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Statement of Purpose 

One of my main goals in writing Literary was 

to prove to myself that I could actually complete something 

of this magnitude. Beyond that, I wanted to experiment. 

The excessively Bohemian, neo-Hippie artist of the nineties 

has yet to establish himself in literature, and I thought it 

would be interesting to make this specimen the main 

character of a novel. In developing Dylan I isolated a 

small but distinct portion of my own personality, 

intensified it, and then traumatized it to produce an 

eccentric, memorable heroine. 

The nihilism and morbidity that seem to characterize 

most contemporary art produced by liberal arts students of 

my age is somehow utterly lacking in my own work. (So, 

apparently, is suspense—my husband tells me he had the 

whole thing figured out by the third chapter.) In spite of 

the recurring shadow of death and sexual crime, the general 

tone of the novel is positive, even flippant. Dylan is 

overtly introspective, though her flights of fancy grow 

fewer and farther between as the plot thickens and she 

becomes more involved in the lives of those around her, but 



her observations, which almost always lead her to conclude 

that the universe is ineffably perverse, seem not to trouble 

her. 

The theme is dual and, hopefully, subtle. Man's 

relationship to God is illustrated by his relationship to 

other men of other cultures. The Anglo/Celtic conflict is 

repeatedly referred to, but never causes more commotion than 

a lively dinner conversation, while bigotry in the United 

States, which is only hinted at mildly, turns out to be one 

of the major motivational factors in the plot. Mr. Norton, 

as a wealthy, patriarchal Anglo-American, is in the position 

to exacerbate both of these conflicts (the Anglo/Celtic and 

the white/black) , but because he is inevitably the God 

figure (the overall theme of the novel being Biblical) he 

never does. And Sam, who does not look like Jesus, is 

definitely not a Christ figure. Rather, he is the 

embodiment of the reborn man, the 'new creation* of the 

Paul's second letter to the Corinthians. The theme is drawn 

lightly, even sketchily—the Biblical passage that is the 

primary basis of the plot, though referred to, is never 

written out or even paraphrased—simply because I wanted to 

avoid my natural tendency to highlight the theme in 

obnoxious fluorescent yellow (figuratively speaking, of 

course). Besides, I thought it might be fun to make readers 

work a little for a change. 

I had intended to have Dylan return to college at the 

end of the novel. Of course her problem with college was 



that she wasn' t taking the right courses; if I had had 

volumes of literature tucked neatly into a photographic 

memory when I first came to college and had somehow failed 

to locate an Honors program, I'd have dropped out, too. 

However, it somehow didn't seem quite natural to go from the 

hospital to the university, so now I plan to open the sequel 

with Dylan back at school* I think the turnaround would be 

more striking that way, anyway. The sequel will be another 

mystery based on a dream I once had about a drug dealer 

operating out of a home for severely and profoundly adults 

by posing as a resident. It sounds terribly unlikely, but I 

think I could pull it off—the writing, that is. 

Anyway, there are my goals for Literary Illusion. I 

hope I've accomplished most of them, and if not, I've at 

least had a terribly amusing time trying. 



CHAPTER 1 

I stared at the article like a woman possessed, 

completely indifferent to the cafeteria commotion around me. 

Truly, my luck was about to change. I had invested fifty 

cents in a newspaper, and it had turned out to be my ticket 

to Paradise. 

I read the article out loud, carressing each word like 

a newborn baby. 'Mr. and Mrs. Edgar T. Norton of Dallas 

have a lot to offer one lucky young writer. The childless 

couple would like to open their 10-bedroom, 10-bath home to 

an aspiring author to give him or her the opportunity to 

write without financial concerns. "We*11 pay all living 

expenses," says Mr. Norton. "All you have to do is move 

into our house and write—full time. No obligations, no 

distractions."1 

Still clutching the paper, my hands hit the table with 

a thud. 1 Whoa, 1 I murmured. I picked up my mug of cold 

coffee and Coke and read on. 

The rest of the article was just as delicious. These 

Norton people were apparently wealthy, eccentric, and 

concerned about the artistic future of America—just the 

kind of people I desperately needed. 

At the end of the article was the name and office 

address of the Nortons* attorney, who was handling the 

interviews. I quickly committed these to memory as I 

finished off my coffee and Coke, then took my tray to the 



cafeteria conveyor belt and the newspaper to the trash. A 

few moments later, my attache and I were outside. 

Unfortunately, my truck was parked in the part of campus 

that I call Egypt due to its incredibly inconvenient 

location, so it was some time before I reached it and headed 

for the interstate. 

'Henry,* I said to the truck, 'our luck is about to 

change! What a deal we're about to get!* 

I told Henry all about the newspaper article, hinting 

at future oil changes and new tires that would follow my 

publication of a book to provide sufficient motivation for 

him to get me to Dallas. Henry offered no argument against 

my plan, so eventually I lapsed into silence. In the 

stillness of my optimistic mind a germ of doubt began to 

grow, and I suddenly wondered if the Nortons' attorney would 

accept me for the position. 

There are some people who might consider me a little 

strange, and judging from what little I know about societal 

norms I suppose they're right. I like myself just fine, but 

sometimes I wonder if it might be a little more profitable 

to act and pretend to think a little more like the masses. 

Then I see television and come to my senses. Right now, 

however, I wasn't so sure. What if the attorney was a 

remarkably normal guy who never had an imaginative moment in 

his life and took 'healthy artistic weirdness for raving 

psychosis? I briefly considered acting normal for the 

interview but then realized that winning the position under 



such a pretense would bind me to at least a year's worth of 

similarly normal behavior, an unacceptable trade-off. 

I've been an intellectual since I was about five years 

old, and I've been an eccentric almost as long. I think 

it's my total lack of tolerance for ignorance that makes me 

as different as I am. A lot of people I met at college were 

surprised at how badly I adjusted to the whole collegiate 

scene in light of my insatiable appetite for knowledge, but 

those people didn't really understand me. I had a problem 

with college because I'm an intellectual independent. I 

know the rules of Western composition and I choose to ignore 

them. The reason I occasionally end a sentence in a 

preposition is not that I don't know how to tinker with that 

sucker until the preposition is somewhere in the center. 

Goodness, any fool can do that if he practices enough. I do 

it because I like the way it feels, and I do not appreciate 

having the Preposition Police come after me with a red pen 

and slaughter my paper over something so petty. Same thing 

with British-style punctuation. It's a more logical system, 

and I happen to think that if I want to use single quotation 

marks for primary quotations, it should be my business and 

nobody else's. I mean, where would the literary world be 

today if Shakespeare had chosen to sacrifice his poetry on 

the altar of contemporary linguistic conventions, or if e. 

e. cummings had used capitals? Nowhere very exciting. 



I reached the office building of Jay Pierce, Attorney 

at Law, in a little under an hour. 'Wish me luck, Henry,1 I 

sighed as I jumped to the ground, attache in hand. 

Pierce's office was on the third floor. I don't trust 

elevators, so my attache hand was pretty sore by the time I 

reached his secretary's desk. 'Pierce in?' I asked shortly, 

hoping to fake out the secretary, 

She looked doubtfully at my lumberjack shirt, worn 

boots, and Levi's that had seen about eight years of active 

duty. 'Do you have an appointment?' she asked haughtily. 

Dang. 

'I'm a writer,' I said confidently. 'I'm here to 

interview for the Norton thing.' 

She shook her head. 'I'm afraid you'll have to make an 

appointment. Mr, Pierce is very busy.' 

Now, I could see perfectly well that Mr, Pierce's 

office door was wide open, and I could tell from the dry 

sound of rustling papers that he probably needed some 

excitement. But this was not the time to be argumentative. 

'Thank you,' I said cheerfully as I turned and walked away. 

Not far down the hall was a real estate office manned 

by an unusually genial-looking secretary. 'May I use your 

phone?' I asked. 

The secretary smiled pleasantly. 'Certainly,' she said 

brightly, probably terribly relieved to have something to 

say other than, 'I'm afraid you'll have to make an 

appointment. ' 



'Thanks,' I said, closing the door as I dialed Jay 

Pierce's number. 

•This is Jay Pierce's office. How may I help you?' the 

secretary said smoothly. I don't like it when they say 

that; it makes it sound like the whole office, walls and 

floor and furniture and rolodex, has suddenly acquired the 

breath of life and started answering the phone. 

'Hello,' I said, perfectly mimicking the secretary's 

smooth, professional tone. 'I'm calling in response to the 

article in today's Dallas Times Herald concerning the 

Nortons' offer to support a young writer. I'd like to 

arrange an interview with Mr. Pierce for that position as 

soon as possible. ' 

'All right,' said the secretary. ' What day would you 

like to come in, Miss . . .?' 

'Thomas. Actually, I'm available today. Is there any 

way I could see Mr, Pierce this afternoon?' 

'Yes, that would be fine. Mr. Pierce is free this 

afternoon. What time would be good for you?' 

I pulled my watch out of my pocket. 'Would two o'clock 

be too soon? I'm actually very close by right now.' 

The secretary paused. 'Hold for a moment,' she said 

coolly. Seconds later she came back on the line. 'All 

right, Miss Thomas. Mr. Pierce will see you at two. ' 

'Thank you very much,' I said politely. 



'Thank • s;he said, just like they always say, as 

though you've just done them a tremendous favor by making an 

appointment . 

I hung up, thanked the friendly real estate secretary 

again, and returned to the hostile secretary's desk. She 

eyed me quizzically. 'Yes?' she said coldly. 

Some people are remarkably stupid. 'Hello,' I said, 

still using my polite phone voice. 'I have a two o'clock 

appointment with Mr. Pierce. My name is Thomas. Dylan 

Thomas.• 

Understandably miffed, the secretary narrowed her eyes 

at me, then consulted the clock on the wall. 'It's not 

quite two,' she said. 'You'll have to wait.' 

Dang. Well, at least I brought my attache. I sat down 

in a cushy waiting room chair and opened the case, enjoying 

the solid clicking sound the locks made when I released 

them. Fortunately the batteries of my laptop computer were 

freshly charged, so I didn't have to ask the bad-tempered 

secretary for an electrical outlet. I loaded my software 

quickly and recorded a few thoughts, most of which concerned 

the secretary. Twenty seconds before the hour of two 

o'clock I exited the program and shut my attache. 

Right on schedule the secretary rose from her desk, 

consulted Mr. Pierce, returned to the waiting room, and told 

me, 'Mr. Pierce will see you now.' 



'Thank you;* I said, growing very tired of the words. 

I stepped into Pierce*s office and, at his mimed request, 

shut the door. 

Pierce was a pretty handsome old guy, but nervous. He 

had very short grey hair in a tight fringe around the sides 

and the back. I like a balding man that doesn't try to 

fight nature and put his friends and aquaintances in the 

uncomfortable position of having to pretend that the wide 

sheet of hair brushed from one ear to another actually 

covers a thriving community of hair. Having attended half a 

semester of college and come into some kind of contact with 

approximately twenty professors and administrators, at least 

a third of whom were balding men, I've had ample opportunity 

to consider this hair charade, and I've come to sympathize 

with the men who engage in it. After all, just as probably 

very few men wake up one morning to unexpectedly discover 

that all of their hair is gone, I'd venture to say that few 

of the bald men who use the haircut I've described set out 

to deceive people intentionally. Never having been a 

balding man, I can't say for sure, but I suppose that they 

start gradually, like social drinkers, moving the part of 

their hair down lower and lower and growing the hair on the 

side of the part longer and longer, clinging to the empty 

hope that the hair loss will stop any day, until sooner or 

later they look at themselves in the mirror to discover that 

they're living a lie. What are they supposed to do then? 

Chop off that overgrown side in one viciously honest cut and 



start wearing what's left of their hair with what's left of 

their dignity? Likely not. Anyway, Pierce's hair was short 

and honest, and I liked him for it. He certainly was a 

fidgety man, though; if I weren't such a remarkably relaxed 

person he would have made me unbearably nervous. With his 

dark suit, paternal good looks, and jitters, he made me 

think of an uptight Tom Landry. 

'Hello, Miss Thomas,' Pierce said nervously. As if he 

had any reason to be nervous. 

'Hi,' I said with a broad smile and a firm handshake. 

Pierce's office was really nice, with lots of solid-looking 

genuine wood furniture and a plush leather couch. The 

office was about the size of my entire efficiency apartment. 

'Have a seat,' said Pierce. 

'Thank you, I will.' I threw myself upon the excellent 

couch, put my feet up, and set my attache on the floor 

beside me. 

Pierce looked at me quizzically, then cleared his 

throat and sat down at his desk chair. He stared at me a 

few moments, then said, 'I'm afraid I didn't catch your 

f irst name. ' 

'It's Dylan,' I told him, then looked at him 

expectantly. 

He looked puzzled. ' Hmmm. Dylan Thomas. That sounds 

vaguely familiar for some reason. Do I know your father?' 

For crying out loud. Isn't anyone literate anymore? 



•My real name is Anne-Marie,' I said for about the 

thousandth time in my life* 'Dylan Thomas was a Welsh poet 

of the post-modern period. * 

I watched his granite face for some spark of 

recognition and was disappointed. 'Oh,' he said flatly. 

'Are you related?' 

'Not as far as I know. ' 

'Oh, then he must be one of your favorites.' 

'He was a pretty righteous dude.' 

'I beg your pardon?' 

'Oh, excuse me. I was being colloquial. I meant to 

say that Thomas was a brilliant poet. He wrote with 

powerful imagery derived from Welsh folklore, the Bible, and 

Freud.' 

'I see,' said Mr. Pierce, who didn't. 

'I suppose Mr. Thomas is not exactly a household name,' 

I said forgivingly. 'He's only been dead since 1953.' 

To my mild surprise, a spark of hope glimmered in 

Pierce's eyes at my last statement. 'Oh,' he said, trying 

to sound calm, 'are you familiar with a wide variety of 

unconventional literature?' 

'Well, I read everything, if that's what you mean.' 

'The classics as well, then?' 

'Yes, everything.' 

Pierce rested his chin on his clasped hands and looked 

at me—well, piercingly. He waited a long time before 



speaking again, as though carefully composing his next 

statement. 

At last he said cautiously, 1 It's important to the 

Nortons that the writer they choose to patronize be serious 

about literature. They've asked me to, ah, examine the 

applicants on the basis of their knowledge of literature 

from a wide variety of sources,' 

'You mean they want you to filter out the ignorant 

ones. ' 

'Well, ah, yes, in a manner of speaking. Mr. Norton 

has prepared a list of quotes—some well-known, some rather 

obscure—with which to quiz the applicants. Thus I am able 

to ascertain at the beginning of the interview whether or 

not the applicant's literary knowledge is commensurate with 

the Nortons' qualifications.' 

'You mean you don't waste your time taking down the 

vital stats of hack writers.' 

'Uh, yes, that's correct.' 

What luck! 'Well, that sounds reasonable. Wo more 

than I'd do in their position.' 

Looking pleased, Pierce picked up the list. 

'Excellent. How, I'll give you the quotation, and you will 

respond with the name of the author and the title of the 

work, respectively.' 

I put my hands behind my head. 'Go for it. * 

Pierce cleared his throat and began. '"The clouds are 

at play in the azure space/And their shadows at play on the 



bright-green vale,/And here they stretch to the frolic 

chase,/And there they roll on the easy gale."' 

'"The Gladness of Nature". William Cullen Bryant.' 

'Author first, please.' 

'Oh, yes. Sorry.' 

'We will proceed. "Looked he anxious? Looked he like 

one doomed?" "Nay, nay; as bright as a pewter pot."' 

What an odd quote. 'Ah, Reade. Charles Reade. "The 

Cloister and the Hearth". Page ninety-five of my copy.' 

*Hmm. Page numbers are not necessary. Here's the next 

one: "'Put not your trust in princes,' said he. 'Alas! 

what else have we to trust in?' 'Knowledge.' 'Well-a-day, 

father! your learning will not serve us here.'"' 

'Reade again. Same work.' Under my breath I added, 

'Same page.' 

'Yes, yes, that's correct. "Brisk wielder of the birch 

and rule/The master of the district school/Held at the fire 

his favored place;/Its warm glow lit a laughing face/Fresh-

hued and fair, where scarce appeared—"' 

'"The uncertain prophecy of a beard." I love that 

line. That was John Greenleaf Whittier's "Snow-Bound".' 

Pierce nodded vigorously without looking up. '"Bravo! 

due imprese leggiadre! Sforzar la figlia, ed ammazzar il 

padre!"' he read without mispronouncing more than half the 

words. 

That was a new twist. 'Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, Don 

Giovanni. Act one, Scene one.' 



• I thought that was Italian. What does it mean, if I 

may ask?' 

'Well, actually it means, "Hurray, two charming 

undertakings! Forcing the daughter and murdering the 

father. " ' 

'Oh, dear. Well—here's the next one.' He frowned for 

a moment, then shrugged and read with halting words, looking 

suspiciously at the paper the whole time. 1"seeing on the 

rushing darkness only his own face no broken feather unless 

two of them but not two like that going to Boston the same 

night then my face his face for an instant across the 

crashing when out of darkness two lighted windows in rigid 

fleeing crash gone his face and mine just I see saw did I 

see not goodbye the marquee empty of eating the road empty 

in darkness in silence the bridge arching into silence 

darkness sleep the water peaceful and swift not goodbye"* 

'Faulkner,' I said, crossing my legs at the ankles. 

'The Sound and the Fury.' Pierce looked at me 

questioningly, not fully convinced that it was a work of 

literature. 'It's modern, ' I explained. 

'I see. "Saturn and Venus this year in conjunction! 

What says the almanac to that?"' 

I thought a moment. 'Uh, Shakespeare. Henry the 

Fourth, part two. But I've never heard it quoted there 

before.' 

' Hmm, "Like a fat, enormous snake it lay stretched 

across the country, a black and ugly mass of twisted, 



ropelike rock, clinkers and piles of lava, that looked like 

hell with the fires out, filling its sterile sink and 

winding south and north for many miles."' 

• Louis L' Amour. F̂ jLnt, * 

'I see. "Ite domum impasti, domino iam not vacat, 

agni."1 

I stretched luxuriously. * Milton. "Damon's Epitaph".' 

