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CHAPTER 1

Los Angeles, June 1987

LINDY

The intersection of Westwood Boulevard and Pico is not one of the glamour corners of Hollywood. It does not rank with Wilshire and Rodeo, Sunset and Vine, or even Beverly and Fairfax. Junior’s Delicatessen, which shares the northwest corner with a newsstand and a dry cleaner, is not L’Orangerie, Spago’s, or the Polo Lounge when it comes to high-visibility deal-making. However, it is at Junior’s and other unpretentious eateries like Hugo’s on Santa Monica and DuPars in the Valley that the nuts and bolts of movie deals are fitted together. Steven Spielberg or Francis Coppola or whoever is the head of Universal this week won’t be seen there, but the independent producers, the eager young agents, the non-celebrity writers, directors, and others who butter the real bread of Hollywood meet over coffee and bagels in these modest surroundings to make career decisions.

Lindy Grant sat uncomfortably erect in a booth at Junior’s with a copy of her screenplay, Shadow Watcher, lying flat on the table in front of her. Beside it were a cheese Danish with one bite taken out of it and a cooling cup of coffee. Across from her sat two men who were telling her all the things that were wrong with her script.

Lindy was trying hard to pay attention to what the men were saying, but her thoughts kept returning to a face. A terrible, angry face that belonged to her daughter but was not her daughter’s face. And an inhuman voice that spoke strange, ominous words.

One of the men in the booth was Lou Davidoff. He was about thirty and wore his hair in a punkish semi-spike style. He had a pinched nose, crooked teeth, and a perpetually sour expression. Davidoff represented New Titan Films, an up-and-coming distributor, and was often mentioned in the trades as a comer.

The other man, tall, round-shouldered, with only a few strands of hair left to cover his high-domed head, was Lindy’s producer, Josh Cleery. He was an independent, which in the movie business means he fit somewhere between having a secure studio contract and standing in the unemployment line. Only yesterday Josh was telling Lindy what a fine writer she was and how they had a sure winner with Shadow Watcher.

“I’ve got commitments for real money on this one, Lindy,” he had told her. “They love your script, absolutely love it to pieces. All they want to see is a first line distributer tied into the package and we’re on our way.”

Now he was agreeing eagerly with Lou Davidoff that the script was a fair first draft, sure, but needed work. Lots of work.

First draft, hell, Lindy thought. She had already rewritten the thing completely three times, with half a dozen sets of revisions, even though her contract called for only two drafts and a polish. Now this kid with the punky hairdo — both the men were younger than she, Lindy reflected unhappily — was telling her that women-in-jeopardy stories were a tough sell without a commitment by a star, a major director, or a high-concept theme.

“Since we probably can’t get Meryl Streep or one of the hot Italian directors on Josh’s budget, maybe I could add a shower scene in a girl’s dorm and we could sell it as a teenage sex comedy.”

Davidoff’s expression did not change. Josh forced an unconvincing laugh.

“She’s kidding,” he assured the distributor. “Seriously, Lindy, I think Lou makes some good points here. I mean, he’s tight with the exhibitors, and he knows the kind of pictures they want. Why don’t you go over some of those points again, Lou.”

Sure, go over them twenty times, for all I care. Lindy already saw that the kid didn’t know dip about story or character or suspense or real dialogue. But he knew the exhibitors. She arranged her features into a thoughtful expression and tried to listen to his dumb suggestions for changing her characters and juggling her plot points.

Lou Davidoff’s monotonous voice faded into the background clatter of dishes and the chatter of other would-be deal makers. Lindy kept her chin propped on one fist and gazed attentively at his moving lips while her mind drifted back to her current worry number one. 

• • •

What the hell, she wondered, was the matter with Nicole? Sure, there were the usual problems that went with a fourteen-year-old daughter — the clothes crises, the scuzzy boyfriends with earrings and Indian haircuts, the campaign for more liberal dating privileges, and a precocious breast development about which the girl was inordinately embarrassed. These were problems a parent of the eighties was expected to cope with, but lately a couple of things had happened that didn’t fit any pattern.

It began a week ago at dinner with the face. Lindy had looked up from the script she was marking and saw a look of such malevolent hatred from her daughter that she spilled her wine. The girl’s smooth, regular features were distorted into a grotesque mask that was somehow chillingly familiar to Lindy.

Then, in an instant, it was gone. Nicole was once again her usual chattery, goofy self. Lindy decided it was some trick of the lighting, some strange illusion. But the terrible distorted features had stayed in her mind.

Then, yesterday morning, as she was clearing away the breakfast dishes, she heard the voice. A harsh rasp that was barely recognizable as human.

“Lindy!”

Startled, Lindy had looked up to see no one in the room but Nicole. The girl had never called her anything but Mom. And she certainly never sounded anything like that. She was sitting cross-legged on the floor giving her full attention to adding another rip to her pre-ripped Guess Jeans.

“It’s payback time,” said the raspy voice coming from her daughter.

