don’t remember them, that’s all. I’m not like you.”

“Everybody remembers something from a dream,” she said, dark blond hair falling over her face before she pushed it back.

“You’ll have to ask me before I wake up next time,” I said, a dumb joke I offered just to move on to another topic. She’d minored in psychology and loved to guess at the meaning of a dream, loved to hear opinions on what the subconscious or unconscious mind was trying to tell her. I think that’s one of the reasons the empty archives of my nights bothered her—there was nothing to dissect.

“What does that feel like, then?” she asked.

“What does not dreaming feel like?”

She nodded. The hair fell across her face again, and she swept it back again. Whitney and her hair had a war each morning and she always surrendered first but on a Saturday morning the battle could go on for quite a while.

“It doesn’t feel like anything,” I said.

“Come on, writer. You’ve got to do better than that. You fall asleep, you wake up, and that sensation feels like…”

She hung on that dangling unfinished sentence, waiting for me to turn a phrase that explained the experience. I could see that she was serious and so I tried to come up with an honest answer.

“Blackness,” I said. “It’s that simple. The world is black, and then I crawl out of it—float out of it, if there’s no alarm going off—and the world is light again.” I shrugged, sensing her disappointment. “It’s the best I can do. Sorry.”

“That sounds sad,” she said, and her expression was so forlorn I couldn’t help but laugh.

“At least I do wake up,” I said, leaning over to kiss her. “Beats the alternative.”

She cocked an eyebrow, giving me mock scrutiny. “Something goes on in that brain at night. It has to.”

“You say the same thing during the day, and you’re wrong then, too.”

“False. I’ve never accused your brain of working during the day.” She propped herself up on her elbow, studied me. “Promise me you’re not hiding them?”

“Hiding my dreams?”

She nodded. “I want to know what they are. Even if they’re always about that bitch from Chicago you dated back in—”

“Now, that’s not nice.”

“I want to hear. Actually, don’t tell me if they’re about her. Turn her into someone more interesting, would you?”

I laughed, and she did, too, but then her smile faded and she said, “You will tell me when you remember them, Nick? Even if they’re bad?”

“I’ll tell you,” I said, and I meant it then.

I really did.

I also knew better than to believe it was my literal lack of dreams that put up the wall between us. Yet, when the breakup finally happened, I couldn’t help the thought. I remembered the combination of scrutiny and concern in her eyes when she asked those questions, remembered her emphatic insistence that everyone dreams something sometime, and I wondered what she saw in my own eyes when I insisted that I did not. Whether there was something in them that scared her.

Nonsense, right? It had been a silly conversation in a loving relationship that had simply run its course. There was a gap between us, and eventually in a long-term relationship you ride up against that chasm, judge its risk and reward, and make the hard choice: try to make the jump on faith, or retreat?

She retreated and tried a new path. Last I heard, she was dating a man who owned a sailboat and they were talking about taking a year off and cruising the world, untethered.

I have a feeling that guy’s dreams made for the right kind of conversation.

Better than blackness, anyhow.

I don’t know if the happy couple ever actually weighed anchor. Whitney and I fell out of touch, the way you do. Except I’m not sure you ever really do. Everyone insists they’ve lost track, of course. “Where’s the ex? No idea. Haven’t heard from her in years.” But there are days when I’ll think of people I lost touch with long ago and have a near-physical certainty that they’re thinking of me, too, right then, as if there’s some electric current riding through the atmosphere and we happened to connect on the same circuit one more time. It’s always a good feeling, like a kind touch.

For a guy who can’t dream, that’s not bad, right?



I returned home for the reason most people do it: a lack of options.

It wasn’t a formal move. Just a visit. The kind of visit without dates that you can make only when you’ve got no demands on your time. I was unemployed and doing what you do—calling in favors, hunting for leads. Networking is the polite term. Begging is the feeling.

I started with editors, working my way through contacts in an industry that was hanging on the ropes. Even the more optimistic colleagues I spoke with couldn’t promise a job. On down the line I moved, from the overseas bureau folks and the managing editors at big metro dailies to Patrick Ryan, the oldest friend I had who was connected to anything remotely related to journalism. Pat ran the PR department for Hammel College, one of those tony New England liberal arts schools that have been around long enough to justify the tuition rate with a straight face.

I’d graduated from Hammel at a discount because my mother was a faculty member. The student loans were still equivalent to a mortgage payment, but in exchange I emerged with a degree in journalism—a dinosaur of a profession and a historically low-paying one at that. (I have a theory that some basic finance class should be taught in high school. It’s the kind of theory you arrive at in your late twenties, but rarely before that.)

I loved writing, though, loved newspapers, loved the daily grind of reporting. First draft of history, and all that. Pat had started in the J-school with me, but he read the industry’s writing on the wall and bailed for a degree in folklore—which he claimed was the same thing as journalism—and a heavy focus on schmoozing with anyone who could hire him for… well, for anything. In the end, he didn’t have to leave at all, remaining at Hammel to work in the bold world of college PR. Yawn. But, hey, nice benefits package.

Pat had come east from Montana for school, and although I was technically a townie, I’d lived in Hammel for less than two years, a move we made following my father’s death, and I still felt like an outsider when college began. I was used to that, though; as my mother’s academic star ascended, we’d moved frequently. There was always another school that could entice her by promising fewer lectures and more research time. I attended four different schools in four different towns between the ages of eight and eighteen, so moving into the dorms with out-of-state and international students didn’t feel all that unusual to me. Fresh starts were standard operating procedure in the Bishop family.