'Correct.' He pulled the paper back and studied it, 

then sighed and went on. '"Oh freddled gruntbuggly, thy 

micturations are to me/As plurdled gabbleblotchits on a 

lurgid bee./ Groop I implore thee, my foonting 

turlingdromes./ And hooptiously drangle me with crinkly 

bindlewurdles,/ Or I will rend thee in the gobberwarts with 

my blurglecruncheon, see if I don't!"' 

I looked up at the ceiling and sighed. 'Douglas Adams, 

chhike EL u i. d ® i _ ^a i_ a x z •1 

'That's right. Here's the last one, '"Wherever there 

is a carcass, there the vultures will gather."' 

'The Gospel of Matthew,' I said, 'by Matthew the 

Apostle. Some say by God. Chapter twenty-four, verse 

twenty-eight. ' 

Pierce put the paper down. 'I suppose you have a 

photographic memory, ' he said flatly. 

1 I suppose I do, low do we proceed with the 

interview?' 

'By all means. Tell me about yourself, Dylan. How old 

are you?' 



•Just turned twenty-one.' 

Pierce nodded vigorously. 'Excellent. Excellent. Are 

you in college, then?' 

1 Yes. 1 

'Studying literature, I suppose.' 

'No. Engineering. I'm kidding,' I added quickly when 

his face clouded over. 'Yes, I'm studying English 

Literature.' 

'Do you like school?' 

What was this, anyway? Wasn't he even going to ask for 

a writing sample? 'Well, no, not really. I find it rather 

conf ining. ' 

'Yes, I suppose you would. How soon will you be 

finished with finals?' 

I consulted my watch. 'Oh, in about ten minutes, I 

should be all done.' 

Pierce looked at me blankly, for this was October, and 

no one has finals then. 'I skipped my last midterm to come 

here,' I explained. 

He looked alarmed. 

'Good heavens! Won't you fail?' 

'Yes, but if I get this position, who cares? I'm kind 

of a gambling woman, but my impulses tend to be correct. I 

need to write. I just don't fit in at college.' 

The studying look came back to his face. 'You are 

rather, ah, unusual.' 



I shrugged, 'I suppose I am, but you know how it is, 

You get used to yourself.' 

1 Hmm, yes. Do you have any family?1 

'None that I acknowledge.* 

1 Close friends? * 

'No, it's pretty much me and my art. Look, is this it? 

Are we having the interview now?1 

*1 think we're about finished,' said Mr. Pierce. 'I'm 

prepared to offer you the position if you'11 accept a few 

conditions.' 

Conditions? That sounded ominous. 

'What kind of conditions?' I asked slowly. 

'Well, frankly, Miss Thomas, the newspaper article 

didn't tell the entire story. You see, the Nortons are a 

very wealthy couple, and their offer is a generous one. 

They wanted to be sure to avoid mercenaries of any kind. 

Before I say any more, are you prepared to accept the 

position provided the conditions are satisfactory?' 

'Yes, quite prepared. I wouldn't have come here 

otherwise, ' 

'Good. I suppose you recall that the article described 

the Kortons as childless?' 

'Yes, I remember.' 

'Well, they haven't always been. They had a son once, 

an only child. He would be about forty-five now. He 

quarrelled with his father when he was a young man and left 

home, and the Nortons haven't seen him since, though it's 



believed that he died in Cincinnati about twenty years ago. 

The Nortons know little about where their son went or what 

he did after he left them, but they do know that he fathered 

a boy of his own in 1965. He divorced the child*s mother a 

few years later. That was when the Nortons learned about 

the boy, because the divorce was rather scandalous and got 

some national attention. Before the Nortons could contact 

their son, though, he quickly faded into obscurity again. 

For the next several years they tried to find him, but they 

gained very little information and no trace of their son. 

* For the last seven years, they*ve been concentrating 

mainly on tracking down their grandson. Three and a half 

years ago, they finally traced him to a small liberal arts 

college in the east. Unfortunately, he disappeared before 

they could contact him.1 

Wow! That was pretty mysterious. It was no Jane Eyre, 

but it was interesting. I waited patiently to hear what all 

this had to do with me. Maybe the Nortons wanted someone to 

write a miniseries about their family trials. They were 

rich enough to finance one. Mot having viewed television or 

seen a movie for roughly five years, I couldn't exactly say 

that the screen was my medium, but I was willing to adapt. 

Pierce opened a deep desk drawer and pulled out about 

three dozen spiral notebooks. 'This,' he said, 1 is all the 

Mortons have of their grandson. It's his writing. And it's 

completely indecipherable.' 



' What do you mean, Mindecipherable"? Stream-of-

consciousness, like Faulkner? Or just incredibly poor 

penmanship?1 

'No, I mean indecipherable. Codified, probably. The 

letters are European, but the words are totally 

unrecognizable. f 

'Could they be in some other European language?1 

'No, that possibility has been eliminated. They're 

definitely some kind of code, but no one the Nortons have 

hired have been able to figure out what kind.' 

'So what do I have to do with all this?' 

'Well, the Nortons are rather desperate at this point. 

Last week I advised them to engage an individual as much 

like their grandson as possible to examine the journals— 

someone with a similar background and temperament, who might 

be able to succeed where experts have failed.' 

Rather creative thinking on Pierce's part. Maybe he 

wasn't quite as dry as he seemed. 'So what do they know 

about this young man's background and temperament?' 

'Only what professors and classmates have told them. 

Their grandson was apparently a complex sort, very 

intelligent, alienated from family, something of a misfit.' 

'Like me. ' 

'Precisely. ' 

'And the article in the paper was the best possible way 

to lure such a person. ' 

'That's right.' 



4 So just what do the Mortons hope to gain by-

deciphering the journals?1 

1 There's really not much left to hope for, frankly, but 

the journals may provide the only possible clue to the young 

man's whereabouts. In any case, they're all the Mortons 

have left of a grandson they never knew.' 

I shook my head. 'I don't know, Pierce. I can't 

promise anything. I'm no private eye. I'm just a writer.' 

'That's all the Mortons want. They know the chances of 

finding their grandson are negligible, but negligible is 

better than nonexistent. Anyway, Dylan, they're lonely 

people. Just having a young person in the house will do 

them a world of good.' 

I laughed. 'Well, I'm not very social,' I warned him. 

'You see, I'm so many people I keep myself company. I've 

been on my own almost four years, and I like it.' 

'You'll be able to keep your privacy. Just be 

available for occasional conversation and Sunday dinner.' 

An alarming thought suddenly occurred to me. 'Hey, 

what about my writing? That was the focus of the newspaper 

article. Is that part of the deal at all?' 

'Well,' said Mr. Pierce, 'actually, the Mortons believe 

you'11 be able to write and work on their project at the 

same time. ' 

At the same time! The poor, ignorant people! Didn't 

they realize how engrossing writing is? Then I had another, 

even more alarming thought. 'What happens if I finish their 



project before I finish writing something publishable? Will 

I be promptly booted out or what?1 

'Certainly not, Once the journals are finished, your 

position will be exactly as the newspaper describes, and 

you'11 be able to stay as long as you like, provided there 

are no grave personal incompatibilities. But the Nortons 

will expect you to do their work first.1 

This wasn't what I'd anticipated at all. Still, it was 

better than starving. Come to think of it, it was even 

better than college. 

'Could I have a look at those journals?' 

'Certainly.' Pierce pushed the stack toward me. I 

picked up the top five and skimmed through them. 

'The quotations we went over are all in there,' Pierce 

explained, 'interspersed among the codified sections. 

You're the first person who's been able to identify any of 

them. We thought they might somehow be the basis of the 

code.' 

Well! Pierce was a pretty sneaky guy, pretending that 

Mr. Norton came up with all those obscure quotes to test my 

literary proficiency and then pretending he had the titles 

and authors all on his sheet. For all his nervousness, he 

was a pretty good liar. I felt myself beginning to like 

him. 

I asked him, 'If you didn't know the answers to the 

questions you were asking me, how could you be sure I wasn't 

faking you out?' 



Pierce smiled. 'I can't be sure at all. But I 

strongly doubt that anyone could have had the nerve to guess 

with as much confidence as you exhibited.' 

What a sharp old guy! He was steadily rising in my 

estimation. 

I replaced the notebooks on the stack. 'Do you think 

you can break the code?'' Pierce asked hopefully. 

'Well, if anyone can break it it'll likely be me. Tell 

me about the benefits of this job.' 

'You'll have a suite of rooms for your personal use, 

one for a bedroom and one for a study, if you like, and a 

private bathroom for each one. You have twenty-four hour 

access to the main kitchen as well as a kitchenette of your 

own. All your moving and living expenses will be covered, 

as well as any work expenses you may incur, and you will 

receive a personal spending allowance of one thousand 

dollars a month.' 

He paused to let his words sink in. I just stared at 

him a minute. 'Well,' he asked, 'are you interested?' 

'I'm destitute, Pierce! Of course I'm interested.' I 

ran a quick mental balance of pros and cons. 'I'll take 

it,' I said. 

Pierce smiled, looking relaxed for the first time of 

our aquaintance. 'Excellent. Excellent. How soon can you 

be ready to move?' 

'Oh, about seven o'clock, I guess. I get evicted 

tomorrow. ' 



•Oh, dear. Well, I'll send the chauffeur back to your 

apartment with you, and he'll pay off the landlord. We'll 

consider that part of moving expenses. How many cars will 

you require for your belongings?' 

'I have a computer, a mattress, a bear, a blanket, a 

plate, a bowl, a cup, a spoon, a fork, a toothbrush, some 

toothpaste, some shampoo and some soap. Oh, and a box of 

clothes. The computer is in ray attache.' 

'Excuse me,' said Pierce uncomfortably. 'Did you say 

you had a bear?' 

'Yeah, Barnabbas Bear. He's stuffed, Pierce. Don't 

worry.' I appreciated his not putting anything past me like 

that. That kind of attitude would save him a lot of nasty 

shocks later on in our acquaintance. 

'Oh, good,' said Pierce. 'So do you think just one car 

would be sufficient?' 

'More than sufficient. I'm pretty portable. Henry and 

I have moved everything all by ourselves before.' 

Pierce looked uncomfortable again. 'Oh, who is Henry? 

Some kind of live-in boyfriend?' 

I turned a scornful eye on the man. 'Henry's my 

truck,' I said reproachfully. 'He's a Ford.' 

Pierce was relieved. 'Well, if Henry needs any work 

done, talk to Eric, the chauffeur. He does all the work on 

all the Mortons's cars. ' 



This was exciting. 'A personal doctor for Henry? 

He'll be thrilled! I *ve been promising him a drink of oil 

and some new shoes for months!* 

'Ah, yes. Well then, why don't I call Eric now and 

have him bring someone out to drive Henry back to the house? 

That way you and Eric can leave from here to pick up your 

things, and you can save Henry the extra drive.' 

'Will he be parked in a nice garage so leaves won't 

fall on his windshield and clog his wipers in the fall and 

icicles won't form on his fenders and his bed won't fill up 

with sleet in the winter?' 

'I assure you that Henry will receive excellent 

treatment,' Pierce said as he buzzed his secretary. 'Lori, 

call the Uortons's chauffeur and have him bring one of the 

cars and another one of the help. Tell him to dress for 

lifting, not driving. Oh, and have him tell the Nortons 

that the position has been filled, and then call the paper 

and have the ad taken out.' 

I inwardly delighted in imagining the reaction of the 

unfriendly Lori at this piece of news. 'Yes, Mr. Pierce,' 

she said coolly. 

'How many servants do the Mortons have, anyway?' I 

asked. 

'Well, there's Mary, the housekeeper, who has two 

college girls working under her. Then there's Eric, and 

Peter, the cook, and Kenneth, the groundskeeper, so that 

would make six. Oh, and then there's the new gardener, Sam. 



He hasn't been with them very long. Mrs. Norton used to 

like to do all the garden work herself, but at her age, it 

was all getting to be really too much for her.' 

A ratio of two to seven of residents to servants was 

not bad at all. They I realized it was going to be three to 

seven. It didn't sound like I was going to be considered a 

servant. 

Pierce confirmed my hopes. 'You'll be considered a 

guest,' he said. 'You will be obligated to work on the 

journals, but other than that, all you have to do is live in 

the house and be artistic to your heart's content.' 

There is a God, I thought. 

'Oh, and one more thing,' said Pierce. 'The servants 

don't know anything about the journals. As far as they 

know, the newspaper article tells the whole story about your 

position, The Nortons would prefer that they not know about 

the grandson. ' 

'No problem. What's his name, anyway, this young Mr. 

Norton?' 

'Mr. Twait. His mother's second husband adopted him. 

His first name is Mark. ' 

Mark Twait? I was going to like this guy. 



CHAPTER 2 

Eric arrived within half an hour. He looked like an 

Eric, with fair hair and Scandinavian bone structure. He 

was wearing jeans and a sweatshirt and looked ready to help 

me move, but somehow he still looked dressed up. With him 

was Kenneth, a small, dark-haired man with quick brown eyes. 

Kenneth looked like a no-nonsense kind of a guy, and I felt 

that I would like him. Eric was a little fancy with his bi-

level haircut, but he looked like a nice enough guy. 

After introducing everyone, Pierce gave the orders. 

fEric, drive Dylan to her apartment, load up all her 

belongings, and take her back to the house. Mary will tell 

you what rooms to move her into. Kenneth, you111 take 

Dylan's truck to the house now. And, uh, make sure you park 

him in a nice, warm garage and, um, give him a drink of 

oil. ' 

'Uh, yes sir,' said Kenneth, looking slightly confused. 

'His name is Henry,' I told Kenneth, 'and he likes 

classical music, so please don't change the radio station. 

Here are his keys. ' 

Kenneth just nodded, still looking confused. 

I noticed smugly that Lori didn't look up when we 

passed her desk. Pierce walked us downstairs and gave Eric 

one of the Nortons's signed checks to pay off my landlord; 

apparently he was in a position of substantial authority 

over the Nortons' s personal affairs. I led them to Henry, 



who started right up for Kenneth. 'He likes you! ' I said 

delightedly. Kenneth cracked a smile. 

The car Eric brought was a 1990 Rolls Royce. Eric 

opened the back door for me, but I told him I'd rather ride 

in the front, so he shrugged and indulged me. It was nice 

to be indulged. 

'So, you're the new artist-in-residence, huh?' Eric 

asked me when we started driving. 

'Yeah. All I have to do is hang around and be my weird 

artistic self and get paid for it. Hot bad, huh?' 

'Not bad at all. That's even better than my job. All 

I have to do is take care of three gorgeous automobiles that 

almost never have anything wrong with them and occasionally 

dress up in a nice little suit and drive around Dallas. I 

even get the Bentley to myself when I have a date. ' 

'No kidding!' I tried to sound impressed, but I wasn't 

entirely sure what a Bentley was. It seemed to me like it 

was some kind of old car with a really long front to it. 

'Yqah, it's a good life. The Mortons are really nice 

people. They're a little strange, but everyone likes them.' 

I'm always interested in other people's often mild 

definitions of 'strange,' so this comment intrigued me. 

'Strange? In what way?' 

'Well, Mr. Norton raises snakes, and about once a month 

I have to drive downtown and pick up a bunch of rodents for 

them to eat. All the servants try to stay out of the house 

when he's feeding them, but he and Mrs. Norton really get a 



kick out of it. They have the housekeepers push all the den 

furniture together into sort of an arena with all the snakes 

in the center, and then they throw the rabbits and mice and 

things out a few at a time. The cook makes them a big bowl 

of popcorn, and they keep entertained for hours.' 

Wow! That really was strange. 

'Also,1 Eric went on, 'Mr. Norton is a very scientific 

person. He reads a lot of science journals, and he's always 

doing experiments on people.' 

'Mercy me! What kind of experiments?' 

'Oh, harmless things. We've all had complete 

psychological batteries, and one month he took cells from 

all the servants and tested our genes. We now know all the 

possibilities for what our kids will look like. All I found 

out was that all my kids are going to look exactly like me.' 

Eric looked disappointed at not having found out 

something more interesting, but lots of people would have 

been quite pleased to look like Eric, and not just men. 

'Well,' I told him, 'I'm not surprised. Your physical 

attributes are primarily the result of recessive genes and 

should be inherited by your children, assuming that you 

marry a woman of similar northern European stock,' 

'Huh. Sounds like you'll fit right in.' 

'That would be a new experience. Well, tell me about 

the other servants. ' 

'Well, Kenneth is a pretty good sort. Kind of quiet, 

but a hard worker. Peter is the cook. He doesn't say much 



either, but he makes a mean roast. Mary, the housekeeper, 

is his wife. She talks enough for both of them. She 

doesn't take much foolishness, and she's hard to get to 

know, but once she makes up her mind that she likes you, 

there's nothing she won't do for you. Amy and Andrea help 

her with the house. They're a little lazy, but sweet. 

Cute, too. Oh, and then there's the new guy, Sam. He works 

under Kenneth; he takes care of Mrs. Norton's garden and the 

inner lawns. Nobody knows much about him. He's sort of a 

hippie type, but young. I think he might have done some 

serious drugs at some time.' 

'Why do you think that?' 

'Well, I'm not sure, but it just seems like he has a 

real slow reaction time. You tell him something and it 

takes him a few minutes to react to it. I think his brain 

must be messed up. I don't trust him.' 

I made a mental note to check out this mysterious 

gardener. 

We reached my place by four and had the Rolls loaded by 

four-fifteen. Eric wrote a check for six hundred and 

seventy-four dollars for my surprised landlord, and we got 

on the road again. 

'I'll miss that place,' I said as we pulled away from 

the prison-like cement structure. 

Eric gave me a sidelong glance. 'Why?' 

'Well, it's a dump, but it was a good place to think. 

There are no distractions in a place like that.' 



'You mean you liked being a starving artist?' 

'It had its moments. And I liked the independence.' 

'Veil, if it's any consolation to you, Mary's been 

given instructions to let you fix up your two rooms however 

you like—although I think all the rooms look pretty good as 

they are.' 

'Oh, that reminds me of something. Could we stop by 

the grocery store? I need to pick some things up.' 

•Sure,' he said, then tactfully added, 'Do you need me 

to spot you some cash? You could pay me back when the 

Uortons give you your thousand for the month. ' 

'Yeah, I'd appreciate that. Thirty dollars should 

cover it.' 

We stopped at the nearest store, and Eric gave me a 

twenty and a ten. He waited in the car, and after a few 

minutes I came out with three bags of light bulbs and some 

change. 