“What did you say?” Lindy stared.

For a moment Nicole did not look up. Lindy tensed, but when the girl lifted her head, her face was clear, the eyes wide and innocent.

“Huh?”

“What did you just say?”

“Me? Nothing.”

“Didn’t you … hear anything?”

“Like what?”

“Like somebody talking.”

“Hey, are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” Lindy snapped. “What was that voice?”

“I didn’t hear anything, Mom. Maybe the neighbors are playing their TV loud again.” She smiled tolerantly and returned to her work on the jeans.

Lindy studied the top of her daughter’s head where the pale blond hair was parted along the pink scalp. The girl had her faults, but playing silly practical jokes was not among them. She was telling the truth.

And yet Lindy had heard it clearly. A rasping, angry call. Then the cryptic warning, if that’s what it was. She had a flash of Linda Blair in The Exorcist talking in the demon voice, and quickly shook away the image. Still, the incident remained stuck in her mind like a shred of meat between her teeth.

She told Brendan Jordan about it last night as they sat close together on his double-width chaise watching Aliens on HBO.

“Are you sure it was Nicole you heard?” he asked.

“The voice came from her. There was nobody else in the house.”

“I wouldn’t worry about it,” he said. “It’s probably some new kick the teenagers are on.”

“I don’t think so. Nicole’s not the type to fool around like that.”

“Do you want me to have a talk with her?”

“Come on, Brendan. You doing the father part? Quit kidding.”

He sat up and looked at her. “Just a minute. I am a father. My boy just graduated from Stanford, remember? Going on to medical school in the fall? Maybe I’m not Bill Cosby, and maybe his mother and I couldn’t hack it as man and wife, but I don’t think I did too badly with the kid.”

She pulled his head toward her and kissed him. “I know, Brendan. I wasn’t thinking when I said that. It’s just that this isn’t your problem. It’s unfair of me to unload on you.”

“Who says so? If you’ve got trouble, I want to hear about it. If I can’t handle it, that’s for me to decide.”

“Okay. I’ll keep you informed of any future developments. Just remember I gave you a way out.”

“I’ll remember.” His eyes drifted back to the screen. “Well, it’s about time. We had to wait for the last scene of the picture to get Sigourney Weaver in her underwear.”

“Are you saying you’d rather look at that woman’s flesh than talk to me?”

He punched the remote control, darkening the screen, and pulled Lindy closer. “No contest. If Sigourney Weaver walked in here right this minute, with or without her underwear, and offered me a thousand dollars to fly her to Maui, I would tell her tough luck, Captain Jordan is otherwise engaged.”

“What if she made it two thousand?”

“Not a chance.”

“You’re a liar, but I love it.” They kissed then and never did see the end credits of Aliens.

• • •

The pleasant memory of Brendan faded as Lindy realized the two men in the booth at Junior’s were looking at her. Davidoff sourly, as usual, and Josh with a hopeful, don’t-screw-this-up expression.

“What do you think, Lindy?” Josh said.

This movie meant a lot to him. He had just two completed films to his credit — Desert Frenzy, a shoestring slasher that had made a few bucks in the video market, and Street Mamas, a piece of sleaze that was still on the shelf. Shadow Watcher, even with the modest budget he had planned, would be Cleery’s ticket to respectability as a producer. A tie-up with New Titan would bring in dollars and could lead to bigger deals to come.

“I’ll have to rethink it with the script in front of me,” Lindy said, wondering what cockamamie ideas the dork had come up with while she was daydreaming.

“But we can do it, right, Lindy?” Josh said. “I mean, the changes aren’t all that major.”

How the hell would you know? Josh was a sweetheart of a guy when he wasn’t scrambling to make a buck, but his feeling for a script was close to zero.

If only she could hit big with her novel, Lindy thought, she could tell these Hollywood creeps to kiss off and never have to worry again about squeezing a screenplay into a convoluted mess that would please the most people with the least hassle. Trouble was, her novel had got no farther than Chapter Two, and so far no publisher had shown a flicker of interest.

“Let me think it through,” she said. “Can you give me some notes?”

Davidoff consulted his Rolex. “I suppose I can go back this afternoon and dictate some of these thoughts to my secretary and shoot them back to you. I just don’t want to delay this thing any more than we have to.”

“My feeling exactly,” Josh enthused. “Once we get your ideas we can show you pages — when, Lindy, a week?”

“Sure,” Lindy said. Why so long? she thought. Why not promise the toad we’ll have a finished script for him tomorrow morning?

It would mean no Brendan for the rest of the week, but both of them were used to that. His work as a charter pilot often took him away for days at a time on short notice, and working in the screen trade called for sudden, intense bursts of work for her with no time for fun.

And after all, making this deal was important to her, too. It would be her first solo credit, and if the flick made any money the majors would talk to her. And she did owe Josh. He’d gone out on a limb to sell her original screenplay to his backers. Lindy would do her damnedest to help him land a good distribution deal, even if she had to suck up to this creep Davidoff. Others in Hollywood had done a lot worse for a lot less.