Pat Ryan and I bonded the fall of our freshman year over two things: beer and bullshit. Much of the latter was based on endless arguments over who was tougher, Mainers or Montanans. He was a big, rangy Irish kid who sunburned easily—no small feat in Maine—and loved fly-fishing and hiking and sailing. He bought three sailboats while we were in college, each one cheaper than the last, and the first one set him back only fifteen hundred bucks, so you can imagine how seaworthy these tubs were. I answered the phone one Friday night when the harbor master, a cranky old Yankee named Bobby Beauchamp—who was also the caretaker of my mother’s cabin in the off-season—called to report the sinking of the boat Pat had christened the SS Money Pit.

Pat was far too drunk to drive down and do anything about it by then, and he reasoned the boat wasn’t going to be hard to find, because it was still tied to the mooring buoy, the buoy was still above water, and he’d paid for the space, so what did it matter whether his boat was on the water or beneath it, shouldn’t his renter’s rights remain intact?

Hell, let’s have another beer and deal with the boat in the morning, he said, and so we did.

Needless to say, he had a strained relationship with the harbor master after that.

On the day Pat offered me the job that brought me back to Maine, he was long removed from his carousing days, a respectable staff member of an esteemed college, one with enough clout to offer me a freelance job.

“Five grand for a puff piece,” he said. “Nick, you gotta do it.”

“I gotta find an actual job, man. Not a Band-Aid.”

“I love a man who’s bleeding out on the battlefield and still waving off Band-Aids.”

Fair point.

“We’ll even reimburse your mileage,” he said, and that was the first time I realized he expected me to show up in Maine. I’d been viewing it as a phoner, Hammel College covered from a Tampa condo, because that was the way it usually went. Nobody had travel budgets.

“I’m in Tampa. If I’m coming to Maine, I’m flying.”

“Yeah, we can’t reimburse that, brother. I can probably spring for one-way mileage, though. I’ll siphon it from the intern fund. Those little shits don’t need the help. Drive north! Live a little! Seriously, it’s summer. You want to stay in Florida? What happened to my Main-ah buddy?”

In point of fact, I didn’t want to stay in Florida. I was sick of the trapped heat, of the stagnancy I’d begun to associate with the summer air in Tampa—hell, with everything in Tampa. I also hadn’t been home in years, and there was an instant, just thinking about it, when I swore I could smell pines and clean water.

“Be good to get up here for a visit,” Pat pressed, as if sensing my nostalgia. “See your mom while you’re at it.”

That made me feel guilty, but only a little. I spoke with my mother twice a week, and yet I hadn’t had a conversation with her in more than a year. That was when the stroke had claimed her mind. She verbalized plenty now but didn’t communicate, her mind stuck in a slow spin cycle, churning on the same details but never able to add anything fresh to the load. A lot of us are headed to that place, be it through a stroke, Alzheimer’s, or dementia, and I think it is one of the great fears of my generation—we are, after all, obsessed with remaining connected, and narcissistic enough to believe that the rest of the world wants us to be.

For my mother, though, it was a tragedy that transcended family. Alice Jane Bishop had been one of the nation’s preeminent scholars in the field of memory research. She published in leading medical journals and spoke at conferences around the globe. She knew the intricacies and mysteries of the human memory as well as anyone—until she lost her own.

Cruel joke, right? Cruel world, kids.

She had been hiking alone in the Camden Hills on a favorite trail along Mount Megunticook. When the stroke came a fall followed, and she tumbled down into the rocks. It was early December and light snow was blowing in—hardly a foul-weather day by Maine standards but still cold enough to kill you if you were exposed to the elements all night. Mom always hiked with a headlamp, though, even on a day hike—a habit I’d teased her about mercilessly—and it was the headlamp that saved her life. She fumbled it out and succeeded in not just turning it on but in setting it to the blinking red distress strobe. The last hiker in the park that night found her. He crawled down through the rocks to look for the light source.

I’d been optimistic when the first doctor called. My mother was alive but disoriented, he said. Just disoriented. Then days turned to weeks and months and it became clear that the Alice Bishop who had departed the trailhead that morning wasn’t going to return to us.

“Hell, just come to see me,” Pat Ryan said now, maybe realizing that a face-to-face with my mom wasn’t as appealing. “I’m offering you a paid vacation.”

“That makes it sound worse, Pat. Let’s at least pretend it’s a job.”

“Fine, fine. It’s a job. Crucial work.”

“Doing what?”

“I’ve got a profile for the alumni magazine that won’t write itself.”

A profile for the alumni magazine. Two years ago, I’d been reporting from Kabul for international syndication. How quickly things come apart.

“Who’s the pride of the alma mater these days?” I asked, trying to keep my tone light, trying not to let Pat hear any humiliation. He was, after all, doing me a favor.

“You’ll dig it,” he said. “Some young tech guy who—”

“Oh, no.”

“Got a bit of VC money and—”

“Heaven help me.”

“—built an exciting little company right here in Hammel that—”

“Has a billion-dollar IPO?”

“Not yet. Give it a month. Your profile will be ahead of the curve! Bloomberg and Wired and even our austere friend the Wall Street Journal will be madly envious.”

“Terrific.” I opened a bottle of Blanton’s bourbon. “What did the precocious young lad do, pray tell? Invent a blender that sources private consumer data to retailers in real time?”

“That’s next year. This year, he’s working for the good of the people!”

“I bet.”

“Seriously. He’s developed an app—”

I held the phone close to the glass while I poured the bourbon into it, and I could hear Pat laugh.

I put the phone back to my ear. “Go on.”

“In total seriousness, the app is for the human good.”

“Uh-huh.”

“It’s a mindfulness app.”

“Aren’t there already about a hundred of those? I see ads everywhere. ‘Still your mind, calm your soul, and do it on the go!’ ”

“Yeah, I know. But there’s only one of them that is headquartered in the old Hefron Mill. They’ve injected some serious capital into the place.”