* What do you have in there?' he asked as I delicately 

placed them in the back seat. 

'Personal items,' I told him, to give him something to 

think about. It seemed to me that Eric could stand to think 

a little more. 

By now rush hour traffic had reached fruition, so it 

was close to six o'clock before we reached the Norton house. 

The house looked like something from a Medieval romance. It 

was a colassal wood and stone creation, very old and solid 

looking. 



'Vow, ' I said as we pulled into the long stretch of 

driveway, 'No neighbors.' 

'Nope, no neighbors, The Nortons own most of what you 

can see from here.' 

'All these woods and things? They own this? I didn't 

even know there was anything like this in the Metroplex. It 

looks like an old feudal manor. ' 

'An old what?' 

'You know, a castle. Like in the Middle Ages. I keep 

expecting to see some serfs or some yeoman farmers riding up 

on noble steeds.' 

'Some who? Riding some what? What are you talking 

about?' 

'Goodness gracious, Eric! Didn't you ever study any 

history?' 

'I suppose I did, but I can't remember any.' 

'Well, I'm talking about the Middle Ages. That was the 

period after the Saxons had come and whupped my people and 

your people had started coming in their Viking ships and 

whupping the Saxons.' 

'My people? Vikings? That's not right. My people are 

from Denmark. ' 

'Oh, Eric, how can someone as bright as you be so 

colassally ignorant about your Indo-European people groups?' 

'Hey, it's your job to be smart. All I have to do is 

drive. Which I have just successfully done. Here we are, 

safe and sound in the garage. And there's your truck.' 



'Henry!1 I cried, jumping out of the Rolls without 

waiting for Eric to open my door. 1 Isn't this a great 

garage? It's heated, for crying out loud!' 

'Veil, it's warmer inside, so I suggest you go there 

and talk to your truck in the morning. Go on in. Mary will 

show you your rooms, and I'll bring your stuff in.' 

'Thanks, man,' I said as I opened the garage door to 

find an industrial-sized kitchen, very clean and very warm. 

A timid-looking middle-aged black man, wearing an apron with 

red letters proclaiming him to be 'Le Haut Stuff', was 

taking a roast out of the oven. 

'Hey there,' said a deep, rich voice. I turned and saw 

an unsmiling black woman sitting at the table. 'You the 

writer?' 

'Yes, I am. My name's Dylan Thomas.' 

'Dylan, huh? Never heard of a girl named that before.' 

'Neither have I. That's why I named myself that. I 

like to be different.' 

'Huh. Well, my name's Mary, and this here's Peter. 

Just two plain ordinary folks with plain ordinary names.' 

'Hello, Peter,' I said. 

'Hey,' said Peter in a soft wheezing voice, waving 

vaguely from behind his roast. 

Mary sighed and got to her feet. She had the build of 

most of the black women I knew, curvy as a Botticelli angel 

and strong as an Amazon warrior. She said, 'I guess I'll 

show you to your rooms. Dinner ain't for another ten 



minutes, so that should give you time to settle in some, 1 

She led me past the savory-smelling roast, and I remembered 

that I had had nothing but ramen noodles to eat for the past 

week. I felt dizzy just walking past such an enormous hunk 

of nourishment, Peter was slicing it in thick, hot, juicy 

slabs and looking at me suspiciously. 

'Are you going to come with me, or are you just going 

to stand there makin9 eyes at that roast all night? Come 

on, child, there*11 be plenty of that for you tonight.# 

I tore myself away from the roast and followed Mary out 

of the kitchen into a living room the size of a Medieval 

mead-hall. The furniture was good and solid, well-made but 

plain; it didn't look like the kind of furniture a couple of 

pompous people would have, and I was glad. The high ceiling 

had lots of solid oak beams that contributed to the Medieval 

look, but a couple of ceiling fans hanging from the beams 

rather ruined the effect. 

From there we passed into a long hallway that at first 

glance seemed to be punctuated with the prototypical 

ancestral portraits that one expects to see lining the 

hallways of rich people. In a moment I saw that I was 

mistaken, unless the Nortons were descended from a 

startlingly varied collection of distinguished forbearers. 

There was Albert Einstein on one wall, Walt Whitman next to 

him, John Milton opposite them, and also William Lloyd 

Garrison, Thomas Edison, and Ghandi. What odd people these 

must be! I thought in a rare conceit of normalcy. 



'You coining or not?' Mary asked impatiently, and I 

realized I had come to a halt in the hall. 

• Sorry, * I said, tearing my eyes away from the curious 

wall. Hearing someone behind us, I looked and saw that Eric 

was now close behind us with an armload of my things. 

Not too much further down the hall we turned down 

another hall. It was like an intersection of halls, for 

crying out loud. Several yards later Mary turned into a 

room, and I gratefully entered, wondering how I was ever 

going to find my way around this place. Then I remembered I 

was getting my own kitchenette, so I decided that I would 

have to stock it with plenty of food in case I ever got cut 

off from the rest of the household for a few days. 

The room was enormously huge. I had never lived in 

anything so huge in my life. Sleeping there would be just 

like camping, except for the obvious fact that the room was 

enclosed. The bed, also, was decidedly nonrustic. It was 

some kind of big antique queen-sized thing. The top of the 

mattress came about to my shoulder, and I wondered how I was 

going to climb into it morning after morning. Fortunately a 

sturdy-looking oak chest stood at the foot of the bed; it 

looked like something I could comfortably climb. I 

immediately dragged it to the place where it would be most 

useful, which was of course the side of the bed very near 

the head, and set Barnabbas, my aging, beloved stuffed bear, 

on one of the pillows. 



Mary shrugged. 'It's your room, and I guess you can do 

what you like with it,' she said in a voice that clearly 

conveyed her utter disgust with what I had just done. I 

didn't care, though, as long as I didn't break my neck 

trying to get in and out of bed. I climbed up the chest 

into the bed and had a look around. 

There was plenty of plain wood furniture around, most 

of which looked antique. It all seemed to follow some 

general pattern that was somehow familiar. What was that 

style? Quaker? Shaker? Whatever it was, I liked it. 

There's something irresistably pure about uncompromising 

plainness. There was a chest of drawers as tall as me along 

one wall, an excellent rocking chair in a corner near the 

window, and two well made, starkly plain little tables with 

tiny drawers, similar but not identical, along opposite 

walIs. 

While I was admiring things, Eric said, 'I have your 

three bags of personal items. Where do you want them?' 

'Oh, the closet will be fine. Thanks, dude.' 

Eric opened the door to a closet the size of a root 

cellar and set my bags on a low shelf, which I appreciated, 

high shelves being usually out of my range. Then he left to 

get the rest of my things. 

'The room next door is yours too,' said Mary. 'They're 

a suite; they're joined by that door in the middle. Your 

kitchenette is in the back of the other room.' 



The bathrooms were unspeakably luxurious, and the other 

bedroom was pretty similar to the first, except that it had 

a mondo desk in front of a window. I set my computer there. 

The kitchenette was actually quite larger than the kitchen 

in my old apartment. 

'We'd better go to dinner now,' said Mary. 'The 

Nortons like to eat promptly at six. ' 

I like to eat promptly whenever I'm hungry, which 

fortunately happened to be now. Remembering the savory 

roast, I eagerly followed Mary to the dining room. The 

Nortons were just then arriving from their side of the 

house. They were a distinguished-looking white-haired 

couple, not very strange-looking at all. Mrs. Norton looked 

matronly and sweet. She wore a powder-blue silk dress 

tailored precisely to her trim figure. She smiled 

engagingly at everyone in general. Mr. Norton was tall and 

lean and wore grey slacks, a starched white shirt, and a 

cranberry-red cardigan. His straight, pure white hair was 

slicked back from his long face, and his sharp, dark blue 

eyes seemed to size me up suspiciously. 

'Hello, Dylan,' Mrs. Norton said graciously, rushing to 

me and taking ray hand. 'Mr. Norton just got off the phone 

with Mr. Pierce. We're so happy to have you with us.' 

'Well, thank you, Mrs. Norton. I'm happy to be here.' 

Mr. Norton continued staring with his hands in his 

pockets, 

'Edgar,' said Mrs. Norton pleasantly, 'say hello.' 



Instead, Mr. Norton took a couple of steps forward, 

stuck out his jaw, and examined me like I was a bug in a 

kill jar. 

'So,* he said shortly, 'you're the writer. Hmm. 

You* re shorter than I expected, ' 

Shorter than he expected? 

Strike that remark about his not seeming strange. 

I really am pretty short. Wot diminutive, just really 

annoyingly short. Five three. A hundred and ten pounds. 

I've seen junior high kids that could have whupped the tar 

out of me. I look even smaller in my oversized flannel 

shirts and rolled-up jeans, which are pretty much all I 

wear, being pretty much all I own. 

I drew myself up to my full height, which somewhat 

failed to impress beside Mr. Norton's easy six feet. 

'Look at you,' Mr. Norton continued in his odd, clipped 

way. 'You look like something stunted your growth.' 

'Yes, sir, as a matter of fact something did. 

Mainourishment. Now, can we please sit down to this 

stupendous roast before I begin to degenerate mentally as 

well?' 

Mr. Norton narrowed his sharp blue eyes at me. 'All in 

good time, miss. ' He lifted my chin with his hand and 

studied my face. 'What are you? Mediterranean? Native 

American?' 

'I beg your pardon, sir. I am a Celt, through and 

through.' 



Mr. Norton's bushy white eyebrows shot up. 'Oh, of 

Cracker blood, are you?' 

1 Cracker1 is a term used by Englishmen to refer to 

Irishmen, Welshman, and Scots, and also by Northerners to 

refer to poor Southern whites. It isn't a very nice term, 

but somehow I knew that Mr. Norton meant no harm by it. 

Before I could reply, Mr. Norton spoke again. 'No 

wonder you're named after a Welsh poet,' he said. 

• I call myself Dylan Thomas, ' I told him. 'I'm proud 

to be Welsh. ' 

'Yes, they all are. Proud and stubborn, and fiercely 

resistant to all that is Anglo-Saxon.' 

'Mr. Norton,' I queried, 'do I understand correctly you 

to be an Anglophile?' 

'Well, of course I'm an Anglophile! I'm English! 

Can't a man have a friendly appreciation for his own 

ancestors' culture?' 

'Certainly. That's no more than I have.' 

'Well, good. We should get along just fine—and have 

some lively discussions too. Sit down. I want to eat.' 

I willingly obeyed, and after Mr. Norton prayed over 

the food we ate—all six of us, for the Nortons apparently 

had the delightful custom of eating with whatever servants 

lived with them. I was seated across from Eric, and Mary 

and Peter were seated across from each other whenever they 

weren't moving about vigorously serving everybody else, 

while the Nortons of course occupied the head and foot of 



the table. The roast was as delicious as it looked and 

smelled; I believe the cherished memory of it will be with 

me always. In addition to the excellent food I partook of a 

lengthy discussion of the Anglo/Celtic conflict, which was 

quite agreeable—the discussion, that is, not the conflict. 

I of course painted out that the Celts had had the land 

first, to which Mr. Norton understandably replied that left 

to their own devices they had done precious little with it 

except move their herds around and fight a lot of pointless 

tribal wars, to which I naturally quoted quite a long 

passage from Beowulf that delineates in some detail the 

wearisome feuds between Germanic clans, with the result that 

Mr. Norton immediately disclaimed Saxon responsibility for 

that most worthy work. I went on to describe Celtic culture 

as 'a wild nomadic Thing that won't be held down by all the 

stuffiness in Parliament*. 

During this entire exchange Mrs. Norton looked back and 

forth between us, smiling brightly as though we were having 

the most delightful conversation, which from our point of 

view we certainly were, Peter, however, looked horrified, 

as though afraid that Mr. Norton and I might come to blows 

over the age-old cultural conflicts of two ancient Indo-

European people groups. Eric looked amused, and Mary looked 

slightly disgusted. Gradually, however, the great cultural 

debate mellowed into a comparison of the relative merits of 

various English and Celtic artists. Here we found some 



common ground, for we both revered Yeats and Coleridge and 

had little use for Tennyson and Joyce. 

When dinner was over this courtly gentleman actually 

offered me his arm and escorted me back to my apartments. 

1 I certainly hope you111 find our boy, ' he said in a voice 

that was both gruff and sad. 'Emily and I are getting on, 

and it would be good to have some family around us.' 

1 I really hope I find him too, sir, ' I said sincerely. 

9 If he's anything like you I shall like him immensely. ' 

Mr. Norton gave a small smile. 'I just hope he's 

nothing like his father,1 he replied in a voice that was 

decidedly more sad than gruff. He sighed and went on, 'I'm 

probably hoping against hope. The boy must be horribly in 

debt to have gone through that trust fund all in one fell 

swoop.' 

Trust fund? 

'What trust fund is that, sir?' 

'Oh, didn't Pierce mention it? I don't wonder. 

Scandalous affair, that trust fund, ,if news of it ever got 

out. But I trust you, Dylan, for all that you are a Celt. 

You see, as soon as Emily and I found out about Mark, we set 

up a trust fund for his future. It was no small affair, I 

can assure you. He was to have it upon turning twenty-one, 

when it matured to about $300,000. Put your eyes back in 

your head, girl; there's more to life than money. Anyway, 

when he did turn twenty-one he somehow managed to get to it. 



I haven*t the slightest idea how he even found out the thing 

existed, but he promptly spent the entire thing.' 

•All $300,000 of it?• I gasped. 

'Every penny. We never thought of putting any kind of 

bar on the thing because we assumed that by the time he took 

any money out of it we'd have found him. He withdrew it in 

one lump sum, and I received notice from the Eastern bank 

that handled the transaction. As a matter of fact, that's 

how we found out where he was. Unfortunately, it was too 

late.' 

We reached my door. 'I'll do everything I can, sir,' I 

told him. 'I won't stop working on the journals until I've 

broken the code and deciphered every last letter. And if 

anyone's brilliant enough to do it, it's me.' 

'Hmm. Most brilliant people would have said, "it is 

I," but I suspect you don't trouble yourself too much over 

grammar. Yes, it appears you are just the woman for the 

job. I trust your judgment, Dylan, and Emily and I will let 

you work in peace; we won't demand weekly progress reports 

from you, though I can't promise the same for Pierce. He's 

always been a trifle overprotective where Emily and I are 

concerned. Well, good night, child. I hope you'll enjoy 

your stay with us. ' 

With that, he was gone, leaving me to wonder what had 

transpired between the crusty but goodhearted old gentleman 

and his only son that was serious enough to severe them from 

one another forever. 



CHAPTER 3 

The first morning I got up at two in the afternoon. 

That is to say, I slept through most of the part of the 

morning during which people are generally up and doing 

something due to the fact that I had stayed up most of the 

part of the morning during which people are generally 

asleep. Whenever possible I like to stay up until dawn and 

then sleep past noon. This is not because I am not a 

morning person but because I have better things to do at 

night than sleep—like organize twenty boxes of light bulbs 

in my closet shelves, which is exactly what I had done the 

night before, I happen to be fanatically neat, and there 

were lots of things other than light bulbs that needed to be 

organized in my two rooms before I made it to bed. There's 

another reason why I like to stay up all night, but I won't 

go into that now. 

My first thousand-dollar allotment of spending money 

had been presented to me in cash—in tens and twenties, no 

less—by Mr. Norton, who, I had already observed, had a 

remarkable flair for the dramatic in addition to being 

amazingly practical. So it was only natural that after I 

had stepped into last night's jeans, pulled on a fresh 

flannel shirt, and made my bed to perfection, I went to the 

kitchen phone and ordered a pizza. 

Mary was in the dining room straightening up after 

lunch, and without speaking a word she managed to convey 



complete disapproval of my culinary preferences with every 

vigorous polishing stroke she applied to the walnut dining 

table with her dustrag. 

1 You missed. Peter' s fried chicken at lunch,* she said 

accusingly. 

'Apparently so,1 I said, not knowing what else to say, 

'Missed his waffles at breakfast too,1 she said 

pointedly, and I saw that she considered my absence from the 

table a personal affront to her Peter's excellent cooking. 

'Yes, but I devoured his roast,' I said, very wisely I 

thought. 

Mary was not impressed. 'Huh,' she said. 'How you 

manage to keep so thin, anyway?' 

Now, that was exactly the kind of question that really 

starts me thinking. Not about my own weight, because I'm 

actually quite familiar with that, but about food in our 

culture, which of course is highly symbolic and terribly 

complicated, like many other processes that God or whoever 

obviously meant to be breathtakingly simple. Most people 

recognize that sex is complicated, but food is much more so, 

being a veritable labyrinth of socio-political implications, 

which isn't surprising since you have to be reasonably well 

nourished before you can make any decent go at sex, though 

women especially on dates during which they really want to 

impress someone with whom they may be considering having sex 

tend to forget or ignore this fact and eat as little as they 

can without completely wasting their date's money. I know 



what I'm talking about, I've waitressed before, Probably 

men would be terribly flattered by the effort these women 

exert for them, but men actually tend not to notice it at 

all because a/ they're too busy wolfing down their own meal 

like sensible creatures for such silly notions to occur to 

them and b/ part of the act of the women who pull this stunt 

is to act as though their impressive self-control is not 

self-control at all but a naturally small appetite. The 

only way I can account for such strangeness is to 

acknowledge the ineffable perversity of the world in 

general, for complications such as I've described have only 

a speculative value in my own life. Part of my freedom from 

the food demon, I admit, may be due to the fact that I 

myself am one of those annoying people capable of eating 

stunning quantities of food and staying perpetually thin, 

which piece of information I divulged to Mary now. 

Mary responded with a look that indicated that she 

didn't like that kind of person at all. 'Huh,' she said 

contemptuously. 

I don't pretend to know much about conversational arts, 

but as Mary was a particularly unfathomable subject I gave 

up on talking to her and puttered aimlessly around the 

kitchen for a while. To my surprise I found silent Peter 

sitting deflatedly behind the kitchen island. He didn't 

seem very aware of ray presence, so he looked up in mild 

surprise when I addressed him. 



1 Good job on'that roast last night, Peter,' I said 

seriously. 'It was the best thing I've eaten in about a 

year,' 

Peter's moist brown eyes blinked sleepily. 'Oh, uh, 

well, thank you, Dylan,' he said softly, smiling a bit. 