Josh looked relieved. He beamed hopefully at Davidoff. “So, Lou, can we get together — when? Saturday?”

“You’ll have to give me a call. If I’m not at Titan, try me at Warren Beatty’s. You have his private number?”

“Right. Sure.” Cleery kept a hand on the other man’s shoulder as they walked out of the delicatessen.

Josh held Lindy back as they saw Lou Davidoff into his Mercedes in Junior’s parking lot. When he was gone Josh said, “What do you think, Lindy? I mean, what do you really think?”

“I think he’s an arrogant little prick who wouldn’t know a good script from a seed catalog. Do you really know Warren Beatty’s number?”

“No, but if I have to I’ll kill somebody to get it by Saturday.”

She reached out to smooth the worry lines from the producer’s brow. “Hell of a business.”

“Lindy, listen to me, Davidoff is an asshole, but he knows what makes money. He knows what the exhibitors want. Anyway, he’s convinced Ben Zalic at New Titan Films that he knows, which is just as good.”

“Don’t worry, Josh, I’ll have the rewrite for you.”

The producer rubbed a hand across his lonely strands of hair. He peered down at Lindy. “I had a feeling there in the booth that you left us for a little while. Are you all right? I mean, are you really all right?”

“You know I don’t do drugs,” Lindy said. “If that’s what you’re talking about.”

“Sure, I know that. It’s just that I worry about you, you know.”

“Sure Josh.” What you worry about is that I might snort myself into cuckoo-land like a couple of your other people and strand you with no movie and half a dozen investors who expect to see some of their money back. “I’ve got to go. Nicole’s home with a cold today.”

“How soon can I see — ”

“I’ll call you when I get something on paper, Josh. Good-bye.”

She left him standing there rubbing his scalp, and swung off toward her gray Tempo. She was conscious of the glances she got from men as she crossed the lot. She had always had looks, but now at thirty-seven, with her glossy black hair cut short, the contrast of the startling blue eyes, the firm body showing no signs of sag, she probably looked better than ever.

She got into the car and pulled the door shut. For a moment she sat there with the keys in her hand, chilled by a vague sense that something bad was going to happen.





CHAPTER 2

Seattle, June 1987

ROMAN

The girl bucked and twisted under him, her high, round breasts mashing his naked chest as his belly slapped wetly against hers. Roman Dixon worked at concentrating while the water bed undulated and a pornographic video played unwatched on the television set.

“Oh, Roman!” the girl gasped. “Oh, my God! Oh, fuck me!”

Why, he wondered, did so many of them get off on using the f-word while in the act? It didn’t have the shock value anymore that it might have twenty years ago. In fact, Roman found it distinctly off-turning falling from the lips of some fresh-faced young girl.

Not as off-turning as this, though. With growing alarm he felt his erection soften and shrink inside the girl even as he pumped more vigorously. Finally he gave up and withdrew, rolling over to lie on his back beside her.

The girl lay still for a little while, then raised up on an elbow and looked at him. For a moment he couldn’t think of her name, then it came to him. Kathy Isles. Accounts receivable. They all seemed to be named Kathy or Christie. Or sometimes Debbie. Last week he had his first Heather. This Kathy had thick, dark hair that framed her pert little face in soft waves. She looked at him with worry in her clear young eyes.

If you say ‘What’s the matter?’ I’ll shit, he thought.

“Is anything wrong, honey?”

Roman did not shit. Instead, he lied. “Nothing’s wrong.”

“Is it me?”

“You’re fine.”

“Is there anything I can do?”

You can shut the fuck up and leave me alone, he thought. He said, “Don’t worry about it. I’m just tired.”

Kathy looked at him a moment longer, then lay back. On the television screen two naked women — one black, one white — did things to a naked young man who hung by his knees from a trapeze. The young man had a prodigious hard-on. The women were ardent in their attentions. All three looked to be having a better time than Roman Dixon was.

This was not the first time it had happened to him, of course. No man lived who did not now and then find himself incapable of performing the sex act. It was, however, the first time Roman had no ready excuse. Always before he had been too drunk or worried about business or distracted by some family problem. This afternoon, however, he was sober, his sporting goods stores were all in the black, and his home life was no more disagreeable than usual.

At thirty-eight it couldn’t be his age. Hell, he was as randy as ever, and in good shape. Okay, so he was a little thicker around the middle than he’d like to be, and there was a softening of the jawline, but he had all his hair and the killer smile, and he still drew hungry looks from young women on the street, much to Stephanie’s annoyance. No, it had to be something else.

Maybe his present incapacity was tied somehow to the funny thing that happened with his mother-in-law. No, not funny. Weird. The thought of Myrna Haaglund and the scene of the other night completed the shriveling of his organ.