The Hefron complex had been a sprawling brick dinosaur looming over the Beaumont River when we were in school, a long-defunct pulp mill, its impotent smokestacks cutting a bleak silhouette just past the pristine campus.

“Donors like revitalization projects,” I said, and sipped my bourbon.

“Exactly! And you’ll be paid a princely sum to capture the young titan in your eloquent yet concise prose. Everyone wins.”

“Five grand.”

“Five grand more than you’re making this week, right?”

It was indeed.

“It’s a no-brainer,” Pat said, and I had to laugh.

“What?” he protested.

“I’m thinking of how many times you said that about something that nearly left me dead or in jail.”

“And you regret none of those adventures.”

That was the truth. I could see Maine then, the dark pines and blue water and the gunmetal November skies and the fogbanks that floated in thick as bed linens. I could see it, and I missed it. Badly.

Plus, I needed the money, and it was a chance to see my mom.

“All right,” I said. “And thanks. Sincerely.”

“My pleasure. Be great to see you again.”

“Likewise.”

He turned serious then. “This guy is interesting. He’s got a team that’s very talented, and the app has some big-league neuroscientists as consultants.”

“What does a neuroscientist bring to the table beyond credibility?”

“That special thing that separates it from all the rest. Gotta be different, right?”

“What’s their special thing?”

“Shaping your dreams.”

I laughed.

“No, really,” Pat said. “That’s the gimmick. That’s how they intend to separate from the pack.”

I lowered my bourbon.

“Shaping your dreams?”

“Yep. Consider your quality of life if you could remove every nightmare and replace it with a sweet dream. Think that might have an impact on anxiety, stress, blood pressure, et cetera? Can you even imagine that?”

“No,” I said.

As a non-dreamer, I truly could not. And something strange happened then, while I stood in my kitchen sipping bourbon and talking to an old friend: the pleasant memories of the Maine coast were gone and I had a flash of Whitney’s face, of the concern in her eyes when she asked me to explain what my sleep was like.

Blackness.

Had she recoiled, then? No. Surely not. It had been an inconsequential conversation.

She’d have liked the idea, though. Shaping your dreams. She’d subscribe to that app, no free trial needed.

I thanked Pat once more, promised to see him soon, and then went out onto the balcony and let the Florida heat envelop me. I thought of Maine, of my mother and of my friends, and I waited for a cooling breeze that never came while I imagined a blond woman on a sailboat beneath a starlit sky, pushed ahead by a freshening wind.

Then I went inside and went to bed. Sleep came and sleep went. Blackness rose and blackness receded.

Reliable as the tide, back then.

I miss those nights.
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I returned to Maine on the last week of October.

By the time I drove north, it had been nearly four months since I’d lost my job and I was past the bitterness and feeling okay, as if I understood the plan ahead. Because there was a plan. I would head to Maine, stay a few weeks, and work it all out up there. Reimagine my future and fortify my resilience. Shit, what else can you do? Get knocked down, you best get back up.

I was back up. By the time I crossed the Piscataqua River Bridge from Portsmouth into Kittery—saluting when I passed beneath the Welcome to Maine sign—I was actually feeling pretty damned good. I’d run out of podcasts and playlists somewhere along the eastern seaboard and had the radio on, the real radio, which I never listened to, and WCLZ was playing Tom Petty, “Runnin’ Down a Dream,” and how could you not laugh at that? A little on the nose, right? But there was Tom, on cue, when I needed him.

I felt so good, like anything was possible…

Not so hard to buy into it. I was broke, yes, but I was young and had a plan and was a tough SOB. Those were the things I knew in my bones.

There’s something good waitin’ down this road…

Damn straight there was.

Rest in peace, Tom Petty.

The song ended before I reached the York toll booth, but the good mood lingered on up the turnpike. I wasn’t missing anything crucial in the rearview mirror. My job was gone, I was single, I was tired of Florida, and I’d come to think that the layoff was the nudge I needed, if not something even grander: an actual sign—or, as my mother would’ve said, “Your guardian angel giving you a swift kick in the ass.”

My mother had an interesting sermonizing style. I was ready to see her, or whatever was left of her. Even if she didn’t recognize me it would be good to see her face. My father was long dead, gone when I was sixteen, courtesy of black ice on I-295 just north of the Portland Jetport. He’d been hurrying to catch a flight that, unbeknownst to him, was already canceled. I think he’d have laughed at that. I did the crying, but I think my dad would have laughed, and knowing that just made me cry harder. The friend who can laugh on the bad days is the one you need the most, after all.

Until he died, we’d lived in Camden, Maine, a short drive up the coast from Hammel, and my mother commuted to the campus. She’d loved the drive, particularly in the winter—no traffic, Penobscot Bay hugging you on one side, low snowcapped mountains on the other. After the wreck, though, she didn’t care much for those winding roads in winter. We sold the family house and moved to Hammel, staying first at our old seasonal camp on Rosewater Pond and then moving into a house near campus. I finished high school there, a year and a half that went by in a blur, and then moved into the dorm. Our house in Hammel never felt much like home to me, and I sold that without hesitation when my mother’s medical bills started to flow, but I still had a free place to crash in Maine, due mostly to nostalgia and more than a little guilt. Our camp—or cabin for you non-Mainers—on Rosewater was still in my possession, although I never visited it now, and obviously neither did my mother.

The mind, though, is a mysterious beast, and while my mother seemed not to retain an iota of memory about the house, she held vivid recall of the camp. In our phone conversations, she would mention it again and again, getting into the weeds of detail, asking me if I’d remembered to put Rid-X in the septic, or if the light above the kitchen sink was still out. Her house and husband and son were all gone from her mind, but the camp remained. That was a bad reason to keep the place, particularly considering I wasn’t investing in its upkeep, and yet I never got around to listing it.