'There's some fried chicken left over from lunch, if you'd 

like some of that. I could heat it up for you.' 

Goodness! Was the man semicomatose? Hadn't he heard 

me ordering pizza? Well, maybe living with Mary had dulled 

his senses somewhat, conditioning him not to listen too hard 

to what people said to him. 

'Actually,' I told him, 'I just ordered a large Italian 

sausage pizza. But I'd love to have some cold fried chicken 

at around midnight.' 

Peter giggled softly in his high, wheezing voice and 

rocked slightly in his chair. 'You a night owl, I guess,' 

he said, sounding pleased. 'Our girl Alice, she was always 

like that. Her head never hit the pillow before dawn if she 

could help it.' 

'Peter!' Mary called militantly from the dining room, 

to the effect Peter promptly clammed up, sat up very 

straight, and looked down remorsefully at his folded brown 

hands. 

Socially squelched for the afternoon, I bid the genial 

but timid Peter a good afternoon and puttered out the 

kitchen and through the dining area in search of a room to 

which Mary's influence would not extend. I ended up in the 



library, where I managed to find seven books I had not 

already read by the time a loud, distinguished bell 

indicated the arrival of the pizza dude, 

'For crying out loud,* I muttered as I trotted down 

long hallways in search of the source of the sound, 'where's 

the front door?' 

The bell rang again, enabling me to trace it to the 

door, which colossal wooden structure I opened to a very 

impressed pizza dude. I took the pizza, handed him a ten, 

and told him to keep the change, feeling very extravagant 

and fine. 

The cardboard pizza box was warm and steamy to my hands 

as I returned to the library. This remarkable room happened 

to have both a refrigerator full of soft drinks and a couple 

of windows taller than myself that overlooked the back 

gardens, both of which characteristics were entirely to my 

liking. I set the box down on the floor by one of the 

windows, got myself a Coke, opened the box, offered a vague 

thanks to any deities that might be interested, and went to 

it. 

There are few things in this world, which I have 

already described as ineffably perverse, that I enjoy more 

than a good pizza. There's something indescribably 

satisfying about a food so amazingly high in salt and fat 

with such a wide variety of flavors, sausage and cheese and 

bread and tomato and spices, Plus I like a warm food that I 



can eat with my hands* This pizza was a particularly fine 

one, and I enjoyed it immensely. 

When I'd had about half the pizza I paused for 

reflection and gazed out at the garden, where I saw 

something even more aesthetically and sensually pleasing 

than lunch. There, in the garden, pushing the lawnmower, 

was the most remarkablably beautiful man I had ever seen. 

He was long and lean and graceful, and his jeans, worn and 

slightly frayed at the seams, conformed to the contours of 

his legs and buttocks with breathtaking precision. The top 

few buttons of his blue flannel shirt were unbuttoned, 

revealing an expanse of chest straining against a grey T-

shirt and heaving with solid regularity as the man pushed 

the mower steadily up the slight incline of the lawn. His 

sleeves were rolled up in tight rolls that rested snugly in 

the recesses between the heads of his biceps, which were 

full and well-defined but not bulky. He had the body of a 

runner, not a lineman. 

And his face, oh, mercy me. He had a square but 

slender jaw covered with a neatly trimmed beard, a long, 

straight nose, and high, sharp cheekbones. His eyes were 

level and clear and golden green. His thick eyebrows were 

drawn down determinedly, and his full lips were set in a 

firm line. His long, thick, wavy hair, parted in the middle 

and held back with a rubber band, was a light golden brown, 

like his beard. In spite of the toil and sweat, he had the 

most serene expression I had ever seen. 



Wow, many people would have just said, • The man mowing 

the lawn looked a lot like Jesus,• but of course those would 

have been the kind of ingorant people that I don't concern 

myself with much. Of course the man did not look anything 

like Jesus, who was Jewish, not Germanic, and did not wear 

jeans. That a man believed by many to be the Son of God is 

automatically imagined to have the face of a Teutonic knight 

is of course indicative of the subtle neo-Nazi 

ethnocentricity that is poisoning Western culture—but, 

then, I'm forgetting myself. 

Back to the lawn-mowing man. As I sat before the 

window watching him in stupified appreciation, I realized 

that he must be the neo-Hippie gardener that Eric found so 

unsavory, the man I had resolved to find out about. I 

looked at him more intently than I already was, which was 

quite intently, but unfortunately one cannot tell by 

appearances whether a person has ever done serious drugs, no 

matter how intently one looks, and I realized that to find 

out anything of interest about the gardener I was probably 

going to have to talk with him. 

I myself have never abused drugs of any kind for the 

simple reason that I don't particularly care to. I have as 

much energy as I need without stimulants, and at the same 

time I tend to function in a perpetual state of inner calm 

that I doubt any depressant could match, let alone top. As 

for alternate realities and sudden deeply philosophical 

insights into life, why, these are things I experience every 



day without the assistance of hallucinogens, I think it's 

interesting that artists are the usual kind of people 

imagined to be drug users, for it seems to me that artists 

are the one group of people that should be doing just fine 

on their own in the areas I have mentioned and that the drug 

users should be accountants and people like that who are 

able to generate very few creative impulses on their own. I 

refer of course to accountants who do not happen to be 

artists also, a fact that I mention not because I think such 

creatures abound in accounting firms worldwide but because I 

like to qualify my generalizations. Anyway, it's of course 

obvious that modern artists as a group are not happy, well-

balanced people but troubled, capricious Bohemians, 

something that would have surprised Da Vinci to no end but 

that Plato would have understood completely. Hence the drug 

use. 

Still, the gardener was not an artist but a gardener* 

Or maybe he was an artist supporting himself through 

gardening. After all, what is a gardener but a poet of 

soil? I myself happen to occasionally write poetry that is 

stunningly bad, so I suddenly gained quite a deep respect 

for the gardener's mind and soul, in addition to my 

previously noted awe of his body. 

On the other hand, what if this gardener really was 

some kind of truly unsavory person like Eric thought? 

Shouldn't I be concerned about that possibility? I imagined 

for a moment the kind of person Eric would consider socially 



and intellectually flawless and decided I had nothing to 

worry about* No, I needed to meet this gardener, and soon, 

I left the excellent library and returned to my suite* 

I shoved the pizza, box and all, into my otherwise empty 

refrigerator and put on some very old high tops. The 

gardener had been behind the house, but my instinct told me 

to go out the front door, and as my instincts are generally 

quite good, I obeyed. Sure enough, rounding the corner to 

the storage shed, edge trimmer in hand, was the remarkable 

gardener. 

His eyes, so strange with their far-off peace, suddenly 

focused on me, and he smiled in something like recognition. 

Then he went on into the shed, and my heart thudded to my 

feet in disappointment. 

But all was not lost. Just as I was about to pass the 

shed, a resonant, tranquil voice came forth from it, saying, 

'You're the writer, aren't you?' 

He had spoken! He was real! 'Yes, that's me,' I said. 

'Artist-in-residence. ' 

He emerged from the shed, still smiling, and wiped his 

hand on his dusty jeans. 'I'm Sam,' he said simply, 

extending his hand. 

'I'm Dylan,' I said, grasping his hand firmly. I think 

women should have firm handshakes and not act like they 

expect men to be kissing their hands all the time. The kiss 

on the hand is actually a European gesture that is more 

properly extended to matrons than maidens. But, anyway, 



back to introductions. As seldom as people understand the 

meaning behind my name, which is approximately never, I 

really could not expect Sam the gardener to get it. But I'm 

a glutton for punishment, so I added, as usual, 'Dylan 

Thomas.' 

Sam's eyebrows lowered slightly in recognition. 'Dylan 

Thomas,' he said slowly. 'Isn't that the name of some poet? 

Maybe an English one?' 

Time stood still for several moments as the 

significance of what he had said registered on my mind. 

Finally, I said, 'Well, yes. Wot quite English, but close— 

geographically if not culturally. Dylan Thomas was a Welsh 

poet, a post-modern. Have you—have you ever read his 

work?' 

'Oh, no,' said Sam. 'Literature gives me a headache. 

No, I heard his name in a Simon and Garfunkel song. ' 

Hey! Now, that was culture. 'Really? Do you like 

sixties music?' 

He thought a moment. 'Some. Do you?' 

'I think it's great. Not like this bubble-gum stuff 

they come out with these days. The Who, The Doors, and The 

Stones—now, they were artists. ' 

I said this not because Sam himself looked like a 

sixties throwback but because I really do admire those 

groups. The idea of pretending to like music I know nothing 

about to impress a guy strikes me as slightly disgusting and 

very dangerous.. 



In this case, it would also have been completely 

unprofitable. ' I don't know,' said Sam* •I don't listen to 

music a lot* Is your name really Dylan Thomas?' 

'No, My last name really is Thomas, but my first 

name's Anne-Marie, I just like to have a pseudonym. Lots 

of writers do,' 

'That's true, Of course, most of them choose names 

that other writers haven't already used, don't they? I 

mean, what happens if you become a famous writer and 

literature students that don't study very hard get the two 

of you confused, think of you as one person? Then you'd 

never get any real credit for your own work.' 

This was a possibility I had honestly never thought of. 

'Good grief, you're right,' I said. 'I'm going to have to 

write under another assumed name.' 

Sam laughed softly. Then he noticed my high tops and 

said, 'Hey, are you going for a walk?' 

'Uh, yeah,' I said, thinking for a moment that that was 

the sole reason why I'd come outside. 

'Well, if you go up this hill for about half a mile or 

so, you'11 run into a beautiful stretch of land. Lots of 

maples and sycamores, and of course they're all golden this 

time of year.' 

What a nice thing to say, and what an unusual guy to 

say it! 'Wow, thanks, man. I'll do that.' 



He smiled and nodded. fIf11 see you around,* he said, 

going back into the shed. And with that, he appeared to be 

done with me. 

'Bye,' I said. And the next thing I knew, I was 

hauling down the long, long driveway, away from Sam. 

Now, please do not misinterpret me at this point. Nice 

men are all well and good, when they show up in the 

population, but I had no absolutely no interest in acquiring 

one personally at this time. As 11ve said before, I was 

quite happy with myself, quite satisfied with my own 

company, and not at all inclined to have another person 

disrupt the wonderful relationship I had with myself. 

Still, other people were nice, occasionally, and Sam looked 

like a good person to have for a friend. 

I took the route Sam suggested and found it as 

beautiful as he said. The wide expanse of land was still • 

fresh and green, but the leaves on the encircling belt of 

trees had mellowed to a rich autumny gold. The wind moved 

gently through those leaves, making them rustle like 

murmuring waters. As they shimmered, I caught an occasional 

glimpse of a scarlet or a darker, bitter red leaf. It was 

amazing, I thought, that the lortons had been able to find 

something so untouched in the Metroplex. Then I remembered 

that they were rich enough to buy half the Metroplex if they 

wanted to, so I didn't wonder anymore. 

I walked down to the edge of the inner circle of grass 

and sat there for a moment. I like to be close to grass and 



smell its fresh, earthy smell. I watched the bugs buzz 

around for a while and listened to the evening birds call to 

one another, until the swollen sun hung low in the gold-

spangled sky, like a king retreating through a magnificent 

hall* Then I got up, stretched, and looked around one last 

time before heading back. 

It was then that I saw the man watching me. He stood 

motionless about ten yards away, which was close enough to 

make me feel pretty creeped out by the time I noticed him. 

He was tall and slim and rather exotic-looking, with grey, 

black-rimmed eyes and hair the color of wet coal. The 

structure of his face didn't look European, but exactly what 

it did look like was beyond me. Oriental? Indian? Middle 

Eastern? I just wasn't sure. He was a remarkably handsome 

man, but something in his eyes chilled me thoroughly. 

I didn't have long to observe him, for as soon as he 

realized I was staring back at him he slipped quietly away 

through the trees. If not for my remarkably convenient 

photographic memory, I might have lost the image of him 

forever. As it was, I couldn't forget his face as I walked 

home. I pored over every detail, wondering who he was and 

why he was staring at me. Was he just some harmless 

lunatic, or was he really after something? For now, I would 

just have to wonder. 

Fortunately, I arrived home just in time for Peter's 

tenderloin, which was truly a thing of surpassing culinary 

delight to be savored with absolute ecstasy. I love a good 



steak. The Wortons seemed no more impressed than if Peter 

had served Hamburger Helper, probably because they'd been 

served that kind of food all their lives. I, however, had 

been living on ramen for roughly the last four years, and I 

praised him repeatedly throughout the evening. 

•So, my young Celt,* Mr. Norton asked gruffly, 'what 

have you been doing with yourself all day? All afternoon, 

that is?' 

'Being nomadic, sir,' I answered. 'I've wandered about 

your impressively huge house, conducted a successful quest 

to find the front door, and discovered a piece of land as 

beautiful as the Emerald Island itself.' 

'Well, allow me to congratulate you on your remarkably 

productive day. You've managed to do more in the last 

several hours than many artists manage to do in a week.' 

'Why, thank you, sir.' I always made it a point to 

address Mr. Norton as 'sir,' a courtesy that seemed to 

please the old gentleman enormously. 

Mrs. Norton just sat'and beamed at everyone, 

occasionally asking if someone was getting enough to eat, 

which everyone was. That was about all Mrs. Norton ever 

seemed to do most of the time, and I was increasingly of the 

opinion that Mr. Norton was quite the dominant one in their 

relationship and that Mrs. Norton played only a minor 

supporting role. I found this curious, for it seemed to me 

that man like Mr. Norton would go out of his way to choose a 



strong woman, but I guess it's hard to tell about people 

sometimes. 

After dinner I went over the journals for about five 

hours. The margins of the pages, and sometimes whole pages 

at a time, were covered with amazing ink drawings. I myself 

rather like to fiddle with a pencil when I draw because of 

the remarkably useful eraser; I would never have had the 

confidence to attempt drawings of this magnitude without 

that security. They were executed in pen, every one, with 

no visible pencil marks or evidence of erased ones anywhere. 

The detail in these drawings was astounding; I wondered that 

a pen could be made to produce such fine marks even by such 

an obviously skilled hand. Preceding each literature quote 

was a full-page drawing of stunning workmanship. The very 

first page had a drawing of a glade in springtime. How 

could a black-and-white drawing communicate the idea of 

springtime with such clarity? Yet there it was, strikingly 

delicate, telling the painstaking truth of every blade of 

grass, every curling tendril of every vine, every budding 

leaf on the aged oak tree that was not left out of the 

universal renewal, every young bird—I felt like I could see 

the insects, for crying out loud, And above the oak, this 

remarkable artist had managed to create delicate, feathery 

clouds. Clouds. Good ones. With a pen. 

Central to this scene and yet somehow not obtrusive 

was, of all things, an enormous key. It was ornate, even 

Gothic, but somehow the artist had made it seem perfectly 



harmonious with the birds and the flowers. Vine tendrils 

curled around it, birds alighted upon it, the oak 

overshadowed it with its branches, some of the leaves of 

which seemed to be in front of the key, while others were 

ibehind it* 

I turned the page and read the first quote. 

The clouds are at play in the azure space 
And their shadows at play on the bright-green vale, 
And here they stretch to the frolic chase, 

And there they roll on the easy gale. 

Hram. That was interesting. It was the first quote 

Pierce had given me the day before in his office, from 1 The 

Gladness of Mature' by Bryant. The drawing could have been 

an illustration of the poem. 

I thumbed through the pages. The next drawing I 

happened upon was of a young schoolmaster-type sitting 

beside a fireplace and laughing genially. On his face was 

some faint stubble. 

'"The uncertain prophecy of a beard,0' I murmured. I 

turned the page. Sure enough, the first words I saw were 

from John Greenleaf Whittier's 'Snow-Bound1. 

I looked back at the drawing. There could be no doubt; 

the drawing was meant to accompany the quote. I started to 

move on to see if the pattern held up throughout the 

journals; then, on a hunch, I turned back to look for 

something I'd missed. Sure enough, peeking out from the 

schoolmaster's waistcoat pocket was a single key. 

I went back to the beginning and worked my way through 

the entire first journal. The pattern held. 



I looked at Barnabbas, who was perched high on a shelf. 

Goodness gracious, how did he get there? Mary must have put 

him there when she was cleaning. 

'Well, Barnabbas,* I asked him, * what do you make of 

that? ' 

Barnabbas looked back at me with his soft black eyes 

that needed to be sewn on better and said nothing. 

'What's that? You think it's time for pizza?1 I got 

up and took the pizza box out of the refrigerator. 'Good 

grief, Barnabbas,' I said through a mouthful of the 

delicious stuff, 'don't you ever think of anything but 

food?' 



CHAPTER 4 

At the end of the first week Pierce came over for 

dinner. Peter served the most truly remarkably lasagne I 

had ever eaten or imagined. That man could cook. 

During the meal Pierce mostly talked to the Mortons 

while I mostly devoured my lasagne. After I had eaten all I 

usefully could for one evening, I realized that the others, 

long since finished, were about to adjourn to the drawing 

room. They all asked to have coffee brought to them there, 

and I, upon realizing that they meant for me to accompany 

them, asked for a coffee and Coke. Peter gave me a 

mystified look but complied, and I must say he did a rather 

fine job with the mixture. 

•So, Dylan,1 Pierce said pleasantly as I drained my 

caffeine power drink, 'how have you been occupying your time 

this past week?1 

'Oh, it's been great. I've been sleeping past noon and 

eating lots of wonderful food. I love it here.1 

Pierce smiled but looked a little concerned. 'You 

know, Dylan, I would really like to see what you've done 

with your apartments. May I accompany you there?' 

'Sure,' I said, rightly guessing that this was one of 

those secret messages that really mean, 'I need to speak to 

you privately.' 

I took him to my sleeping room first, and he agreed 

that the chest was really much more useful beside the bed. 



Then I showed him the office. I had my computer set up at 

the desk, more for looks than for practicality, since I like 

to move around a lot when I write and take my computer with 

me, though I generally start out somewhere near the desk. 

He noticed Mark's notebooks in a large, neat stack nearby. 

'I see you have the notebooks out,1 he said hopefully. 

'Have you managed to do any work on them between eating and 

sleeping?' 

'Oh, didn't I tell you? I cracked the code.' 

Pierce looked stunned. 'You what?' 

'I cracked the code. Or at least the code principle. 