If it was true that a woman’s mother is an accurate picture of what the woman will become, he was in for a rotten future with Stephanie. Myrna Haaglund had been no prize twelve years ago when Roman was hustled into marrying her daughter. Fat and irritable then, at least she had most of her faculties. She wasn’t all that old now, mid-seventies probably, but her mind was rotting. Half the time she couldn’t remember where she was. Why Van didn’t put the woman into a nursing home Roman did not know. The old man was as tough and ropy as ever, his mind just as keen. He sure didn’t lack the money, and if Roman was any judge, Van Haaglund could still get it up, given the opportunity.

That thought brought Roman back to his predicament. He swung his legs out of the bed and got up, leaving Kathy bobbing there gently, like a pale dolphin on the tide.

“You don’t want to try again?”

“Not today. I’ve got things to do. Things on my mind.”

“Well, that’s probably the trouble.”

“Yeah, I guess.”

Roman pulled on the bikini briefs Stephanie always told him he was too old to wear, and got into his shirt and pants.

“Are you going back to the store?” Kathy asked.

“What for? The place runs itself.”

It was true. Each of the three D&H Sporting Goods Stores was managed efficiently by young men recruited from the University of Washington school of business. Roman kept an office in the original store in the U-District, but made an appearance there rarely. He scanned the monthly profit figures, made occasional recommendations on new lines of equipment, checked out the new hires, went to junior chamber meetings, but his presence at the store was largely symbolic. What it did for Roman was give him an excuse to get out of the house and away from Stephanie and the boys. Also, it let him personally hire certain key employees. Like Kathy Isles.

Kathy dressed rapidly, and they left the Olympus Adult Motel, discreetly located north of the city on old Highway 99. They stood for a moment under the portico out of the drizzling rain that was Seattle’s trademark.

“You might as well take the rest of the day off too,” he said.

“Thanks, boss.” She kissed him lightly on the lips. “And don’t worry about it. We’ll make up for it next time.”

“I’m not worried,” he said.

At least not about what she thought he was. He watched Kathy cross the parking lot, pert and bouncy in her belted yellow raincoat. Then he walked through the drizzle to his Eldorado, thinking again of the bizarre experience last week with his mother-in-law. 

• • •

Visits to the home of his wife’s parents were always a drag for Roman. They had an expensive house in the rich suburb of Bothell, but he would rather go bowling.

His mother-in-law did little but sit and drool and babble about things that made no sense to anybody. Van only wanted to talk business, with the emphasis on how much tougher it had been for him than it was now for his son-in-law. Stephanie jabbered away foolishly as though everyone were having a fine time. The last visit, however, had been especially unsettling.

They made it through dinner — rib roast overdone the way Van liked it by the Haaglunds’ surly black cook. No cocktails, no wine, and no after-dinner drinks. Van Haaglund was a teetotaler and a health freak. To smoke his cigarette Roman had to go out and stand in the rain on the brick patio. Mustn’t contaminate the air. Balls. When he came back in he found himself alone with his mother-in-law, a situation he always tried to avoid.

Roman did his best to ignore her and checked his watch. If he could get Stephanie out of there in the next ten minutes he would get home in time for Miami Vice. While he waited for his wife to return he picked up a Sports Illustrated from the coffee table, hoping there might be a shot of some chick in a swimsuit. For a moment he successfully forgot about the drooling old woman, so he was startled when she spoke to him.

“Roman!”

At least the voice seemed to come from Myrna Haaglund. The tone was so harsh and the pronunciation so distinct that Roman almost dropped the magazine.

He looked at her in shocked surprise.

“It’s payback time,” she growled. In her watery, faded eyes there burned for an instant a hatred so palpable Roman could feel the heat of it. Then Myrna’s head lolled to one side, the eyes dimmed to their customary stare, and the moment was gone.

When Stephanie and her father returned to the room Myrna was back to her dribbling, mumbling self. Roman said nothing about the strange outburst. It was over so suddenly that he could almost believe he had imagined it. Except that he hadn’t imagined it. And for reasons he could not explain, the brief scene troubled him deeply. 

• • •

Now he drove slowly through the light afternoon traffic across the Floating Bridge to the suburb of Bellevue, where his family waited. He was in no hurry to get back to Stephanie and her kids. Even after twelve years he was unable to think of her two boys as theirs. Maybe if he’d had some of his own, his life would be different now. But there was no use thinking about that. He’d made his bargain. A life of reasonable security for which he had to take on a homely woman and two homely kids. Sometimes — hell, often — he imagined how it might have been if he had not twisted his knee on that long ago football field.

He decided to stop at the Lion d’Or for a drink before going home. Maybe two drinks. They had a satellite dish, and there might be a ball game on from somewhere.

New York, June 1987

ALEC

Hard to believe, thought Alec McDowell, that there was a time when citizens could walk safely through Central Park in any season, night or day, without the imminent likelihood of losing their valuables, their virtue, their life, or all three. That time had vanished long before Alec McDowell arrived in the city in 1975, but he still sometimes thought about it with that odd nostalgia people feel for times they have never known.