When I made my triumphant return to Hammel, then, I arrived with a residence on the water. That sounds impressive until you look at a map of Maine and realize how much water there is. In most places, Rosewater would be called a lake, but in Maine it’s got to be a hell of a big body of water to classify as anything more than pond. Rosewater lived up to its name in the right sunset, when the granite gorge at the western end funneled the dying light across the water and gave it a ruby shine. Most of the day, though, it was hard gray, like unpolished pewter.

The camp had been in my mother’s family for two generations, and we’d spent happy weekends there when I was a kid and a less happy spring and summer there after Dad died. Maybe that period tainted it for me, because I’d stopped spending time there after college. I’d seen that the property taxes were paid and basic maintenance was done by Bob Beauchamp, the old-timer who’d been the harbor master for Pat Ryan’s boat scuttling. Despite Beauchamp’s efforts, it was an old cabin in a place of long winters, and it looked rough when I arrived in the slanting light of late evening. The clouds killed the sun, and there was no signature rose-colored glow to the water.

The camp was tucked in a cove and screened by pines and birches. The paint had been a deep, rich red but it had faded into a rust color and seemed to blend with the fallen pine needles that carpeted the massive rock on which the building rested. I parked my Ford Ranger in the rutted drive and then unpacked, swatting at mosquitoes. The spare key was still taped to the bottom of the propane tank that fed the stove and the space heater. The key was rusted but it worked.

Inside, everything smelled like an attic, the scent of trapped memories. I opened every window that still had a screen, lit a couple of old candles, and went outside to sit on the decaying dock in the darkness. It was a strange feeling, being back, but there was a loon calling on the other side of the pond, that beautiful mournful cry, and I had so many good memories wrapped up in that sound that it felt welcoming.

Rosewater.

I was back.

I sat on the dock for a long time, refreshing myself on the uselessness of citronella against Maine mosquitoes. The privacy and silence were striking after the constant backdrop of human sound in Tampa. To the right, across the cove, was a camp that had once belonged to the Holland family. I’d had a terrible crush on their daughter. The yellow-sided house was dark and quiet now. Beyond that was my least favorite house on the pond, a sprawling postmodern monstrosity. The lawn looked like a putting green sweeping down to a stone wall. A long dock extended from the shore in front of the house, and two oversized, bright green reflectors marked the dock for a boat that never arrived. Why green, no one knew, but the combination of the green light and extravagant home led my father to nickname the place the Gatsby House.

Across from the Gatsby House was a log cabin with a forest-green metal roof that blended into the pines. There were log flower beds, log walls, even a log flagpole. This land o’ logs was owned by none other than Bobby Beauchamp. Beauchamp was the de facto caretaker for half the houses on the pond. He was cranky but reliable and affordable—qualities that are often mutually exclusive.

While I sat on the dock, Bobby’s ancient Dodge Ram came rattling down the drive (which was lined with log barriers and ended in front of log parking blocks; you see the pattern with Bobby and the logs) and the door opened and there was the retired harbor master with a paper bag in one hand and a six-pack of Pabst in the other, staring at me. I lifted my hand and waved.

He faced stiffly ahead. “You lookin’ after Bishop’s place, or is the kid rentin’ it out?”

“It is the kid, Mr. Beauchamp,” I called back. “It’s Nick.”

“Ayuh, I should’ve recognized you,” he bellowed, never mind that he hadn’t seen me in years, we were separated by a good two hundred feet, and the light was fading. Harbor master vision is a superpower, apparently.

“Good to be back,” I said. “You doing well?”

“Course I am,” he said, as if offended that there could be any question over his well-being.

“I’m glad to hear it.” I rose to my feet, thinking we might catch up on whatever news there was around Rosewater. He cut me off.

“Gotta get the groceries in the fridge,” he said, lifting the six-pack without any apparent irony. “I’ll come over and talk tomorrow. You got some dyin’ trees need cut. I can do it, but not for free.”

Ah, Mainers.

“Thanks,” I said. “We can talk it over.”

“Camp needs staining, too,” he said. “I could do it, but—”

“Not for free,” I finished. “Sure. I appreciate it, Mr. Beauchamp.”

Why I couldn’t call him Bob even to this day, I had no idea. He grunted and rattled the six-pack in what was possibly supposed to be a wave and then he was gone into his cabin. I smiled and shook my head. The list of suggested repairs wouldn’t stop with cutting and painting, I knew. I’d have to make reference to my status as an unemployed man early in the conversation, before the numbers began adding up.

When I’d donated enough blood to the mosquitoes for one night, I went inside and found some linens for the ancient twin bed with the creaking box spring. I’d just made up the bed when my phone chimed with a text message. It was an unfamiliar number but a 207 area code—somewhere in the state of Maine. I opened it.


Hello, Mr. Bishop! This is Renee with Clarity Inc. Pat Ryan at Hammel gave me your number. We are looking forward to hosting you for a tour of our new headquarters at the Mill tomorrow. Please confirm that you made it in, and I’ll pass along parking details.



Clarity Inc.? And parking details? Last I knew, the mill had enough empty asphalt surrounding it that you could pick your parking angle and leave the vehicle for days. I’d also wanted a day or two to get settled, see my Mom, and catch up with Pat before I did any interviews. But, what the hell—I was here to do the job, and the quicker I started, the quicker I’d have the check in hand.

Thanks, Renee, I pecked out. I’m looking forward to it as well. How does 10 a.m. work for you?