There are actually several codes in each journal, as many as 

there are literary quotes. I haven't tried the principle on 

all the encoded sections, but I've been selecting random 

ones from each of the notebooks, and so far it checks out on 

all of them. ' 

Pierce opened the top notebook. 'What is the 

principle? Can you show me?' 

'Sure. It's pretty simple, actually, but quite 

ingenious. Our young Mr. Twait was quite a sharp fellow. 

Here, look at this first quote right here. It was the first 

one you asked me about that day in your office. It's from 

'The Gladness of Nature' by William Cullen Bryant. It's the 

only one I've seen so far that's from so short a piece. The 

principle works best on longer works, but this one is 

exceptional because it contains all the letters in the 

alphabet except J, Q, and X. Are you following me so far?' 



Pierce nodded. 1 Go on. * 

•Well, to break the code you go to the beginning of the 

piece and start matching the letters with letters in the 

alphabet, in order. The first word of the poem is * Is* , so 

in this code, A=I and B=S. The next word is 'this* , so C=T 

and D=H. I and S we've already used, so we go on to the 

next word, 'time1. Skipping T and I, we say that E=M and 

F=E. And so on. The three letters that are missing from 

the poem just show up in order at the end of the alphabet, 

so X, Y, and Z are J, Q, and X. Oh, and look at this 

drawing on the very first page. It confirms the code 

principle visually and even musically. See, the idea seems 

to be Min the key of 'The Gladness of Nature1M. The pattern 

holds until another quote appears—along with another 

drawing, complete with another key, worked into the scene 

with varying degrees of obscurity—and the new code changes 

to fit the work from which the new quote was taken.' 

Pierce looked dumbfounded. 'When did you figure this 

out?' he asked breathlessly. 

'Oh, yesterday, I think. It was just some hunch I had 

that turned out to be exactly right,' 

Pierce looked as though he were about to fall at my 

feet in adulation. 'My dear girl,' he said, 'do you realize 

how completely brilliant you are?' 

I smiled bashfully. 'Yes, I do. But it's nice for 

someone else to realize it too.' 

'Have you told the Nortons yet?' 



'No, I haven1t been able to get them alone today. I 

could have, but this was snake day, and I stayed away from 

the feeding arena. Couldn't stand all that squeaking. And 

then when the snakes had eaten the staff came out of hiding, 

and I remembered you saying the Nortons didn't want any of 

the staff to know that I'm helping them find their grandson. 

Why is that, by the way?' 

Pierce shook his head. 'I'm afraid I can't reveal 

that. I can only say that Mr. and Mrs. Norton have their 

reasons for wanting your work to be a secret.' 

Gosh. That was pretty cool of him to come right out 

and say that he couldn't tell me, rather than trying to fake 

me out with some totally inaccurate answer. I really don't 

like being faked out. 

'That's fine,' I said. 'I can respect that. I 

certainly don't have much to complain about, living the way 

I am. I guess I can hold back my curiosity on this one 

thing.' 

'I'm glad to hear that,' Pierce said seriously. 'The 

Nortons have had a lot of trouble in their lives, and 

they've reached the point where they just like to keep some 

things to themselves. ' 

That reminded me of something else. 'I don't suppose 

you can tell what Mr. Norton and his son quarrelled about.' 

'Absolutely not. Do not try to find out.' 

He spoke harshly, without meaning to, I think, and I 

decided not to ask any more questions. 'Okay,' I said, as 



casually as I could. 'I'll just concentrate on these 

journals. Hopefully I can find out something that might be 

a comfort to them in some way. ' 

Pierce relaxed. 'Hopefully so,* he agreed. 



CHAPTER 5 

Once I had broken the codes, the translations came very 

quickly* I opened a Mark disk that was completely devoted 

to the journals, and for hours at a time I transcribed. I 

was able to keep the codes in my head, so all I had to do 

was keep my eye on the page and my fingers on the keys* 

Within three days I had translated almost all the journals. 

At this point I decided I deserved a break. After all, 

Pierce had said I could write as much as I wanted as long as 

the journals got translated. So on the afternoon after 

their completion, I loaded a blank disk into my computer and 

got to work. 

That is, I sat in front of a blank screen for about 

forty minutes trying to come up with something to write 

about. 

I had everything I needed. I had a tall glass of 

coffee and Coke, a computer, total silence and all day. I 

also had no ideas. Kfot one. 

When the muse failed to appear, I decided to shift my 

focus somewhat. Rather than trying to come up with 

something to write, I would concentrate on finding my genre. 

What was I best suited to write? I knew poetry was right 

out. So was journalism—too connected with reality. What 

then? Certainly it would have to be fiction. What length? 

Short fiction I'd tried before, and it just wasn't my genre. 



Too restrictive. Not enough space to say anything very 

important. Not enough for me, anyway. 

Well, clearly it had to be a novel. But what kind? 

Science fiction? Possibly. A mystery? Definitely not; too 

many highly improbable and startlingly useful concidences, 

and always some remarkably convenient clue turning up at 

just the right time. I decided to try a different tactic 

and analyze my writing. What was it like? Well, generally 

it was low on plot, middling on dialogue, and high on 

reflection, like my life. The style vacillated between 

starkly post-modern and maniacally Victorian, Obviously I 

was going to have to write some kind of metaphysical 

psychological novel. Of course, the only psychological 

makeup I really halfway understood was my own. 

Dang. 

As I've mentioned before, I liked myself just fine, but 

whether or not I was marketable was another question 

altogether. I'd better investigate some other people just 

to be on the safe side of characterization. 

So I turned off my computer, picked up a notepad, and 

got to work. At first I tried to follow Mary around as she 

did the housework and supervised the girls. I thought I was 

being very stealthy until, without even looking up, Mary 

said loudly, 'I don't know what you're followin' me around 

for but you better quit it right now unless you want a face 

full of furniture polish.' 



Beside Mary*s name on my notepad I wrote, 'Hostile.' 

Then I slunk off. 

I tried to follow the girls when they separated from 

Mary to do the upstairs rooms, but a quarter of an hour of 

their conversation was about all I could bear. Beside their 

names I placed a bracket and wrote, 'Get paid for 75% 

gossip, 25% cleaning. Combined efforts = half the work 

capacity of one normal person, yet each receives one salary. 

Amazing.1 

With Eric I decided to be more direct, I found him in 

the garage polishing the Bentley. 'Hello, Eric,' I said. 

'Well, hi,' he said, smiling his cover boy smile. 

Quickly I wrote down, 'Looks like GQ cover even in 

sweatshirt and old jeans.' 

This wasn't terribly psychological, but then neither 

was Eric. When I looked up from my writing I was surprised 

and pleased to see that he was smiling faintly at me with a 

halfway reflective expression. 

'What are you thinking?' I asked him, trying to conceal 

my delight with the fact that he was thinking at all. 

'I was just thinking you'd be really pretty if you did 

something with yourself.' 

Well, trying to analyze Eric was clearly a mistake. I 

quickly said goodbye and went in search of Sam. 

I found the worthy Sam standing perplexedly before a 

patch of brilliant flowers. He had his hands on his hips 

and a slight frown on his face. 



'Hi, Sam, What's going on?1 

He looked up and replaced his frown with a gentle 

smile, 'Oh, hello, Dylan. I just realized I made a big 

mistake a few months ago, and I'm trying to figure out how 

to fix it.' 

I looked at the flowers he had been examining so 

seriously. 'Looks fine to me,' I said. 'What's the 

problem?' 

'Well, you can't see the problem. Not yet. Here—look 

down here.' He crouched beside the flowers, and I followed 

suit, With strong, gentle hands, he parted some of the 

stems, 

I looked closely. 'Wow! What's that funky looking 

bluish black stuff growing on the stems?' 

Sam sighed. 'That's the problem,' he said sadly. 'You 

see, there used to be a magnificent oak right here where 

these flowers are now. It was beautiful, but diseased. 

Kenneth and I cut it down in the summer and hauled it away 

piece by piece. I should have waited a while to make sure 

all the diseased pieces of root were gone, but I was eager 

to plant these flowers, so I very unwisely went ahead and 

planted them. Wow the disease is spreading to the floweres 

too, and if I don't figure out what to do, it'll take over 

them just like it did the oak. ' 

Sam looked genuinely grieved over all this, and I found 

that I liked him more for his concern for a bunch of 



flowers. Soon, though, he was smiling again and looking at 

me. 

* What have you been doing today?1 he asked as we stood 

upright again. 

I decided to level with him. * Not much at all,1 I said 

mournfully. 'I tried to write today, and absolutely nothing 

came to my mind. So I tried to observe people, thinking 

that maybe I'd get some ideas that way. Mary threatened me, 

the girls bored me, and Eric tried to give me a makeover. ' 

Sam laughed heartily. * So you decided to forget it all 

and come outside?* 

'Well, no. Actually, I came looking for you. I was 

hoping maybe I could investigate you some.1 

•Me?1 Sam blinked in surprise a few times. 'Well, I'd 

be happy to help you out, Dylan, but I'm afraid there's 

really not much to know about me.' 

'Sam, believe me, if you will just talk to me for a few 

minutes and answer some simple questions, you'11 help me 

more than you can imagine. ' 

Sam looked doubtful but willing. 'Okay,' he said. 'I 

guess I can go ahead and take my break now. Would you like 

to come with me to my room?' 

'Sure,' I said, thinking that any room inhabited by Sam 

would be a fascinating place indeed. 

Sam had a room above the garage of Kenneth's small 

wooden house. Inside his room were a sink, a mattress, a 

chair, a mug, a box of clothes, a plant, and a Bible, 



'Would you like some water?1 he asked as he filled the 

mug. 

'Yes, thank you, ' I said. I had eaten pizza for 

breakfast, and it did tend to dry one out. 

He seated me on the chair and stretched out on the 

mattress. 'So,1 he said, 'what would you like to know?' 

'Well, to start, what's your last name?' 

'I don't know.' 

Didn't know? 

'What do you mean, you don't know?' 

'I mean I don't know. I'm not even sure about my first 

name. I used to be on some pretty heavy drugs, I think. 

About three years ago I kind of found myself wandering 

around Hew Mexico and decided I needed a name and a new 

lease on life.' 

Whoa. 'You mean you can't remember who you are?' This 

was classic! 

'Well, I can remember bits and pieces. Sometimes I 

have these weird flashbacks and things. I think I used to 

work at a surf shop in San Diego.' 

'Before you got into the drugs?' 

'Hard to say. I think the drugs were just sort of 

there all along, if that makes any sense.' 

'Wow. So it was in New Mexico that you became Sam?' 

'Yeah. Somehow I'd managed to get clean of whatever 

drugs I was on; I have no idea how. Anyway, I decided I 

wanted to start over someplace new. Texas seemed like a 



pretty good prospect. I had no idea where I had and hadn't 

been before, so it was all going to be pretty new to me. ' 

'So when did you start gardening?' 

'Right after I moved to Texas. I worked with one of 

those yard teams that go to people's houses and businesses, 

and I seemed to have a talent for it. Maybe I used to be a 

gardener before the drugs messed me up. Or maybe I just 

have good instincts.' 

'And how did you meet the Mortons?' 

'Oh, they advertised for a gardener early in the 

summer. I was living in Dallas at the time and applied for 

the j ob. ' 

'And they hired you, ' 

'No, Kenneth did. I really answer to Kenneth more than 

to them. He's kind of my supervisor.' 

'I see. Well, what do you do around here besides grow 

things? Do you read?' 

'Just that.' He pointed to the Bible. 'Reading gives 

me a headache.' 

'A Bible,' I said, interested. 'Have you read the 

whole thing?' 

'Pretty nearly,' he answered. 'Have you?' 

'Yeah, Genesis to Revelation. A working knowledge of 

the Bible is really essential for understanding Western 

literature.1 

'Do you believe it's true?' 



'Well, not really, except insofar as all good 

literature contains something that is true. How about you?* 

Sam nodded. *1 believe it's true,1 he said with a 

quiet assurance I'd never heard before. 

'Well, then,' I said, 'what do you think about it? 

What do you think about old God and the rest?' 

Sara thought a moment before replying, 'Basically I 

think the Bible teaches that the world is almost completely 

perverse and that God is the only one capable of fixing it.' 

' Hmm. That's somewhat like my philosophy. I can agree 

about the perverse part, but I haven't seen much evidence of 

any fixing. ' 

Sam smiled dreamily as he stared at the ceiling. 'I 

have, ' he said peacefully, and deep in my agnostic heart I 

felt that if there was a God and he'd been the one to bring 

Sam back from his drug-induced semicomatose state, he must 

be one all right dude. 

I finished the water and set the mug beside the sink 

where it had been before. Sam got up and filled the mug 

with water for himself. Not until then did it dawn on me 

that Sam, probably much thirstier from his yard work than 

I'd been from my pizza, had let me, his guest, drink first 

from his only mug. 

What a strange guy. 

'So,' I continued as he returned to his mattress and 

drank his water, 'what else do you do for recreation besides 

reading that venerable book?' 



'That's about it, really. I eat, sleep, and work, read, 

the Bible in the evenings, and occasionally watch videos in 

the house with Kenneth. Oh, and, uh, about once a month I 

go into town and go, uh, kicker dancing.1 

Kicker dancing? Sam? The neo-hippie? Well, come to 

think of it there were a lot of unusual things about Sam, 

and he didn't fit any one pattern. Nonetheless, I smiled 

slyly at him. 

' Why, Sam, you closet redneck you. Do you really go 

kicker dancing?' 

• I certainly do. And I enjoy it immensely. Have you 

ever tried it?1 

'No, I never have. I've always wanted to, though. I 

think those western bar type places must be sociological 

gold mines.1 

Sam laughed. 'Well, would you like to go with me the 

next time I go?' 

•Wouldn't I! Talk about observing people! I'd 

probably have a whole novel idea by the time we left!' 

•Fine, then. I'm planning on going this Thursday. 

It's less crowded then than on weekends. How does that 

sound?' 

'Sounds great. How do I dress? I wouldn't want to be 

too conspicuous when I'm trying to observe.' 

'Just dress like you usually do. You'll fit in fine.' 

As the beautiful, long-haired, drug-free, kicker-

dancing, Bible-reading gardener drained his second mug of 



water, something of profound significance occured to me* 

Did I, in fact, have a date with the excellent Sam? Or was 

he just accompanying me on a field trip? I decided to wait 

and see. 

Sam rinsed the empty mug and placed it upside down on 

the sink. He smiled and said, 'Well, that's about as long a 

break as I can honestly take this afternoon. Thanks for the 

company.• 

'Thank you, man, ' I said. • I should have plenty to 

write about now. 1 

Sam went back to the flower dilemma, and I went back to 

my study, where I stared at my empty computer screen for two 

hours. 



CHAPTER % 

The three days preceding my date/appointment with Sam 

were uncommonly eventful ones. For one thing, Mark Twait*s 

journals were really strange. I mean, I used to consider 

myself a morbid and introspective person, but after I'd been 

through these twelve notebooks, I seemed like pretty cheery 

and shallow. The style was bizarre—kind of choppy and 

harsh but with a strange, haunting lyrical quality, and full 

of death imagery. Twait was a fascinating guy, but probably 

slightly demented. 

One of the entries, deciphered, read, * Saw Dana today. 

Little pretty sweet girl, angel of death. If Ellis knew 

what kind of poison is in those eyes, he'd thank me for 

stealing her from him. Tiny, fragile body, but with curves 

that could kill a man if he lost control of his engine. 

Hair like a shadow falling all the way down to the hips that 

shelter the center of sweetness itself. Little girl hair, 

little girl face. Snub nose, round jaw, eyes like 

innocence. What a tart.1 

Good grief! Twait was as crazy as his mysterious 

father. What bothered me even more than the strange sexual 

language, though, was that this Dana sounded like a physical 

double of me. However, the similarity apparently ended 

there. Mark went on to write, 'Why does Ellis want her? He 

wants her soul, wants to possess her. Me, I know better. 



There's no soul there, no intellect, nothing. Jillia is a. 

romantic. Me, I'm a realist. I just want her body. ' 

Here Mark apparently succeeded. Later on in the 

journals I found description upon tastelessly detailed 

description of their bizarre sexual relationship. I 

wondered if Ellis ever found out about Mark's betrayal. His 

name came up quite a bit, and I guessed that he was a close 

friend, maybe a roommate. 

Soon Dana dropped out of the narrative, and Mark 

resumed without interruption his descent into the madness of 

wildly overindulged ego. 

'Read my poetry in class today,' went an entry dated 7 

February 1986. 'Nobody seemed to get it. Ignorant hack 

writers. What do they know about art? They all think art 

should have some kind of positive message about life, of all 

things. What's positive about something everybody dies 

trying to do? Death is the only real answer to life. It's 

the confirmation of the order of the universe.' Extensive 

quotes from Walt Whitman's later works followed here. I 

read half of them, then closed the notebook and went to the 

kitchen, 

That was a remarkable day and a remarkable trip to the 

kitchen, for it was now that I managed to corner Peter for a 

private conversation—a rare feat, since wherever Peter was, 

Mary generally seemed to be hovering menacingly about 

nearby. 



'Stupendous pork loin last night, Peter,* I said as I 

straddled a stool at the kitchen island. Peter was washing 

potatoes at the time. 

Peter grinned over his shoulder at me. Whenever I told 

him how much I liked something he had cooked, Peter never 

failed to look surprised and pleased, which was odd, because 

he really was a phenomenally good cook. 

'Why, thank you, Dylan, thank you very much. It's so 

nice to be appreciated. ' 

'Oh, I appreciate you, Peter. And your lasagne, and 

your roast, and your spare ribs. I've never eaten so well 

before in all my days.1 

Peter giggled and wheezed. 'My girl, Alice,' he said 

in the confidential tone he always used when he mentioned 

his daughter's name, 'she used to eat the house down when 

she was your age. Always stayed thin, too, just like you.' 

Peter always looked so happy whenever he brought Alice 

up that I decided to pursue her as a topic of conversation. 

Parents love to talk about their kids, right? So I asked 

him, 'Where is Alice these days, Peter? Does she live 

nearby?' 

'No, no, she lives, she lives out of town, Alice does,' 

he said a little nervously. I wondered why. 

'Do you get to see her very often?' 

At this Peter became positively jittery. He scrubbed 

one potato until the skin began to come off as he answered, 

'Well, no, no, she doesn't get to visit very often.' 