It was not Alec’s habit to stroll idly through the park, and he kept a wary eye on the other walkers on this June afternoon as he passed the heroic statue of General Sherman at the East Drive exit onto Fifth Avenue. He kept his stride brisk and let his arms swing purposefully as though packed into his narrow five-foot-six body there were a coiled machine ready to destroy an attacker with one or another of the martial arts. Not that he could hope to deceive a streetwise New York mugger for long, but at least he might be passed by for some decrepit old lady if he moved with alacrity.

There was a problem other than muggers bothering Alec this afternoon. He could not shake the unpleasant aftertaste of what seemed at the time to be a meaningless incident. It had happened the week before in his office at Laymon and Koontz, the consultant firm where Alec expected to have his own name added to the title soon.

He had been working late. The building had the silent, haunted feeling of offices at night, when ghostly echoes of the day still whisper through the halls and cubicles.

Alec’s attention had been focused on the audio tape cassette playing in his portable machine. It was a conversation between an elected city official named Anton Scolari and the owner of a Newark construction company. The content of the conversation would have been enough to indict the official on charges of bribery and conflict of interest, had the tape not been obtained through the use of an illegal bug in the man’s office. Alec McDowell, however, was unconcerned with the legal ramifications. What he was after was something to help elect his firm’s client, Bo Walton, who would oppose Scolari in the upcoming election.

“Alec!”

He started at the unexpected sound of his own name spoken in the grating voice. At first it seemed to come from the tape recording, but logic quickly rejected that possibility.

Alec punched the cassette player into silence and looked around the roomy, deserted office. A young Puerto Rican woman in the blue uniform of the building maintenance crew was emptying ashtrays into a plastic-lined trash can.

“It’s payback time.”

Alec stared at her. “What did you say?”

The woman looked at him, and for a fraction of a heartbeat she wore a devil’s smile, all teeth and hatred. Then her face lapsed into a soft Latin innocence.

“Sir?”

“Did you just speak to me?”

“No, sir. I di’n say nothing.”

He held her eye for a long moment, then realized that what he had heard could not possibly have come from the throat of this woman. And what he thought he saw on her face was an illusion, a trick of the night shadows. What else could it be?

“Never mind,” he told her. He punched the rewind button on the tape deck. “Can you come back and do this room later?”

“I got to do it like the list says or I get in trouble,” the woman said.

“All right.”

Alec swept the material he was working on into his desk and locked the drawer. What the hell, he’d got as much as he was going to out of the tape. It wasn’t good enough.

Besides, the voice or hallucination or whatever it was had destroyed his concentration. It was nearly ten o’clock. He could go home to his Yorkville apartment, read some of the accumulated newsletters, then maybe get to sleep.

Sleep did not come easy that night. The grating voice would not leave his mind. There was something distantly, ominously familiar about it.

Now as he hurried along Fifth Avenue, where the danger of muggers was minimal, Alec still sensed a menacing presence somewhere nearby. Furtively he scanned the faces of the other pedestrians, but no one met his eye. He pulled up the collar of his jacket against a chill that only he could feel.

THE FLOATER

Darkness.

No light. No heat. No sound. No pain.

Only a terrible, crazy joy.

It had been a long, long time in the planning. There had been false starts and wrong turns. But now, at last, it had begun. The plot had been set in motion. There would be no stopping now.

It was payback time.





CHAPTER 3

Wolf River, September 1966

Wolf River, Wisconsin

“A nice place to live.”

Population: 21,752

Location: 135 miles north of Milwaukee, 29 miles west of Green Bay

Principal industries: dairy farms, agriculture, Moderne Gloves, Allis Chalmers Farm Machinery

Hospitals: 1

Elementary schools: 4

High schools: 1

Colleges: 1

Hotels: 2; Motels: 4

Theaters: 2; one walk-in, one drive-in

Whorehouses: 2

Churches: 22

Taverns: 21

Cemeteries: 2

LINDY

“There’s nothing like the smell of a new car,” Todd Hartman said. He stroked the simulated leather dash panel of the burgundy Thunderbird as he headed up Elm Street.

“It’s really nice, Todd,” said Lindy. She didn’t really care much about cars, but she knew what was expected of her. “I really appreciate your taking me down to Moreland’s. This was the last day of the sale.”

Merilee Lund spoke up from the back seat, thrusting her curly blond head in between them. “Yeah, me too, Todd. This really is a bitchin’ car. How fast will it go, anyway?”

“As fast as you want,” Todd said, talking back over his shoulder but still looking at Lindy. “You going down to Main Street this afternoon?” he asked her.

“I suppose so,” Lindy said. “That’s what everybody does on Saturday.”

“It is a silly custom,” Todd said, “but when in Rome … you have a ride?”

“Mm-hmm.”

“Roman Dixon, I suppose.”

“Sure. Who else?”