Within seconds, a response:


Perfect! Please park in the garage off Ames Street and we will validate. No recorders and no cell phone, please. Pat promises me that you can work with a pen and paper.;-)



I sat with the phone in my hand, smelling the cool, dusty cabin around me, and tried not to be pissed off about some techie wunderkind’s security concerns. Tried not to be tempted to write back that I’d dealt with Department of Defense clearances, so I could probably manage the Clarity Inc. process.

I wasn’t working with the DOD clearance anymore, though, and there was no need to be a dick, so I wrote back Sure thing and left it at that. It occurred to me that I hadn’t told Pat I was back in Maine yet. I’d planned on calling him in the morning. Oh, well. The app developers were eager for their publicity. That was fine. Eager sources make a reporter’s life easy.

I turned off the lights and lay with my head on a flat, musty pillow and waited for sleep. It was a long wait. The loons were out, and the loons were loud. Two of them, maybe three, all engaged in busy squawking chatter that didn’t resemble their standard mournful cry. The rapid-fire exchange suggested that they were reacting to a disturbance or a threat, most likely some unwelcome creature near the nest. The signature sound of the loon is a solitary sound. It’s a haunting cry of undeniable beauty with an undercurrent of sorrow. An announcement of peaceful northern isolation, the Thoreau of birds.

The sound is a lie, though. Loons are not solitary, nor are they peaceful. The loon’s life is a violent one. The birds will stab each other with their beaks, beat each other with their wings, and pull each other under the water. The midnight cry that makes people think of Thoreau at Walden Pond is anything but serene.

I wasn’t sure what triggered the battle between the birds on the pond, or what ended it, but eventually they reached a cease-fire and silence returned to Rosewater.

Then I slept.
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The old Hefron Mill had changed so dramatically that I might have driven by it the next morning if not for the structure’s sheer size.

The last time I’d seen it, the mill had been a blend of red brick and concrete, weathered and dulled, the windows cracked or covered with boards, the building tagged with the half-hearted graffiti of bored high school kids. A few attempts at converting the space had been made over the years, but nothing stuck, because what company in Maine needed 300,000 square feet of industrial space? The town was always trying to “gift” it to the college, and nothing sent the Hammel board of trustees scurrying away faster than such an offer.

Now, though, it stood in splendor, painted a clean cream color that contrasted with the tiered flower beds of pink beach roses below. A new entryway was highlighted by two stories of glass. A deck and footbridge lined with flower boxes led across the Beaumont River and the thundering falls that had once powered the mill. On the other side was a freshly paved parking lot, gated and fenced. There were five cars inside the lot, and there were twenty empty spaces on the street in front of it. Money well spent.

I parked on the street.

For the first time since Pat had referenced the story, I had authentic curiosity in it. Not because of the app, but because of the money. Surely they hadn’t been able to generate this much venture capital backing for an unreleased product in an already crowded market?

A reporter with a question is a happy human. It was a small question for a minor-league story, but it was still a hell of a good feeling.

I walked across the new footbridge, the falls pounding down to my left, the flower beds fragrant to my right, and made my way to the main entrance. Pulled on one of the giant glass doors.

Locked.

Ah, yes, the security procedures. I’d forgotten my instructions. I dutifully pressed the buzzer on the outdoor intercom box, and a bright-voiced woman answered.

“Delivery?”

I gave my name and the purpose of my visit.

“Oh, sure. I see Renee in the hallway now. I’ll send her down.”

I stood and waited and enjoyed the morning. The harbor—where once a young Patrick Ryan had lost a sailboat to the high seas while it sat at anchor—was straight down the steep hill that followed the river on its way to the bay. There, on a clear day, you’d be able to make out the islands and see all the way across to where the coastal towns of Rockland, Camden, and Belfast were scattered along Route 1 on the northbound route to Bar Harbor and Mount Desert Island and Acadia.

Behind me, the glass door of the revitalized mill opened and a smiling young woman with dark red hair and green eyes extended her hand.

“Mr. Bishop, I’m Renee.”

“Good to meet…,” I began, and then, “Hang on! Renee!”

Her smile widened, and for a moment I thought the handshake was going to turn into a hug, but it didn’t. Instead we just stood there grinning at each other. Renee Holland had been my first real friend in Hammel, and a Rosewater neighbor for as long as summer lasted. After Labor Day, everyone scattered. She was two years older than me and ran cross-country and read philosophy books with absolute earnestness and knew more about gangsta rap than anyone I’d ever met. The ideal eighteen-year-old enigma.

Being two years older would’ve usually made her too cool to hang out with me, but summers are different. We’d bonded over music and then started running trails together in the humid afternoons. In her basement we listened to countless spins of Nas and Tupac and Dr. Dre and fiercely debated the merits of Eminem. Renee dismissed almost every current rapper as trivial pop music; only the past held an allure for her. I had a ridiculous crush on her, but like most summer crushes, it was never realized. She went back to college and then transferred to a school out of state, Indiana or Iowa.

“Didn’t recognize me!” she said now, teasing. “I can’t believe it.”

“You’re disguised. What’s with the red hair?”

She laughed. “I know, I know. It’s a bit much.”

“No, it looks great.”

“You have to say that.”

“I’d never lie to you.”

“He lied lyingly.”

I smiled. “Why didn’t you tell me it was you last night? You were so formal: ‘Renee from Clarity here to tell you about parking validation.’ ”

She grinned. “That wouldn’t have been any fun. A surprise is always better in person.”

“It is,” I agreed, and it was better. Seeing her, I felt at home in a way I hadn’t on my return to Rosewater. Home is always more about the people than the place.

“Come on in,” she said. “I’ll show you the empire.”

We entered a rotunda of polished floors and gleaming white walls. Everything was white, almost too vivid, that line where brightness becomes harshness.

“You guys have poured a lot of money into this place,” I said.