I tried to put Peter at ease by making a simultaneously 

flippant and complimentary remark. I said, 'Well, I can't 

understand what would have motivated her to leave town and 

miss your cooking. ' 

Big mistake. 

Peter dropped the potato in the sink and turned around, 

looking like a child that had done something terribly wrong, 

r I — I got to go,1 he muttered. Still clutching the potato 

brush, he hightailed in out of there as fast as he could. 

For a moment I just sat there, stunned, looking after 

him and wondering what I had done wrong. Finally I got up, 

turned off the water, and went back to my room. 

I was sorry I had offended Peter, but I couldn't 

imagine how I'd managed to do it. Maybe Alice and her 

parents had not parted on good terms. I puttered around my 

study for a while, thinking about it. 

I didn't have to think long. After I'd puttered for 

about half an hour, I heard a soft knock at my open door. I 

looked up and saw Sam. 

'Hey!' I said, surprised to see him there. That was 

probably the first time I'd ever seen him in the house. 

'Come on in. ' 

'I can't stay long,' he said as he entered. 'Kenneth 

wanted me to tell you that he wants to see you right away.' 

Kenneth? Wanted to see me? That was new. 

'Sure, okay. Where does he want to meet me?' 

'At his house. He's there right now.' 



'All right. I'll go right now.1 I pulled on my high 

tops, leaving them unlaced to save time* 

Sam walked with me as far as the garden where he had 

apparently been working when Kenneth asked him to deliver 

his message to me. His tools were there, and he said 

goodbye as he knelt beside the fragrant earth. 

Kenneth answered the door seconds after I knocked, and 

I imagined that he had been pacing the living room floor, 

waiting for me to come. He clutched his worn blue cap in 

his hands. 

He motioned wordlessly for me to come in. 'Thank you 

for coming right away,' he said as he closed the door. 

• No problem. What's up?' 

He looked down at his hat. 'I—maybe it's none of my 

business,' he said nervously, 'but I was over at the house 

today talking to Mr. Norton, and as I was leaving I 

overheard some of a conversation you were having with Peter. 

You asked about his daughter?' 

'Yes, I did. Apparently I said something to offend 

him. I didn't mean to; I thought he liked talking about 

her, and I just wanted to be friendly.' 

Kenneth nodded. 'I figured that was what it was. You 

don't seem like the type to try to sneak things out of 

people. You seem like a decent type, and that's why I'm 

going to tell you about Alice, so you'11 know why to never 

mention her to Peter or Mary again.' 



This sounded very interesting. I nodded encouragingly 

at Kenneth. 

•Well,* he said, still gripping his hat, 'Alice hasn't 

lived here for the last twenty-five years. I was about 

twenty then, and I'd just started working for the Nortons 

the year before. Peter and Mary had been here for several 

years. Alice was seventeen years old when I last saw her, 

and that was when the trouble happened. Have you ever heard 

anything about Mr. and Mrs. Norton having a son?1 

'Uh, yeah, I might have heard him mentioned. ' 

'Well, he was an evil young man. I'm a Christian man 

and I try not to hate anybody, but Gary Norton was a wicked, 

deceitful person.' His whole frame shook when he said these 

words, and his face held more emotion than I would have 

imagined him capable of feeling. 

'Gary set his eye on young Alice Parker,' he said in a 

low, trembly voice, 'and he took her. Violated that young 

girl. Broke her parents' hearts, and his parents' too. So 

Mr. Norton sent him away. Told him never to come back, 

never to have anything to do with any of them again. And he 

didn't, and good riddance to him.' 

Good grief! How did such wonderful, loving people as 

the Nortons manage to raise a rotten son like that? Well, 

actually I've always felt that upbringing tells only half a 

person's story. Parents set lots of patterns, but kids make 

choices too. 



Kenneth sat down and sighed deeply. 'Alice had so much 

potential,' he said sadly. 'Peter and Mary really thought 

she'd go to college. She was smart girl. And pure as 

crystal. But she never did recover. She left town shortly 

after Gary did, and she's never been back. Her parents miss 

her terribly, especially Peter, who was very close to the 

girl, but out of respect for Alice they don't talk about 

what happened. Peter, though, he can't resist reminiscing 

once in a while about what she used to be like.' 

'And occasionally he reminisces out loud, I suppose. 

Poor Peter. No wonder he got so nervous when I started 

asking all those questions. I wish I could apologize, but I 

guess that would only make things worse.' 

'That's probably true,' said Kenneth. 'I expect you'll 

keep all this to yourself. I only told you so you'd know to 

be careful what you say around Peter and Mary, and Mr. and 

Mrs. Norton too. ' 

Kenneth had certainly taken quite a chance in telling 

me; he had obviously debated over whether or not to risk his 

own skin to save an old man's feelings. As I looked at the 

plain, dark face of this honest man who had trusted me with 

so much on good faith, I realized that this was a man who 

could have loved Alice Parker well. 

'Thank you for telling me, Kenneth. I'll honor your 

confidence, and you can be sure I'll never bring up any of 

this with any of the people involved.' 



Kenneth smiled faintly. 'Thank you,1 he said quickly. 

Then he smiled more broadly. 'By the way,1 he said in a 

friendlier tone, 'are you going dancing with that boy of 

ours tomorrow?' 

Goodness gracious! Where did that come from? 'Veil, 

yes, I am, ' I said cautiously. 

'Well, I thought you might. I knew he was planning on 

going this week, and he's looked uncommonly happy these past 

couple of days—bought a new hat and everything—so I 

figured maybe he was going with you.' 

I was glad he said that. It made me like both of them 

more than I already did—Sam for not telling Kenneth, and 

Kenneth for not asking Sam. It also made me wonder about 

Sam. Uncommonly happy? New hat? Hmm. 

After I left Kenneth's house I decided to take a walk. 

It was November by now, and the afternoons were nice and 

cool, I wondered if I would run into the man that had been 

watching me the first time I'd walked to the piece of land 

Sam had told me about. I'd been back there many times since 

that first day, but I hadn't seen the man. 

He wasn't among the trees this time, so I stretched out 

on the cool grass and relaxed for about half an hour. When 

the sun touched the tops of the trees I decided to head 

back; Peter was serving sirloin and baked potatoes, and I 

certainly didn't want to miss any of that. I walked back 

quickly, and by the time I reached the driveway my legs had 

that funny tingly feeling that they get when I exert myself 



that way, I guess from circulation. The driveway was thick 

with brown and golden leaves that rustled nicely as I 

trudged through them. 

Once in a while when I'm walking through the grocery 

store I'll catch sight of one of the Bartles & Jaymes guys 

or some other kind of cardboard cut-out dude and kind of 

freak out for a moment before I realize that it's not some 

real person was standing stock still staring at me. This 

was the identical feeling that I experienced when I saw the 

motionless figure standing far off beside the house, only 

the initial chill at thinking someone was staring at me was 

immediately followed by another, more serious chill when I 

realized that someone really was. 

He was far away, but I was almost certain he was the 

exotic-looking man I'd seen earlier. My second, more 

serious chill was totally eclipsed by a definite case of the 

willies when the man noiselessly slipped away through the 

trees, just like he had before. 

Good grief! Nice men didn't just go slinking around 

like that! Who was this guy, anyway? Maybe I should tell 

Kenneth to keep an eye out for him. 

Alas, in an ecstasy of sirloin I forgot to tell anyone 

about The Slinking Dude until the next day. I found Sam in 

the garden that afternoon and told him all about my two 

episodes with this mysterious personage. Sam listened quite 

seriously as he pulled up weeds and said he would inform 

Kenneth when he next saw him. 



'So,1 he said when I had quite exhausted The Slinking 

Dude as a topic of conversation, 'are we still on for 

tonight?1 

'Absolutely. What time will we depart?' 

'Veil, if we leave at about five we can grab a bite to 

eat in town before we hit the dance hall. How does that 

sound?' 

'Excellent. I love to eat.' 

He laughed. 'Good. I'll bring Kenneth's car around to 

the big house at five, then.' 

Kenneth's car? Well, of course Sam didn't have his 

own. Excitedly I said, 'We could take my truck.' 

Sam looked at me in admiration. 'You have a truck?' 

'Yes, I have a '75 Ford named Henry. Eric's given him 

an oil change since we've been here, and he's been sitting 

in the garage with all those fancy cars, bored out of his 

mind probably. Oh, please let's take him. This would be 

such a nice outing for him.' 

By now Sam was laughing heartily. 'Sure, Dylan, we can 

take your truck. How about if we just meet in the garage?' 

'Sounds great.' I left him to his work and returned to 

Mark's journals. 

It was now that I found the first and only reference to 

Gary Norton. 'My dad,' read the one-sentence entry of 27 

February 1986, 'was a prick.' 



The next entry was dated 3 March 1986. 'Party for two 

last night,' it read, 'me and Ecstasy. Coleridge knew what 

he was doing.# 

Now, I happen to be of the historical persuasion that 

Coleridge did not use opium recreationally. It's quite well 

accepted in most literary circles today that he started 

taking the drug during a bout of tuberculosis and became an 

addict quite innocently. Twait, however, had no such 

excuse, and I guess he didn't want Coleridge to have one 

either. I closed the notebook and took a shower. 

Now, I relish a good shower about as much as I relish a 

good pizza, and this was a very good shower indeed. My 

bathroom was furnished with plenty of fragrant gels and 

salts, and the hot water seemed to be in unlimited supply. 

I hot~oiled my hair and lathered my entire body with some 

wonderful green gel that smelled like a forest. I must have 

stayed in the shower for twenty minutes or more, inhaling 

the fragrant steam and delighting in my surpassing 

cleanliness. Then I got out, streaked some mousse through 

my hair to control the curl, and dressed in my formal jeans, 

my favorite blue and green flannel shirt, and my brown 

leather lace-up ankle boots. Since I was increasingly 

regarding this as a date, I even tucked in my shirt and put 

on a belt. While I waited for my hair to dry I loaded up my 

journal disk into my computer and made a journal entry of my 

own. 



I had been keeping a journal for about three years, 

because if there*s one thing I've learned about a writing 

career, it's that to keep the juices flowing you have to 

write really a lot. Not just five pages in a row once a 

month, but a lot. Every day. Even if the only thing you 

can come up with to write about is some totally boring thing 

that happened to you during the afternoon. A lot of my 

entries over the past few weeks had been the this-is-my-day-

and-what-I-thought-about-it type entries, not because my 

days had been so fascinating but because I hadn't been able 

to come up with anything else to write about, but looking 

back over them I saw that they weren't all that dull. I 

recorded that day up to the minute, then shook some more 

dampness out of my hair and saw from the clock that it was 

twenty till five. Deciding that my hair would dry better 

outside, I put my keys in my pocket and headed out. 

Eric intercepted me at the garage. 'You're going out 

with that deadhead tonight, aren't you?' he asked teasingly. 

'What deadhead do you mean?' I asked stiffly. 'I don't 

know any deadheads. ' 

'You know exactly who I'm talking about. The hippie 

gardener. ' 

I sighed, seeing that Eric needed some serious 

straightening out. 'In the first place,' I told him, 'my 

social life is none of your business. In the second place, 

if the hippie to whom you refer is Sam, please rest assured 



that he is not a drug addict. He's the most chemically free 

person I've ever known.1 

*80 that's what you think!' Eric returned in the same 

teasing tone. 'Maybe he's chemically free now, but just 

wait and see. Sooner or later he'll revert to the zombie 

he's always been, and then where will you be? Wait and see, 

Dylan, someday you're going to go out with me.' 

What a revolting thought. 'How, Eric, be reasonable,' 

I said sweetly. 'As seldom as I see you, I really like you, 

and I think your haircut and your clothes and your ignorant 

ways are—cute. Really. But if I had to date you, why, you 

see, I'd just have to kill you, and I don't want to do that 

any more than you really want to be seen in public with a 

woman not nearly as well dress as yourself.' With that, I 

strode off. 

Eric called after me, 'I'd take you to a mall first!' 

Eric had been making suggestions like these for about a 

week now, and although in a certain limited sense I 

sincerely liked his pretty, shallow self, I detested the 

thought of dating a man whose goals for our relationship 

included malls. We were all wrong for each other, and the 

sooner he realized that, the happier I would be. 

The red, watery November sun was just leaving the pale, 

blank sky and becoming entangled in the trees. I shut my 

eyes for a moment as the cool breeze rustled my damp hair, 

then turned my attention to the pine trees in the distance. 

I could hear the wind moving through the branches. It was a 



lonely, ocean-like sound that make me want to lie down in 

the grass, which is what I did. I spread my hair out around 

me and lay with my eyes closed, listening to the song of the 

pines. 

I don't know how long I'd been there when I heard Sam's 

voice. 'Listening to the trees?' he asked. 

I hadn't even heard his footsteps. What a stealthy cat 

he was. 

I sat up and smiled at him. 'It's great, isn't it?' 

'Yeah. It about lulls me to sleep some days. Are you 

ready?' 

I was. Having heard from Kenneth that Sam had 

purchased a hat for this evening, I had been wondering off 

and on all afternoon what color said hat would be. Was Sam 

a black hat kind of a man, or white? As I got to ray feet I 

saw that Sam's hat was a soft camel color that suited him 

quite well. It had a band of leather and turquoise. 

'Excellent hat,' I told him. 

'Thank you. It was reduced about 75% because it had a 

flaw. ' 

I saw no flaw. The hat was a perfect shape for him. 

Sam was dressed a lot like I was, in a blue flannel shirt, 

brown boots, and jeans slightly less worn than the jeans he 

usually wore. His honey-colored hair flowed well past his 

shoulders; this was the first time I'd seen him wear it 

down. 

'Here's Henry,' I announced as we reached my truck. 



* Hello, Henry,' said Sam. 

Ve got in, and I immediately became aware of a problem 

I had not anticipated. I had the seat as far forward as it 

would go, which meant Sam had to sit something like a 

grasshopper. If I put the seat any farther back, I would be 

a driving hazard. 

Ve looked at each other and laughed. 'How about if you 

drive?1 I said. 

'I think that would be best. Here, slide over. I'll 

go around.' 

With that technicality settled, we set off. As we 

pulled out of the long, long driveway that still amazed me, 

we noticed Mr. Norton, Mrs. Norton, Peter, Mary, and Eric 

crowding each other at the window, straining to see out. 

'Look at them,' I said, 'gathered at the window to get 

a peek at the two residential oddities.' 

I could have scalped myself for that as soon as I said 

it, but fortunately Sam just laughed his hearty laugh. 

'Yeah, that's us, I guess. You'll find that news travels 

like wildfire around here, no matter how much you try to 

keep things to yourself. ' 

After that we lapsed into one of those odd silences 

that always seem so frequent in the first half of a first 

date. Usually I like silence just fine; it's a good 

thinking environment. The presence of Sam, though, had a 

way of inverting my normal conventions, and I found the 

silence heavy. Why should this be, I wondered? Sam was my 



friend; I was comfortable with him. Maybe it was the whole 

idea of his rootlessness; maybe the whole man-without-a-past 

thing disturbed me. 

Then again, maybe not. 

At first my eyes shied from his body, turning furtively 

to the sunset, the dashboard, other vehicles—anything but 

the silent creature beside me, who fairly glowed with 

manhood without saying a word or moving a muscle. Even 

then, I could smell him—not the familiar garden smell, but 

the deep, rich smell of cologne. I kept my eyes from him as 

long as possible, but at last I had to steal a glance, and 

then I could not look away. 

It's hard to explain what I felt for Sam. It was more 

than lust—bigger and simpler. It was one of those things 

that God or whoever meant to be breathtakingly simple in 

spite of the societal complications that it is my habit to 

scoff, and I could make no sense of it whatsoever. 

I was glad when we reached the restaurant and I could 

concentrate on one breathtakingly simple thing I did well. 

It was my favorite place, too—Fuddruckers. 

'You sure can eat,' Sam said as I decimated my quarter-

pound mushroom-Swiss burger. ' I like it when girls eat like 

people.' 

'I do too. I waited tables for about four years, and I 

saw enough wasted food to feed Uganda.1 

'You waited tables four years? You don't look old 

enough.' 



*1*111 twenty-one, my good man, I went to work right out 

of high school, I managed to save enough money for college, 

half a semester of which I took this fall,' 

Sam laughed, 'Yeah, you don't seem like college would 

be quite your scene,1 

'It wasn't, I hated it. That was why I snapped up the 

Gortons' offer. I was out of money and sick of school,' 

'Didn't you have any family to help you out?' 

'Didn't want their help. End of that line of 

questioning,' 

'Well! Okay. Tell me how the writing's going, then.' 

I frowned as I chewed. 'I still don't have any ideas 

yet. I've been keeping up my journal just so I'll write 

something every day. ' 

'You know, I've never quite caught the concept of a 

journal. It seems to me like if I don't remember something 

that happens to me or some thought I have, it's probably not 

important anyway. ' 

'Oh, I don't do it to remember things. I do that just 

fine on my own. I do it for the writing exercise.' I 

thought of Mark Twait. 'As for writing everything down to 

remember important and unimportant alike, artists tend to 

not make a very clear distinction between those two 

concepts. Everything is important to them. Even their 

breakfast cereal has some philosophical relevance to their 

lives. They like to save things up, like magpies. 

Especially emotions, and most especially bad emotions. They 



hoard them, brood over them, make art about them. It's not 

very healthy, I'm afraid.' 

He studied me. 'You don't seem like that would be your 

style.' 

'Well, really it's not. I figure you have a bad time, 

you cope. You don't go dragging the rest of the world into 

your bad time unless it really is some universal bad time 

that could truly stand some expression.' 

'Well, tonight we're going to have a good time. Are 

you ready to go?' 

Something I really liked about Sam was that he asked 

about things. It was never 'Let's go' or 'We'll have to go 

out sometime' or 'Come with me to my room.' He was always 

genuinely concerned about what I wanted to do, and he was 

the finest gentleman I ever knew. 

That evening I observed no barroom brawls or other 

stereotypically Texan phenomena, byt I did enjoy myself. I 

had feared that I would have to take quantum leaps to keep 

up with my tall friend on the dance floor, but Sam 

anticipated this difficulty and scaled his steps to mine. 

The band was very good, and the lead singer, oddly enough, 

had hair almost as long as Sam's. 