“I’m not riding with anybody,” Merilee said. “I mean, I haven’t promised anybody.”

“You really like him, huh,” Todd said. “Roman.”

“Sure I like him. I wouldn’t go with a boy if I didn’t like him.”

“You just don’t seem like the usual type that hangs around jocks.”

“I don’t think I exactly hang around jocks,” she said.

“You know what I mean. Anyway, if you ever get bored, or feel like a change …”

“I’ll let you know,” Lindy said.

“I’m not riding with anybody,” Merilee said again.

“I guess you can ride with me if you want,” Todd said without turning around.

“Oh, wow! Wait’ll everybody sees us in this bitchin’ car!”

Todd pulled the Thunderbird to a stop in front of the Grant house.

Lindy gathered up the sweater she’d bought at Moreland’s and opened the door. “Thanks again, Todd,” she said and stepped out.

“I guess you’re going to the Halloween Ball with Roman too,” he said.

“Yeah.”

“Boy, it pays to be a football star.”

“I don’t know who I’m going with,” Merilee said. She started to push the seat forward so she could move to the front, but Todd reached across, slammed the door, and drove off.

Lindy watched them drive away. She liked them both, but somehow this year their faults were glaringly apparent. Todd was the son of the town’s richest banker, and couldn’t let anybody forget it. He would probably be nice enough, but his family’s money wouldn’t let him. Merilee was nominally Lindy’s best friend, but sometimes she could be painfully dumb.

She turned and went up the walk to her house.

Lindy would have liked to show Daddy the new sweater and let him admire her in it, but Wendell Grant was in his study, where she never disturbed him. Mrs. Krantz would appreciate her bargain, but she was busy out in the kitchen, her private domain. Lindy went on upstairs. 

• • •

Lindy’s room was in the front on the second floor of the big old house on upper Elm Street. Both windows were open to the warm Indian summer breeze. The pink-and-white curtains billowed softly, and the perfume of autumn filled the room. A stuffed panda, propped on the bed pillows, watched the girl come in with great sad eyes. It was the last of the little-girl things that Lindy kept in her room. The rest had been banished to the attic.

“Hi, Panda,” she said. “Do you want to see my new sweater?”

She laid the box on the bed, opened it, and took out the layers of tissue paper. She held the maroon-and-white ski sweater up against her.

“See? It’s too hot to wear it now, but it’ll be nice this winter.”

Abruptly, the sweater didn’t seem all that wonderful anymore. She folded it up and put it back in the box. When she saw the sale ad in the Chronicle it had seemed like she had to have the sweater or perish. Daddy had given her the money, he always did, but now she wondered why it had seemed so important.

Feeling restless, she wandered over and sat down at her dressing table. She placed a hand to her cheek and inclined her head to the side. All around the mirror were Polaroid photos wedged in between the glass and the frame. Although none of the pictures was more than a year old, the edges of some had curled and the colors were already starting to fade. The events pictured seemed remote and nostalgic to sixteen-year-old Lindy, as though they had taken place in some Polaroid past.

There was a posed shot of the yell squad with Lindy, the yell queen, kneeling in front. Merilee was prominent in the first row, giving it the big openmouthed smile. The girls wore pleated red skirts, white letter sweaters decorated with red megaphones lettered WR, white socks, red-and-white saddle shoes. They held red-and-white crepe paper pompons, and the lot of them were smiling like the Pat Boone family.

The picture had been taken at last year’s Thanksgiving Day game with Appleton, and at the time it had seemed exciting and fun. It should be even more kicky in this, her senior year, with a good chance for the team to win the state championship, plus the brand-new sweaters the school board had promised the yell squad. Why, Lindy wondered, couldn’t she feel it?

She continued to study the photos, unemotionally, as though they belonged to somebody else. Here was a shot of her and Roman Dixon standing alongside his candy-apple 1957 Chevy. The car was dazzling, having just received its umpteenth coat of hand-rubbed lacquer. Roman, his thick blond hair BrylCreamed into a gleaming D.A., glowed with the pride of ownership. Lindy clung to his sweatered arm and smiled her All-American smile. She studied her white, even teeth. The braces Daddy insisted on when she was little had been a pain and a half, but the results were worth it.

And here was one from the Junior Prom — Lindy in pale green chiffon with orchid corsage, Roman stiff in white dinner jacket with scarlet cummerbund and matching carnation. They made a lovely couple. Just about perfect. Everybody said so.

The class picnic. Lindy and Roman at the lake, turning to grin up at the camera from the table where remains of chicken and potato salad crusted under the springtime sun.

The lovely couple again, this time after a football game, with Roman sweaty and triumphant in red-and-white uniform, helmet cradled under one arm like a knight after the tournament. Lindy, clutching her pompon, gazed fondly up at her champion.

And here they were costumed as Superman and Wonder Woman for the last year’s Halloween Ball. How appropriate. Everybody said so.