“Well, it’s not all about Clarity. We’re just the flagship tenant. They’re hoping for many more, of course. They want it to be an incubator of sorts, the destination for newer businesses, tech jobs, anything and everything that stops the brain drain, you know?”

She waved a key card in front of a sensor beside the elevator. The doors opened. We stepped in.

“I’ll let Bryce explain the rest,” she said. “It’s his baby.”

Bryce. I tried not to wince. Of course, he was a Bryce. I could see him already: trust-fund baby, college dropout, boyish CEO of overvalued tech company.

We rose one floor, two, three, and then stopped and the doors chimed again. There were no buttons in the elevator except for an emergency intercom switch. The key card automatically directed the elevator to the proper floor. Sophisticated. And expensive.

The elevator doors opened, we stepped out, and there was a soft chime. Renee turned to me immediately.

“Uh-oh,” she said, mock chastising. “I thought we agreed no phones?”

“I won’t use one.”

“I believe you, but we really can’t have it in the building from a security standpoint. Hang on.” She crossed the room, which was an open industrial plan a few years behind on the curve of cool, with exposed brick and ductwork and black fixtures offsetting refinished wooden floors. Wood-and-glass partitions broke the space up into separate workstations. There were sleek black lounge chairs in one corner of the room, a whiteboard, rolled-up yoga mats. It looked like the space someone might design for a tech company if their only sense of Silicon Valley came from the old HBO show. They were missing the Ping-Pong tables and smoothie bar, but not much else. Maybe those were on the roof.

Renee Holland returned carrying a small black box. When she lifted the lid, I saw that it was felt-lined. It looked like a miniature casket.

“If you can put your phone in this, kind sir, we’ll see that you get it back when you leave.”

I looked back at the elevator and realized belatedly what had happened.

“There’s a sensor?”

“Pardon?”

“That chime when we walked off the elevator told you I had a phone?”

“You really are an investigative reporter. I’d assumed Pat was lying about that. Yes, there’s a sensor.” She smiled brightly, as if this was a wonderful innovation, but I felt vaguely disturbed by it.

“Lot of security,” I said, dropping my phone into the casket-box, which she promptly snapped shut and returned to the table.

“Do you know what Calm’s valuation was?” a voice from my right said.

I turned back to see a man who was maybe a few years older than me, somewhere in his early thirties, with an unevenly trimmed beard obscuring a chubby face.

“This is Bryce Lermond,” Renee said.

He wore faded jeans and a fleece vest over a long-sleeved T-shirt, as if he’d been torn between hiking the Appalachian Trail and creating a tech start-up. The only problem with that rumpled look was a pair of boots so new I was surprised I couldn’t smell the leather from where I stood.

“One billion dollars,” he said. “So do I worry about security?” He laughed. “It’s a nice ego stroke, at least, imagining people would want to steal our genius.”

His smile was warm and genuine, at least, and his handshake was relaxed, not trying too hard.

“I’ve come to chronicle your genius,” I assured him, “not steal it.”

“I know, I know.” He looked at Renee, smiled. “I understand you go way back with our COO.”

Renee Holland was the chief operating officer of Clarity. It seemed like a surprising fit for the girl I’d known, the would-be philosopher and part-time rapper. I’d have expected to see her in academia or maybe publishing. Or running a marijuana farm.

“Way back,” I said. “ ‘Memory Lane.’ ”

That had been her favorite Nas song. She smiled at the reference, but only slightly. She was probably not inclined to throw a verse in front of her boss. A damn shame.

“Shall we sit?” Bryce Lermond inclined his head in the direction of one of the portioned-off cubicles. It was larger than the others but still part of the open plan, with no door or other indication that this was the CEO’s space. He didn’t need to worry much about privacy, though; it seemed to be just the two of them.

I took one of the leather chairs across from his desk, which was an unpretentious piece of butcher block. Renee took the chair beside me.

“We really appreciate this,” Bryce Lermond said. “The college has been a crucial collaborator, so the chance to say a few words about that is important.”

“Terrific.” I was far more interested in Renee’s journey than Bryce’s, but I had to play my part. “Mind if I just wade in with some questions, get the ball rolling?”

“By all means.”

And so we began. I learned that Bryce Lermond was originally from Boston and had attended Hammel briefly before dropping out and finishing his degree at UMass Lowell; that he’d flirted with a PhD in psychology before taking a job as a coder for a cloud computing company; that he’d become interested in the idea of mindfulness applications while studying meditation; that his company currently consisted of a grand total of five employees, only three of whom lived in Maine—the others were coders in New York and Seattle—but that they had high hopes to employ as many as fifty from the company headquarters in the grand old Hefron Mill, which was an inspiring facility because of its history, and blah, blah, and blah.

I’d just gotten to the questions about slowing the “brain drain” of young talent that flooded out of Maine each year, which was catnip for the donors who might read the piece, when Bryce Lermond interrupted me.

“You don’t buy it, do you?” he said, smiling.

“What’s that?”

“Us. The idea. The potential.” His smile seemed authentic. Not unfriendly, and not surprised.

“Sure I do.”

He chuckled. “Come on.”

I glanced at Renee. She was watching me, and she was not smiling. She looked vaguely disappointed.

“I don’t think it’s relevant,” I said, turning back to Lermond. “Neither should you. My job is to get the word out there about the company, what you’re doing, and what your ties to Hammel College are. I’d love to pretend it’s more than that, but it isn’t.”

“To me it is, though,” he said, leaning forward, blue eyes earnest above the beard that showed the first few gray hairs of his life. “I mean, I get your gig, but anytime I talk about what we’re doing, I’m curious to see the responses. And you…” He wagged a finger at me. “You are not a believer.”