When they mellowed to something slow, Sam looked down 

at me questioningly. I smiled at him and then quickly hid 

my face against his chest. I did this because when I smiled 

I had the oddest sensation that my lips were quivering. 

Putting my cheek to his chest did conceal my facial tension, 



but it also created an additional problem in that I could 

now hear my heart beating. Loudly. It wasn't Sam's heart, 

it was mine. I could feel it pounding in my temples. 

The back of his shirt was damp with perspiration, and I 

could feel the warm softness of his hair brushing my 

fingers. His hand was strong but loose over mine. I could 

feel him breathing, slowly and evenly. Our legs were 

slightly staggered, like teeth in grooves. As I became 

suddenly aware of how much of him I was touching at one 

time, I had a sudden, .mad impulse to be lying with him on 

his mattress, holding him, this strange, gentle man with no 

past. 

Understand, please, that 'lying with him on his 

mattress* was no euphemism for sex. I don't use euphemisms 

for that. When I say 'lying with him on his mattress' I 

mean exactly that. 

When the song was over I looked up and saw Sam smiling 

down at me shyly. The whole idea of holding him that way 

and looking at him at the same time was just too much for 

me, and I reluctantly let go. 

'Would you like to sit down?' he asked. 

I nodded, and he took my hanql and led me back to our 

table. Two dixie cups freshly filled with ice water awaited 

up there. They were marked with our hypothetical initials; 

mine said DT, and Sam's said SC. He had told the markei— 

wielding girl behind the counter that his name was Sam 

Gardener, but apparently she thought he said Carter, so SC 



it was. I had been carded at the door—I have the face of a 

fourteen-year-old—but Sam had not. Must be the beard. 

'How old do you think you are?1 I asked him absently. 

'What?' 

'How old do you think you are? I assume you don't know 

for sure.' 

'Oh. No, if I'd had a driver's license on me when I 

found myself in New Mexico, I probably wouldn't even be 

here. I don't know. How old do you think I look?' 

'I don't know. Mid-twenties, maybe?' 

'Yeah, that's about what I think.' 

Good grief, Sam could have a wife and kids somewhere in 

the continental United States. I stared at him in horror as 

this thought suddenly arrested my mind. 

Sam caught the look. 'Are you wondering about my 

past?' he asked. 

'Yeah, I was just wondering what kind of family you 

might have left behind.' 

'I wonder that a lot too. I don't think there was 

anybody, though. Or if there was, they didn't spend much 

effort looking for me. ' 

Somehow I doubted that Sam had thrown body and soul 

into a breakneck quest for his origins. He seemed happy 

just as he was, simple and unattached. 

Sam had to be up at dawn for work, so we left before 

ten. As we made our way down the strip, I saw one of those 

ridiculous jacked-up trucks that look like they're on 



steroids. This one had an obnoxious tiara of grapefruit-

sized lights on the cab, like something off a giant4s 

bathroom mirror. 

'Look at that,' I said in disgust as we passed the 

hideous blight on truckdom, 'Who do you suppose drives 

those things? Redneck pimps?' 

As I continued to share my opinions about that 

revolting vehicle, Sam laughed louder than I'd ever heard 

him laugh before. He actually threw his head back, opened 

his mouth widely, and laughed. When he was done, he shook 

his head and looked at me affectionately. 

'Oh, Dylan,' he said, 'you're so good for me. I love 

spending time with you and hearing your perspectives on 

things. I'm so glad you moved in with the Nortons.' 

This remark temporarily paralyzed my brain so severely 

that I was unable to come up with any kind of intelligent 

reply. I'm sure I said something, but I have no clue as to 

what it might have been. 

At the end of the evening there was not even the 

remotest attempt at a kiss, and as I watched Sam walk back 

toward Kenneth's house alone I was glad the evening had 

ended noncommitally. As excellent a human being as I 

believed Sam to be, something held me back from becoming 

involved with him. Something just wasn't quite right yet. 

Was it the past? Possibly. Was it his past? 

Not necessarily. 



Chilled by a sudden blast of unwanted icy cold 

remembrance, I hurried into the house. I loaded onto my 

computer the last of the Mark journals, the one I'd been 

reading that afternoon, and set the computer up on my bed. 

Around the middle of March Mark Twait had apparently 

taken a turn from the excessively neurotic to the mildly 

psychotic. His poetry grew increasingly cryptic and dense 

with death imagery. This was one man determined to do 

himself in. 

One passage read, 'Death is all that matters, the only 

release. All else is illusion. Death is mother. I want to 

flee to her bosom and shake forever the wakeful buzzing of 

my consciousness. I want to go, I want to go. I can't take 

another minute of this waiting for release. I long to be 

born.' 

That wasn't what horrified me. What horrified me was 

that he set the date for the Saturday after finals. The end 

of the semester. The end of the week, for crying out loud. 

I thought that was taking perfectionism entirely too far. 

16 March 1986 had this entry: 'Today I have purchased 

a gun.' There were no entries beyond that date, 

I exited the file and turned off my computer. ' I guess 

he couldn't wait,' I sighed to the blank screen. 

I ran to my study and got the last notebook, the 

codified counterpart to what I'd just read. I brought it to 

my bed and thumbed through it absently, looking at the 

intricate drawings of the man who was now dead. When I 



reached the middle, I noticed something that had escaped me 

before. Two of the pages were stuck together. I could see 

through the back one well enough to see that it was a 

drawing page. The pages immediately before and after it 

were both written in the same Shakespeare code, so it 

couldn't be one of the key drawings. I gently tore the 

pages apart. 

The drawing was of The Slinking Dude. 

There was writing at the bottom, MT by MT. 

A self-portrait? 

I sank back on my pillow. 

Were Mark Twait and The Slinking Dude in fact one 

individual? If so, he obviously hadn't committed suicide at 

all. And what would he be doing hanging around spying on 

folks? It just didn't make sense. 

I had of course toyed with the wildly romantic but 

highly improbable notion that Sam was Mark, but the huge 

fundamental differences in their characters, not to mention 

the staggering unlikelihood of the whole idea, had quickly 

driven said notion from my mind. 

I don't know how I managed to fall asleep at midnight. 

Maybe I was just tired from all that dancing and 

speculating. I also don't know how the light bulb burned 

out. It was a fairly new one; I'd had Eric put it in for me 

just a week earlier, and I'd bought the long-lasting kind. 

I always do because I go through them so fast, leaving them 

on all night, every night. However the forces of evil 



managed to conspire to bring about that particular 

combination of improbable events, the fact remained that I 

fell asleep in a dark room, something I had not done for 

three years. At precisely 3:00 a.m. I awoke from the 

nightmare from hell, clutching Barnabbas. 

The dream demons still mocked me from the recesses of 

the room. They hovered like vultures, sweeping over me 

again and again, laughing silently, digging into me with 

their invisible claws. 

I stole out of the house and ran to Sam's. 

I knocked sharply on the door and heard him clunking 

about. There was a brief rustling like jeans going over 

bare skin, and then a squinting, tousled, and very surprised 

Sam opened the door. 

He looked from me to Barnabbas and back to me again. 

'What's wrong?' 

I tried to speak, but I was breathing too hard. Sam 

tried to guess. 

'What? Someone in the house?' 

I shook my head. 

'Well—something frightened you. What was it? Come 

on, come inside. ' 

He guided me to his chair and crouched beside me. 

'What is it, Dylan? Tell me what happened.' 

The only light was that of the moon through the window, 

but I could see his eyes, so full of concern that I burst 



into tears. He grasped my hands, and I said the childish, 

foolish words: ' I had a bad dream. ' 

To his credit, Sam did not laugh or throw me out or 

make a move on me at this time. Without saying a word, he 

scooped me up into his arms and carried me to his bed, away 

from the moonlight coming through the window. Without 

meaning to I cried out. 

'It's all right,1 he said soothingly. 'I just want you 

to sleep. I'll leave if you like. ' 

'No, you don't understand,' I said. I dreaded the 

words that I must now say; they were even worse than what 

I'd said before. I shut my eyes and spit out the dreadful 

words. 'I'm afraid of the dark.' 

Sam didn't respond for a moment. Timidly I asked, 

'Could you turn .the light on, please?' 

There was another pause, and finally Sam said in a 

grave voice, 'No, Dylan. I'm going to stay right here with 

you and talk to you until you go back to sleep, but I'm not 

putting the light on. ' 

I wanted to plead, but I decided I had to salvage some 

dignity. Slowly, Sam lay down beside me. We were both 

facing the wall. His arms were around me, mine were around 

Barnabbas. Softly, he spoke to me. 

'I used to have bad dreams,' he said. 'I used to dream 

that I was lost in the desert and couldn't remember who I 

was. Of course, then I found myself in New Mexico and 

everything was all right.' 



I laughed and sniffled at the same time. My dream had 

involved Mark, The Slinking Dude, Sam, and my father, all 

kind of turning into each other and coming after me in a 

dark closet, but I had no desire to tell Sam this. 

He allowed a long silence to pass, then said, 'I guess 

you don't want to talk about it*1 

I hesitated, then told him about my father and the dark 

room. 

He didn't interrupt once. When I was finished he said, 

'So every night you had the choice of your father's bed or 

the root cellar.' 

'Yeah,1 I said. 'I've been on my own since I finished 

high school. I never went back. ' 

He tightened his hold on me, and I noticed that he was 

trembling. 

'I'm so sorry, ' he whispered. 'That makes me so angry. 

I wish I could change it. ' 

The way I felt was somewhere between comforted and 

foolish and weak. I decided to give foolish and weak a miss 

for the night and stick with comforted. 

'I read something in Proverbs today,' Sam said softly. 

'It said, "I will lie down and sleep in peace, for you 

alone, 0 Lord, make me dwell in safety."' 

'That's a nice idea,' I said, not patronizingly but 

earnestly. 'I wish it were true.' 

He brushed my damp hair off my neck. 'Just believe, 

Dylan, ' he whispered, 'and it can be. ' 



I chucked out logical after weak and foolish and went 

to sleep. 



CHAPTER 7 

I completely floored myself by falling asleep in Sam's 

arms, in the dark. I next awoke at six in the morning. Sam 

was shaking me gently; he was dressed for work. 

'Hey,' he said, 'it's morning. You need to go back to 

the house now. They'll all be awake soon, and I don't want 

anyone to talk.' 

This was sound advice indeed. I sat up and stretched. 

As I looked around, a drawing caught my eye. It was one of 

those caricatures that look more like people than they do 

themselves. 

It was a caricature of The Slinking Dude. 

Unable to speak, I pointed, open-mouthed. Sam laughed 

and brought the drawing to me. 'I forgot to tell you. I 

made this for you the other night after you told me about 

the guy who'd been spying on you.' Written in neat, even 

letters across the bottom of the page were these words: 

DYLAN"' S SLINKING DUDE 

'Where . . . how ' I looked at Sam's amused, 

innocent grin. 'Sam, this looks just like The Slinking 

Dude. How did you do this? Have you seen him before?' 

'Of course I haven't seen him before. Does it really 

look just like him?' Sam studied his drawing with renewed 

interest. 

'Sam, this is the dude. I'm positive. You must have 

seen him somewhere before.' 



* Dylan, I haven't. You just described him real well. 

You're a writer, remember? You can do verbal imagery. And 

you know how these caricatures are. The whole idea behind 

them is accentuating a few really strong features and 

letting them carry the face. You told me about this guy's 

cheekbones and the shape of his eyes and his haircut, and 

for this kind of drawing that's really all you need.' 

I sank back down on the mattress. 'I guess I'm just 

getting paranoid,' I muttered to myself. 'Mark has been 

worming his way into my consciousness a lot lately.' 

'Who has been what?' 

'Oh, nobody. I'm just losing my grip on reality, 

that's all.' 

'Well, all right, but I strongly suggest you lose it in 

your own room. I'd not like to see either of us wrung 

through the gossip machine of the Norton house.' 

'Yeah, you're right.' I stood slowly, still 

suspiciously eyeing the remarkably accurate caricature. 

Sam walked me as far as the tool shed. 'Goodbye,' he 

said, smiling shyly. 

Here was another opportunity for a kiss that we 

completely bypassed, I said goodbye, then watched his slim, 

straight back retreat to the shed. 

'Hey, Sam!' 

He stopped and looked over his shoulder. 'Yeah?' 

I had wanted to say thanks, but there was really a lot 

more to it than that. 'You're a good friend,' I told him. 



He smiled. 4 See you later,* he said as he disappeared 

into the shed. 

When I reached my room, I lay down happily on my 

enormous bed and went to sleep. I awoke in a couple of 

hours to the smell of breakfast. 

Breakfast? What a concept. 

I decided to have some. 

Still dressed in the clothes I'd worn dancing, I 

entered the dining room. Peter was setting down a basket of 

bagels and Mary was pouring tea while Mr. and Mrs. Norton 

looked on eagerly. Eric was standing near the window, 

juggling three apples. My surprising appearance resulted in 

the immediate cessation of all these activities. 

'Well, good morning, glory!' Mrs. Norton exclaimed 

brightly. 

'What are you doing up this early?' asked Eric as he 

bent to pick up his apples, which he had dropped in his 

astonishment. 

'Nothing special,' I told them. 'I just decided that, 

since I haven't had breakfast before noon in roughly three 

years, I would indulge myself in a novelty.' 

'Well, I've got some novel French toast in the kitchen, 

if you'd like some of that,' said Peter. 

'Peter,' I said, 'you're a genius. How did you know 

that I consider French toast the most perfect food in 

Western civilization?' 



•Don't know anything of the kind,1 he said as he headed 

back to the kitchen. 'I just know it's real tasty with 

powdered sugar and real butter.1 

'So how was last night?' Eric asked in a very 

irritating tone of voice. Mr. Norton looked at me 

expectantly as though he'd like to know too. 

'As I told you last night, Eric, my social life is none 

of your business. Don't you need to go polish something?' 

'Nice boy, that gardener. I've always thought so,' Mr. 

Norton said pointedly. 

'Don't be silly, dear,' said Mrs. Norton, blithely 

eating French toast. 'I remember quite well you thought he 

was an ugly girl the first time you saw him.' 

'Well, I didn't say he didn't look funny, dear. I only 

said he was a nice boy. ' 

'Yes, dear. He is a nice boy. But I'm sure Dylan 

doesn't need our approval.' 

I certainly didn't. Peter had brought out my French 

toast moments before, and all I needed was butter. 

Mr. Norton sat up straight. His chest was puffed up 

with righteous irritation, 'Who said anything about 

approving of anyone? All I did was state my opinion. Can't 

a man state his opinion without being accused o f — o f — o f all 

these—these accusations?' 

'Edgar, dear, eat your breakfast. Dylan, how is the 

writing coming along?' 



4 Quite well, thank you. Will you pass the butter, 

please?' 

She passed it. 1 I walk by your room sometimes in the 

afternoons, and I always hear you just tap, tap, tapping 

away. You certainly work hard.' 

She smiled encouragingly at me, and I realized that the 

last thing in the world that I wanted to do was to tell this 

sweet old lady that her grandson had either blown his brains 

out or been reduced to snooping around people's houses and 

their personal woods. I desperately hoped that neither of 

these things was true. 

After breakfast I intercepted Mr. Norton on his way to 

his study, 

'What is it, Celt?1 he asked gruffly. 

'Sir, I was wondering if you still had the address 

where your grandson last resided and, if so, if it would be 

all right for me to write to the roommate who sent his 

things here.' 

• Why do you ask, girl? Do you have any leads?1 His 

bright blue eyes looked cautiously optimistic. 

'Maybe, sir. I've deciphered all the writings, but—' 

'You have! Well, what do they say?1 he demanded. 

'Please, sir, I need to confirm some things with 

someone who knew Mark before I divulge my theories. I have 

a couple of them now, and one of them is so incredible, and 

they're both so wildly different from one another that I 



really can't tell you what they are until I have more 

information,1 

•Tell me, girl, tell me! I have a right to know!1 

'Mr. Norton, please. You told me when I first moved in 

here that you would respect my judgment. I need you to do 

that now. It's a matter of honor.' 

I rightly guessed that making it into a matter of honor 

would put Mr. Norton in a more agreeable frame of mind. 

'Well, ' he said reluctantly, 'since you put it that way, I 

suppose I'll have to consent. Come with me to my study.' 

Mr. Norton's study was a rich place. He had a library 

larger than those of many community colleges, as well as the 

large window and the refrigerator filled with various 

carbonated beverages that I had noticed the day I ate pizza 

there. While Mr. Norton rooted through his desk, I examined 

the titles of some of his older books. 

Suddenly, I emmitted a shriek of delight that caused 

Mr. Norton's entire body to transfer itself several inches 

to the right of where it had been. 'What? What? What is 

it, girl?' 

'Oh, Mr. Norton, you have the Venerable Bede!' I cried. 

'Well. So I do. Is that any reason to scream?' 

'I'm sorry, sir. I've just never seen a whole copy of 

his works. I've just heard quotes.' 

'Quotes? Quotes? Of the venerable Bede? What is the 

educational system doing these days?' 

'Nothing exciting, sir. That's why I moved here.' 



1 And a good move it was. Well, here. Here * s the 

address* The young man's name is James Rich. I don't know 

that he'll still be living there; it's been over three 

years. But maybe someone will forward his mail.' 

'Thank you, Mr, Norton. I'll get on this right away.' 

I wrote to James immediately. 

Dear Mr. Rich, 

My name is Dylan Thomas. I am writing on behalf 

of Mr. and Mrs. Edgar Norton, the grandparents of 

your former roommate, Mark Twait. As I'm sure you 

know, Mr. and Mrs. Norton have been searching for 

their grandson for years. They have engaged me to 

investigate Mark's personal belongings, including 

the notebooks that you were kind enough to send, 

in the hopes that I might find some evidence of 

his whereabouts. 

Recently I came upon a drawing among Mark's papers 

of a serious-looking, dark-haired young man. The 

face is an unusual one, and, oddly enough, it's 

one that I've spotted a few times in this general 

area. The drawing is signed, 'MT by MT.' If this 

work is a self-portrait, then the search for Mark 

Twait may soon come to an affirmative conclusion. 



Because you have been so helpful in the past, I am 

asking you to send a photograph or at least a 

vivid description of your former roommate. 

Any assistance you can provide will be greatly 

appreciated. 