There were other pictures of Lindy and friends, Lindy alone, and one of Lindy with her father. In many of the pictures the kids were seated in or standing next to somebody’s car. There was one with Todd Hartman lounging against a shiny Cougar. Last year’s car.

Lindy reflected that her father’s high school album from thirty years before, with all the funny haircuts and the impossible clothes, also featured cars in many of the old black-and-white snapshots. Cars, Lindy decided, were treated like members of the family in America. She wondered if they did that in other cultures.

Bored with the Polaroid snaps, she got up and walked over to the chest of drawers. From the top she picked up a framed photograph of a dark-haired woman with fine cheekbones and smiling pale eyes.

“Hi, Mom,” she said softly. “Here I am starting another school year. Last one. After this, no more Wolf River High. No more ‘Fight, fight, fight for old Red and White.’ I’ll be glad to get out, I guess, but sometimes I wish you were around to tell me what happens next. Sometimes? Shoot, a lot of the time. I mean, Daddy’s a prince, and he’ll always take the time to talk to me, as long as I want. But there are things you just can’t talk to your father about, you know? Aah, nuts.”

She set the picture back in its place on the dresser. Lightly she touched the delicate Hummel shepherdess that stood next to it. The figurine had been a favorite of her mother’s, brought down from the attic by her father as a special gift for Lindy’s twelfth birthday. The little porcelain girl with her peasant dress and delicate crook always seemed to bring her mother closer.

Elizabeth Grant had died of lung cancer when Lindy was six years old. Her father talked about her only rarely, but Lindy could tell they had been very much in love. Old photographs showed them as a strikingly handsome pair. Had they once, back in the thirties or forties maybe, been known as the Perfect Couple?

Lindy Grant, one half of Wolf River’s Perfect Couple of the sixties, was starting her senior year, and she was troubled by strange new feelings. It seemed to her that somehow during the summer she had outgrown her classmates. Not physically so much as, well, emotionally. They had all come back with the same flighty attitudes they had last year — concerned with their complexions, the hot new records, the football game, who was going with whom, and, of course, their cars.

It wasn’t that Lindy had completely lost her interest in these pursuits, it was just that they didn’t seem so all-consumingly important.

The influence of her gentle, educated grandmother, with whom Lindy had spent the summer in Boston, may have had something to do with her intellectual growth. She had taken her granddaughter to the ballet, the theater, and a Red Sox game in Fenway Park. Lindy began to understand that there was, after all, life beyond high school. Things were happening in the world that made shaking a pair of pompons seem just slightly ridiculous for anyone past puberty. A man had walked in space. Live television pictures were beamed from the moon. Rumors circulated that more American boys would be sent to that peculiar conflict in Vietnam. Nobody at Wolf River High seemed to care.

Lindy sighed. She felt old. By the time she graduated next June she would be seventeen. Childhood was behind her.

She returned to the mirror and leaned close to search for some new sign of maturity or wisdom in her face. The skin was clear and unlined, the pale blue eyes bright and arresting. The glossy black hair fell to the nape of her neck in soft waves. And the teeth, of course, were still perfect. Nothing there really to mark her new awareness of the world. She sighed again and put the heavy thoughts out of her mind. Plenty of time for that stuff.

She left the mirror and crossed the room to her record player. She selected a single by the Mamas and the Papas, dropped it on the spindle, and flopped down on the bed. She hugged the well-worn panda and listened to “California Dreamin.”

What would it be like to live in California, she wondered, her newly acquired world-awareness slipping away. Could it be as dreamy as they said? It couldn’t all be surfing and beach parties. But at least it would never be boring.

California was closer to where things were happening. Important things. The young people out there would surely be more aware of world events than they were here in the middle of Wisconsin. It wasn’t as vital as New York or Boston, maybe, but the climate was a lot nicer.

Lindy let her fantasies take over as she thought about what a high school in Santa Monica must be like. Were all the girls blond, long-legged, and tanned to a beautiful creamy beige? Were the boys all dreamboat surfers and bongo players? She raised up on the bed and stuck out her tongue at the mirror. Of course not. That was just those silly beach party movies. Still, it would be kicks to live there.

A soft knock at her door.

“Come in, Daddy.”

Wendell Grant at forty-seven was still a remarkably handsome man. He was straight and slim, and his hair was the same sexy shade of gray as Cary Grant’s in North by Northwest. He smiled at his daughter, and Lindy felt the familiar little ache of pride.

“Busy?”

“I was just playing records.”

“So, let’s have a look at the sweater.”

She held it up in front of her, kneeling on the bed.

“Terrific, honey, you’ll knock ’em dead on the ski slopes.”

“Daddy, you know there aren’t any ski slopes around here.”

“Oh, right. Well, you’ll knock ’em dead anywhere you wear it.”

Once again she felt a whole lot better about the sweater. It would look terrific.

“I stopped in to say good-bye,” he said. “I’ve got to go up to Shawano, honey. There’s a county committee meeting, and I might be late getting back.”

She frowned. “You have to work on Saturday?”