My job wasn’t to do PR for the company, and it certainly wasn’t to accept all of Bryce Lermond’s claims without scrutiny, but I still felt guilty. He seemed like a decent guy, Renee was definitely a decent woman, and they had big dreams. No reason to breathe cynicism in their faces.

“Sorry,” I said. “Reporters are skeptical creatures.”

“And?”

I raised my eyebrows. “And… what?”

“Seriously, Nick—may I call you Nick?” After I nodded, he pushed ahead. “I’m appreciative of any ink we can get at this stage, but I’m more interested in what you think.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m going to have to figure out how to sell it,” he said bluntly, and his smile faded and he looked vulnerable. His eyes flicked to Renee and then back, as if he wished he hadn’t made the admission in front of her. Entrepreneurs needed to exude confidence. Bryce Lermond wasn’t putting off much of it.

“I’m sure you won’t have any trouble,” I said.

“Bullshit,” he answered, and then, quickly, “Sorry. But where you see this as an interview, I see it as a test run. Do you follow?”

“I guess. But you’ve already raised plenty of money. Seems like you’ve passed the sales-pitch test with more important people than me.”

The smile returned, rueful now. “My mother,” he said, and Renee shifted in her chair, crossing her legs and smoothing her black slacks. I didn’t need to look at her face this time to read her displeasure; she seemed a few seconds away from shouting at him to shut up.

“Your mother is one of your investors?” I asked.

“She was the only investor.”

I tried not to show my surprise, but he studied my face and then nodded, satisfied that he’d seen whatever he wanted to see there.

“Yeah. Not ideal, right? We’ve got a board of directors and everything, we’ve got input from first-class people, but as far as money, one source.”

“She must have a lot of it,” I said.

He laughed. “To chance wasting it on such a dumbass bet?”

“Not what I meant.”

“That’s exactly what I’m afraid people will think. But, yes, she did have a lot of money. I won’t deny that. Which means, since her death, I now have a lot of money. And people view that with…”

“Skepticism,” I said, because he seemed to want me to provide the word.

“Contempt,” he said. “It’s beyond skepticism, trust me. I’m fine with that. But when I talk to you about the tech, about the real idea here, the magic here, the potential here, I feel like you’re being polite by not yawning.” He paused. “Actually, you did yawn once.”

Truth.

“Look, Mr. Lermond, I’m not an ideal target market. Not really a tech guy.”

“But that’s the point!” he said, voice rising. “I don’t want to sell this thing to tech guys. I want to sell it to the whole damn world. So tell me—please—why doesn’t it intrigue you?”

His face was so earnest, the question so plaintive, that I decided to give him an honest response. I didn’t look at Renee.

“I feel like it’s already out there,” I said. “Calm, Headspace, Ten Percent Happier, etc. I guess it doesn’t seem new to me.”

He looked crestfallen. When I glanced back at Renee, she was staring at me like I’d stomped on her puppy while telling her kid that Santa wasn’t real.

“But again,” I said, more to her than him, lifting my hands in surrender, “I’m not the ideal market.”

Bryce Lermond pushed back from his desk and swiveled back and forth, the hangdog expression lingering.

“It’s a challenge,” he muttered. “I won’t disagree with you. It is a crowded space.”

They both looked so damn disappointed that I felt as if I had to offer some reassurance. Hell, I wasn’t there to report on their business, not in any real way; I was there to shine them up and make the old alma mater proud of its alumni. It wouldn’t be a great way to thank Pat Ryan if said alumni called him in tears, which suddenly looked plausible from Bryce Lermond.

“The stuff about dreams interested me,” I said. “You haven’t even mentioned that.”

It was like watching the sun rise and set—he brightened and dimmed and then went dark, scowling, face turned to the ceiling.

“Pat Ryan told you about that?”

“Yes. I thought it was… very intriguing. The whole bit about shaping dreams.”

His eyes snapped back to me. “You don’t believe that either, though?”

“I’m intrigued by it,” I repeated.

Holy shit, what had I gotten into here? I just needed a few quotes about the way Bryce Lermond had found inspiration in the hallowed halls of Hammel, and now I was being asked to hold the guy’s hand.

He nodded distantly, tugged on his beard, and stared into space. I was just about to break the silence when he said, “Would you try it?”

“Pardon?”

“The app. As a beta user.”

Renee said, “Bryce—” but he put up a hand.

“No, no, we’d make him sign all the waivers and NDAs and stuff.”

“Not if it’s going in my story, you won’t,” I said, the reporter’s instinct rising. Puff piece or not, I wasn’t signing any nondisclosure agreements. The disclosure part of things was my business.

Then I remembered that I was writing this for an alumni magazine that needed to win Bryce’s favor. It wasn’t journalism, it was public relations.

“Forget it,” I said. “I’ll sign whatever is required.”

He turned his attention to Renee. “We do need beta testers.”

“We have a process for finding them, too,” she said, her voice one degree warmer than scolding.

“Is there any reason he can’t be one?”

She clearly wanted to argue but chose not to. Examined a fingernail instead, as if it were suddenly of great interest.

“Try it?” he asked me. “Two weeks. Every day. My only request would be that you follow the prompts and the process. Don’t just binge through it. That’s a poor idea. The product is designed for microdosing.”

“Microdosing? I thought that was what you did with LSD.”

Bryce Lermond didn’t laugh. Neither did Renee.

“Similar concept,” he said. “That’s why we have a process with clear prompts. The graphic interfaces aren’t finished yet but the content is there. The guided meditations, the breathing exercises, the sleep songs.”

“Sleep songs?”

He nodded, a trace of enthusiasm returning. “So cool,” he said. “So, so cool. Our brains are wired for song, you know. Story and song. Combine the two, and—” He brought his fists together with a smack, as if the collision was a good thing, but it looked like a head-on crash that bruised his knuckles.

“Powerful,” I said.

“Damn straight, it’s powerful! Try it?”

“Sure,” I said. Why not? At this point, all I wanted was to get out of the office without making him cry.

“Awesome!” he said, and smacked his desk with delight. Beside me, Renee’s interest in her fingernail deepened. It appeared to be the first fingernail she’d ever encountered.

“Renee, he brought a phone,” Bryce said. “Can you get it for me, please?”

“How does everyone know I brought a phone?” I said.

He looked like I’d caught him at something. “It’s quiet here. The chime…”

“Right. That’s one hell of a sensor. Is it triggered by the phone’s signal?”

“Yeah. It’s pretty cool. I mean, do we need it? No. But I thought it was pretty cool.”

Pretty cool. I felt like I’d climbed a rope ladder into a kid’s clubhouse.

“Who makes it?”

“Hell, I don’t remember.” He waved a dismissive hand. “We can download the beta version of the app to your phone and you can tell us what you think. Just don’t share it with anyone else, okay?”

“I won’t share your app,” I said. “I can promise you that.”

“There you go,” Bryce said enthusiastically. “We’ve got a beta tester, Renee. Your old friend, too. Keeping it in the family, almost. Let’s do this!”

He drummed on the desk, grinning.

Renee took a deep breath—in through the nose, out through the mouth—and then got to her feet and went to retrieve my phone and whatever paperwork would threaten to sue me right out of existence if I violated the trust of Clarity Inc. All the warmth of our reunion outside was long gone. My guess was that she knew her company was a long way from the next big thing, and to have an old friend see that embarrassed her.

“She’ll be fine,” Bryce said, as if reading my thoughts. “She’s just… you know, so private about everything.”

When she was seventeen, she’d been the queen of oversharing, impossible to shame.

“Sure,” I said. “That’s Renee.”

It felt awkward sitting alone with Bryce Lermond, staring at each other from across the empty desk in the office space that looked like a stage-set rendering of the Big Tech Start-up.

“The science,” he said, tapping on the side of his skull with his index finger, “is a cut above. That is the thing. When it comes to understanding the mind and the”—he hunted for the right word—“guidance of the mind, we are so, so far beyond the rest. It won’t even be competitive.”

He grinned then. His bearded face split and his white teeth showed. “I’ll make a believer out of you yet, Nick.”

“I’m sure you will,” I lied.
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Renee Holland showed me out. The good humor and warmth of our reunion was gone from her now, and I felt that she was disappointed in me.

“How’s the family?” I asked, though I didn’t remember much about her family. Two parents and a kid sister.

We were in the elevator then, and she didn’t say anything at all until we hit the ground floor and the doors opened into the lobby.

“Terrific,” she said. “They’re terrific.”

When I looked at her, she was gazing at the ceiling. I followed her eyes to the dark globe of the security camera mounted there.

I said, “Fun place to work?”

Her eyes flicked down to meet my gaze and she smiled thinly.

“It was good to see you again, Nick.”

“Likewise,” I said. I lifted my cell phone and waved it. “I’ll do well by the brand name, I promise. I’ve always prized clarity, you know. Much preferred to confusion.”

“I’m glad.”

I stared at her, waiting for some reaction, some crack in the strange façade, but all I got was that thin smile.

“Okay,” I said. “See you.”

“See you.”

The elevator doors sealed across her like gravedigger’s dirt.

I stood alone in the lobby for a moment, then shook my head and walked away. My shoes were loud on the polished tile and in the room with all the glass. No receptionist, no art, no plants, just all those cold surfaces and an elevator loaded with sensors and cameras. Expensively unwelcoming.

I stepped out of the building and onto the sidewalk. The smell of the beach roses greeted me, and the sun was warm on my face. The freshly poured concrete of the sidewalk was white and gleaming and harsh. I reached for my sunglasses but fumbled with them because the phone was still in my hand. As I looked at the phone, I had a strange desire to double-check that the promised Clarity app was actually on the device. I had not wanted the app until Renee acted as if I shouldn’t have it. Now, like any journalist—or child—I was convinced it was important to possess.

The icon was there—a simple but elegant C in red with black bordering against a white backdrop. Nothing to draw the eye, and yet I stared at it, transfixed. It took me a moment to realize that the uninspired logo was animated. It had a shimmer, the black-and-red C undulating. The motion was strangely soothing, the C rising and falling like it was riding a deepwater wave. Easy to overlook, perhaps, but also the first animated logo I’d seen on an app. I wondered how Bryce Lermond had snuck that coding past the guardians of all things Apple.

I wondered if I liked that he had been able to.

I was still staring at the screen when a fat drop of blood hit the back of my hand. It was the size of a dime, red as a ruby. When I turned my head, another drop fell, this one dotting my shirtsleeve, and I realized it was dripping from my nose.

“Son of a bitch.” I put the phone in my pocket and grabbed the bridge of my nose and squeezed. It was really bleeding now; even with the pressure, blood found an escape and ran between my fingers and across my palm, feeling too hot in that way a nosebleed always seems to. The closer to the brain, the warmer the blood is perceived, I think. Blood from a cut toe feels cooler than a nosebleed, as if the brain shouts, Too close, too close! as the injury nears central command.

I walked over to a bench where the spray from the waterfall of the defunct mill cast bright rainbows against the air, then tilted my head back and held my nose and waited for the bleeding to cease. It took a while. The blood on my hand was almost dry by the time I finally got it stopped. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had a real nosebleed, the kind that comes out of nowhere and is hard to stop. Irrationally, I found myself wanting to blame the building, all of that harsh light and loud sound in the empty lobby. The place was too damn bright.
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