“Judges don’t have a union,” he said. “Ida will fix you a nice dinner.”

“I don’t need any dinner. Roman’s coming over. We’ll get something downtown.”

“Isn’t he in training? I thought you guys had a football game next week. Clintonville, isn’t it?”

“They don’t put football players ‘in training’ anymore, Daddy. Besides, Roman’s in great shape. So he says, and maybe he is. He worked all summer on some kind of construction job in Madison.”

“Good for him. What’s going on downtown tonight?”

“Nothing special. We’ll just cruise around.”

Wendell Grant shook his handsome head. “I’m darned if I can see what kick you kids get out of driving all the way up Main Street then turning around and driving all the way down Main Street.”

“It’s Saturday, Daddy. Everybody does it.”

“Oh, well, if everybody does it, what the heck. Have a good time.” He winked at her. “And don’t get arrested. It would look bad for a judge’s daughter.”

He left her with a smile. He was right of course, she thought. Cruising was stupid and juvenile, an excuse for the boys to show off their cars and for the girls to wear the pretty new clothes they’d bought over the summer and fool around with the boys. It was all so very high school. But it was the first Saturday of the term, and everybody would be there.

Lindy didn’t care about the flirting of fooling around. As the most popular girl in her class every year since ninth grade, she could have any boy she wanted. And she already had the prize catch of Wolf River High. Roman Dixon had been her acknowledged steady since she was old enough to date. The perfect couple — handsomest boy, star of the football team, and the prettiest girl, queen of everything. It was like a movie. It had been natural and inevitable. And it definitely had its advantages. Being known as Roman Dixon’s girl saved her the trouble of fending off the creeps. Then there was knowing she was envied by every other girl in school, and that was a treat to be savored.

Roman might not be the brightest thing in pants, but he was easily the best-looking boy she’d ever seen, and he treated her well. Sometimes he got a little too eager with his hands. She let him get inside her blouse, but drew the line when he started going for the goodies down below. He was hot to go all the way, but he didn’t hassle her about it.

Going all the way was something she had thought about a good deal during the summer. She had more or less decided that this year she would give in. It would be a nice farewell gift to Roman. She might even enjoy it, and it would save her the embarrassment of entering college next fall as a virgin.

She took the Mamas and the Papas record off the turntable, holding it carefully so as not to put fingerprints on the grooves, and slipped it back into the cardboard envelope. She slid the album into its place with the rest of her records and, with a last approving look at herself in the mirror, went downstairs. 

• • •

Ida Krantz had been with the family eight years. After trying hard to be father and mother to Lindy after his wife’s death, Wendell Grant was vastly relieved after two years to take the bony, capable woman into his household and let her assume charge of the domestic affairs.

For her part, Ida had come gratefully to work on Elm Street after her drunken bully of a husband fell asleep on the railroad tracks and failed to wake up at the approach of the 11:10 from Milwaukee. She had taken over as surrogate mother to the household, pulling together the pieces of the broken family.

Ida stood now at the foot of the stairs as Lindy came down. Her long bony face was tight with disapproval.

“Aren’t you going to wear the rest of that skirt?”

“This is all of it, Ida.”

“Does your father know you go out dressed like the town tramp?”

“Hey, this is nothing. The kids are wearing them up to here in the big cities. Miniskirts, they call them.”

“I could think of a better name.” Ida changed the subject. “Your father says you’re not eating at home tonight.”

“I’ll get something downtown.”

“A McDonald’s burger, I suppose. With greasy French fries and one of those pasty milkshakes.”

“The fries aren’t greasy, the shakes are thick,” Lindy said. “Besides, a government report came out last week that said McDonald’s burgers are more nutritious ounce-for-ounce than wheat germ and alfalfa sprouts.”

“I don’t believe that for a minute,” said Ida, her frown slipping a little.

“Well, it was worth a try.” Lindy grew serious for a moment. “Ida, do you think Daddy has somebody over in Shawano?”

“Has somebody?”

“You know. A girlfriend.”

“I’m sure I wouldn’t know. Your father’s private life is his own business.”

“Come off it. You’d know if anybody did.”

The thin woman sighed. “As far as I know your father is not dating anybody seriously at the moment. Not here or in Shawano or anywhere else.”

“I didn’t say anything about ‘seriously.’ ”

“If you want to know about your father’s love life, ask him.”

“I have, but he’s not ready to talk to me about it.”

“Then I expect when he’s ready he’ll let you know.”

“I wish he would find somebody. Get married again, even. Do you think he’ll get married again, Ida?”

“I wouldn’t be surprised.” She started for the kitchen. “I’ve got things to do. Say hello to Mr. Wonderful for me.”

Lindy caught up with her and gave her a quick hug. “Roman likes you, too.”

“There’ll be cold cuts in the fridge if you’re hungry when you come in.”

Lindy fluffed her hair one more time and went out to the front porch to wait for the other half of the Perfect Couple.
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