Sincerely, 

Dylan Thomas 

I enclosed a self-addressed stamped envelop and got the 

letter in the mail. 

All this before noon, yet. 

Feeling terribly pleased with my accomplished self, I 

decided to take a walk and think. I took my usual route, 

braving sub-zero temperatures and neck-high snow. 

I'm kidding, of course. There was no snow anywhere. 

This was Texas, where school gets called off for icy roads 

that Yankees would drag race over. And this was another 

barren, dismal Texas winter, cold and brown and absolutely 

snowless. But I'm digressing. Right now the most important 
* 

thing to consider was not the discouragingly bland climate 

but a reasonably warm place to sit. 

As the wind whipped my hair, I made my way to the lee 

of a large maple. I sat down and breathed deeply of the 



cold, wintei—smelling air. I drew my knees to my c ha tit < 

leaned back against the tree, and thought my thoughts. 

My relationship with Sam had reached the point of total 

uncertainty. I thought of seeing him and imagined the odd, 

uncomfortable feeling that would pass between us as we each 

wondered wondered where things now stood. Then in an 

overwhelming wave of logic I realized that nothing of the 

kind would ever happen. The next time I saw him I would 

think only of what an incredibly nice dude he was, and he— 

he would just be Sam. Sam, ambivalent? Never. Whatever 

happened between the two of us, I would be the first to 

know. 

Feeling much better, I went back to the house, got some 

money, and went Christmas shopping. 



CHAPTER 8 

Two days after Christmas, the. Nortons held a Christmas 

celebration for the employees, complete with hoaky Christmas 

music, delicious food by Peter, and a stunningly big tree. 

The tree was Mrs. Norton's special project, and it was a 

fine Victorian one with lots of white bows, doves, and lace. 

The employees and I had all drawn names to buy gifts for 

each other, but the Gortons gave something to everyone. I 

had drawn Eric. 

He looked blankly at the copy of War and Peace he had 

unwrapped. 'What's this?1 he asked. 

* It is a book, ' I told him. 'Open it up and look 

inside.' 

Right_inside the cover was a card from GQ saying that 

he now had a subscription. I had noticed that he bought the 

magazines one at a time whenever he went into town. 

'Wow!' he cried joyfully. 'Thank you, Dylan!' 

'No problem. But try to read the book too. I think it 

would do you a world of good.' 

Mr. Norton seemed to think that something about this 

was terribly funny and chuckled vaguely to himself. Whether 

it was the idea of my giving__GQ or that of Eric's receiving 

War;_and_Peace that amused him more was impossible to tell. 

'Merry Christmas, Dylan,' he said as he handed me a 

heavy package shaped like an enormous book. I tore through 



the paper to find the complete writings of the Vener&bi£ 

Bede. It was the old volume I had seen in his own library. 

I stuttered my thanks to him, and he grunted happily in 

reply, smiling slightly. 

'Dylan,1 said a low, peaceful voice behind me. I 

turned to face Sam. He was smiling hesitantly and holding a 

small package, also book-shaped. •Merry Christmas,' he 

said. 

This was rather surprising. I opened the neatly 

wrapped package and discovered that it was a book of 

Medieval Welsh poetry, not your run-of-the-mill book by any 

means. Like Mr. Norton's Bede, it was used, but naturally 

Sam, unlike Mr. Norton, had no library to delve into for 

gifts. I figured he had bought it at one of the many used 

book stores in town. 

'I thought you might like reading some of the works of 

the ancestors of Dylan Thomas, the original,' he said. 

•Well, thank you, Sam,' I said, unable to conceal my 

surprise. 'I'm sure I'll enjoy it. Here, I got you 

something too. ' 

As I handed him yet another book-shaped package, I felt 

I should explain. ' I know you told me literature hurts your 

brain,' I said, 'but I really think you'll like this guy.' 

He opened the package and found a book of the works of 

Seamus Heaney. He looked at it oddly for a moment, and I 

feared that I had offended my friend. 



•I'll take it back if you don't like it,' I said 

quickly. 

Sam smiled, 'No, it's not that,* he said. 'The name 

looked familiar, that's all.' 

'Well, maybe the poetry will too. Read "Digging" on 

the page with the bookmark. I think you'd like that one.' 

He opened the book and began to read. As he read, his 

face started to subtly change. The poem was not a long one, 

and by the time he had finished, he had the strangest 

expression I had ever seen in his normally serene eyes. He 

looked up, over my head, as though he were seeing some 

strange familiar thing that he wished would go away. 

I wasn't sure if Sam was aesthetically enraptured or 

just plain offended by my gift. He didn't clarify things 

any when he closed off the faraway look behind his eyes, 

smiled at me, said, 'Thank you, Dylan,' and walked away. 

I stared after him for a moment, stunned, until I heard 

Peter's soft voice saying, 'There she is. Here, Dylan, I 

got something for you. ' 

I turned and saw Peter actually grinning as he held out 

an enormous, oddly shaped package that was definitely not 

book-shaped. It was light and soft and cushiony. I opened 

it. It was a pair of bear claw house shoes. 

I shrieked in delight. 'I have wanted a pair of these 

for years!' I said quite truthfully. 'These are great! 

They're sturdy and warm and huge! Thank you, Peter, thank 

you! • 



Even Mary managed to crack a smile when she saw my 

delight. 'Peter thought you needed some of them claws,* the 

said, 'since you're always goin' around barefoot and then 

complainin' about your feet bein' cold. ' 

By this time I was wearing the wonderful claws, which 

easily doubled the length and width of my feet. What a 

wonderful gift. 

As the party began to break up Pierce came by. I 

tramped over to him in my furry feet, carrying my books for 

him to see. 'Pierce!' I cried. 'How you doing?' 

'Quite well,' he said. 'Yourself?' 

'Remarkably well. I just made out like a proberbial 

bandit. Look at all the stuff I got!' I handed him the 

books and stuck my foot up high. 

'Very nice,' he said, examining my treasures. 'Shall I 

help you carry these back to your apartments?' 

Pierce was a real subtle dude. We casually went back 

to my office. 

'So,' he said, 'how's the work coming?' 

'Oh, man. You don't know how well. Look what I got in 

the mai1!' 

It was a letter from James Rich. 

'James Rich,' Pierce mused. 'Wasn't that the 

roommate?' 

'That's right. I found a drawing among Mark's journals 

that I thought might be a self-portrait. It looked exactly 

like this dude that I've seen slinking around here before!' 



'Around here? You mean the Metroplex?' 

'Dude, I mean the neighborhood. I've seen him twice— 

once out by that field and once right around the house.' 

'And you think he might be Mark?' 

'Well, see what you think. Here's the picture James 

sent.' 

It was a snapshot of two college-age guys with similar 

clothes and haircuts. Both had very dark hair and dreamy, 

luminous eyes. The one in the foreground, with darker skin 

and wider cheekbones, was our man. 

I pointed him out to Pierce. 'Meet The Slinking Dude.' 

Pierce studied the face closely. 'You say you've seen 

this same young man in this area?' 

'The exact dude.' 

'Who's this other one? Is that James?' 

'Yeah, that's what the letter says. It also says that 

he's been wanting to get in touch with us for a few months 

now. It seems that Mark got in touch with him and said he 

was moving to this area. James said Mark sent him a post 

card with no forwarding address from Oklahoma. James 

remembered the Hfortons but didn't know how to get in touch 

with them. They're unlisted, you know.' 

'Yes, yes, I know. What else does the letter say?' 

'Just that the exotic-looking dude in the picture is 

Mark and that we should grab him the next time we see him 

and tell him his only relatives live here.' I took the 

photo back and looked at it more closely. 'They look a lot 



alike, don't they? Like different ethnic versions of the 

same guy. 1 

•Yes,1 said Pierce absently. 'My college roommate and 

I looked and dressed exactly alike. We were very close. # 

I clapped Pierce on the back. 'What do you think about 

that? Mark Twait's been right in front of our faces this 

whole time.1 

Just then, we heard the sound of feet running quickly 

down the long carpeted hallway just outside my room. The 

footsteps were going away from us at breakneck speed. 

Pierce and I looked at each other in horror as we realized 

that I could have just given away the Nortons' secret. 

We both ran to door and looked both ways down the hall. 

There was no trace of anyone. 

'Oh, no,' I whispered. 'How much do you think they 

heard?' 

Pierce shook his head grimly. 'Wo telling. We had the 

door open the whole time. I should have thought to close 

it. • 

'Oh, Pierce, I am sorry. It was terribly imprudent of 

me to say what I did. ' 

Pierce looked nervous but self-controlled, 'It's all 

right,' he said. 'It may be that whoever overheard us just 

got nervous when they realized they were hearing something 

they weren't supposed to know and left quickly before they 

could hear any more. ' 



• I hope you*re right, * I said. ' I think it was a man. 

It sounded like a man's gait.' 

•Yes, I think so too. Listen, Dylan, just carry on as 

though none of this ever happened. Hopefully this 

mysterious young man will turn out to be Mark Twait, in 

which case the secret will come out anyway and nothing we 

just said will need to be concealed anymore anyway. But in 

the meantime, if anything strange happens, you let me know. 

Come to me, not the Nortons. All right?1 

'Sure,' I said, wondering a little at the substantial 

control Pierce seemed to have over the lortons's lives. He 

seemed like a nice enough guy, not someone who'd be 

embezzling from them or anything like that, but still it was 

odd. 

'I'll tell you what we'll do now,' said Pierce. 'We'll 

go back to the party and see if we can figure out who our 

eavesdropper was. If someone looks guilty or leaves 

suddenly, we'll know to keep an eye on that person from now 

on. ' 

For all his nervous mannerisms, Pierce was a remarkably 

sharp old dude. I was constantly finding myself impressed 

at the schemes he cooked up in his cold, calculating mind. 

So, just as casually as we had left it, we melded back 

into the party. Two people and only two were conspicuously 

absent. Eric and Sam. 

I casually bear clawed my way over to Mr. Norton. 



•What are you trying to look so casual about?1 the old 

gentleman asked gruffly. 

Dang. 

'It's these feet,' I said. 'You have to kind of walk 

funny to get anywhere in these feet. ' 

This was no lie. 

'Well, your little friend just left a few minutes ago. 

He said to tell you goodbye.' 

'Which little friend is that, sir?' 

'You know! The gardener. He didn't look very well. I 

think he might be ill. You might want to check up on him 

later.' 

'Thank you, sir. I might do that.' 

'Oh, Dylan!' called Mrs. Norton as she daintily hurried 

over. She was wearing some bizarre peace symbol earrings 

that one of the girls had given her. 

'Dylan, Eric left a little while ago. He asked me to 

tell you goodbye for him. He looked terribly pleased about 

something.' 

Dang. Now what was I supposed to think? 

'Thank you, Mrs. Norton. Oh, look, I think Pierce—uh, 

Mr. Pierce wants to talk to you. ' 

Pierce was discreetly barrelling his way toward us with 

James's letter discreetly tucked into his inside pocket. 

'May I speak to you alone, Mr. Norton?' he discreetly asked. 

'Certainly, Jay. Let's go to my study.' 

Good grief. I felt like I was in a European spy movie. 



I chatted with Mrs. Norton until the impressive front 

door bell rang. Fortunately, we were all at this time very 

conveniently in the room where the front door happened to 

be, Peter started to answer it, but I begged to do it 

myself, so he let me. 

I opened the door to The Slinking Dude. 

' Hello,' he said uncertainly. 'Is there a Dylan Thomas 

here?' 

* I'm Dylan Thomas, ' I said. 

He smiled hesitantly. 'I'm—my name is Mark Twait,' he 

said. 'I called James Rich two days ago and he said I 

should try to find you here.' 

For a moment I was not only speechless but more or less 

thoughtless too. All my mental faculties shorted out. 

Vhen they came back on all they could manage to produce 

in the way of communication was a choked-out, 'Dude! Come 

on in!' 

He smiled and entered. 

'Uh, wait right here,' I said. I left him standing by 

the door and started hightailing it to the office. 

Before I could reach the hallway, Mr. Norton and Pierce 

came back. Mr. Norton was clutching the photo in his hand, 

and he looked pale. Immediately he saw his grandson at the 

door. 

'Is it you?' he asked in a voice more like a child's 

than a stately old gentleman's. 

'Grandfather?' Mark whispered. 



He ran to the old man and embraced him. Mr. Norton 

clung to his grandson like a life preserver. 

The staff all sort of looked around at one another, not 

knowing what to think. Peter and Mary looked particularly 

stunned. 

Mrs. Norton hurried to her husband*s side. * Edgar,1 

she demanded, that's going on?' 

Mr. Norton released his grandson and put his arm on his 

wife's shoulder, 'Emily,1 he said shakily, 'this is the 

boy. This is Mark. ' 

Mrs. Norton stared blankly at her husband, then looked 

fiercely at the boy. 'No,' she whispered. 'It's not—is 

it? Mark?' And then she was in the boy's arms. 

Pierce decided quite wisely that now was the time to 

make an announcement to the general assembly. 'Members of 

the staff,' he said grandly, 'meet the Nortons' grandson, 

Mark Twait•' 

I was so excited I started to applaud. Slowly, Kenneth 

and Mary and the girls followed my lead. Peter started 

applauding when Mary poked him. 

After that the Nortons took Mark to their side of the 

house, the party broke up, and I didn't see The Slinking 

Dude until nearly dinner time. 

At five-thirty he came by my room. I was looking 

through one of the journals, and when I saw him I closed it 

and put it away. Quickly. I don't know why I did that. It 



was one of those things my body occasionally vetos my mind 

into doing. 

* My grandparents wanted me to ask you if you'd go to 

dinner with us tonight,' he said as he straddled one of my 

stools. 

I thought about this a moment. While I was eager to 

spend time with the mysterious Mark (I was trying to stop 

thinking of him as The Slinking Dude), I realized that 

dinner out with the Mortons probably did not mean 

Fuddruckers. It meant something I did not have the clothes 

for. 

'Thanks, but I'm a little tired tonight,' I told him. 

I was. Brain tired. 

'Are you sure? Grandfather gave Peter the night off. 

There won't be any food.' 

'Oh, I'll just sent out for pizza. I like to do that 

once in a while. ' 

'By the way,' he said, 'thank you for all the work you 

did tracking me down. If you hadn't written James when you 

did, I might never have made it here.' 

'Haven't I seen you over here a lot, though? Just 

hanging around the area?' 

'Oh, yes, James mentioned that you'd seen me.' 

'Yes, many times. You have a very distinct face.' 

'That't what I've heard. My mother was Italian; that's 

why I'm so dark. ' 



Italian? I was going to have to study ray European 

people groups more closely. I'd thought he was Asian. 

1 So, ' I asked, 'how did you come to start scouting the area 

all the time?1 

'Well, you see, I've been doing some research of my 

own. I knew that my grandparents lived in this area, but I 

wasn't sure exactly where. I was tracking them.' 

'How did you know about them? I thought you'd never 

seen or spoken to them before today.' 

'Well, that's kind of a long story. You see, the 

reason I dropped out of school and skipped town so suddenly 

was because my mother was dying. I left school to go see 

her as soon as I heard, and shortly after I arrived, she was 

dead. But before she died she told me that I had relatives 

in Texas. She told me their names and that they lived in 

Dallas or Ft. Worth, but that was all she knew. 

'After she died I kind of blew everything off for a 

while. It was stupid and irresponsible of me not to contact 

James, but I was pretty out of it. My mother and I were 

very close; I guess you know she raised me without my 

father.' 

I nodded. 

'Well, I kind of travelled around for a while, held 

down a few jobs, and one day I remembered what my mother 

said about my grandparents. I didn't have any roots where I 

was, so I took a chance, moved to Texas, and started 



tracking them down. That was at the beginning of the 

summer, I guess. ' 

1 So here you are, ' I finished. 

'Yes, here I am. And very glad to be here. Thanks 

again.' 

9 BTo problem. ' 

'Oh, there was something else I wanted to ask you. * He 

looked uncomfortable. 'About those journals. Did you 

manage to decodify them?' 

To this day I don't completely understand what happened 

next. It was like some part of my brain that I didn't know 

about suddenly took over my body and started coming up with 

things to say that I would not have come up with on my own. 

'Oh, yes,' I said brightly. 'Your poetry is quite 

brilliant. It was fascinating to read.' 

Brilliant and fascinating, yes. Also highly demented. 

Anyway, there were lots of things in those journals other 

than poetry. Things like suicide plans. What was I doing 

talking about poetry? 

Mark looked relieved. 'Thank you,' he said. 'I'11 

have to read something of yours sometime.' He got up. 'Are 

you sure you don't want to go to dinner with us?' 

'Yeah, I'm sure. Thanks anyway. ' 

He smiled a very charming smile. He was an unusually 

handsome man. 'Veil, you must go out with us on New 

Year's.' 



I smiled, 'Perhaps so. ' 

'See you later,' he said over his shoulder as he left. 

This whole encounter had me so flustered that I gave a 

thorough cleaning to my bottom desk drawer, which didn't 

need it. Something just wasn't right, and I couldn't figure 

out what it was. 

I needed to talk to Sam. 

I pulled on my high tops and hurried to Kenneth's 

house. I met Kenneth on the way. 

'I was just coming after you,' Kenneth said worriedly. 

'Do you know where Sam's gone?' 

Gone? 

'No,' I said. 'I was just coming to see him. What do 

you mean, "gone"?' 

'Not there. Not in his room. He's packed up and left. 

Took everything. ' 

'And he didn't tell you he was going?' That was 

strange. Sam and Kenneth were friends. 

'No, he didn't say a thing. I wonder if someone just 

broke into his room when he wasn't there. I kept meaning to 

put a lock on that door, but Sam kept saying it wasn't 

important.' He looked self-reproachful. 

'It wasn't. There was nothing in there that any self-

respecting person would steal.' 

'Yeah, you're right. He must have left.' 

Kenneth looked like he was about to have heart 

palpitations, and I didn't feel so hot myself. 



'Well, ' I said, ' I guess we should just hang tight and 

let each other know if we hear from him. * 

'Yeah. I'm going to wait a day to see if he turns up 

before I tell Mr. and Mrs. Norton.' 

If he turns up. As we went our ways, I wondered what 

had happened to Sam. Why would he just take off like that? 

Did it have anything to do with my conversation with Pierce? 

Or was he just more offended by my gift than I imagined? 

Neither answer seemed satisfactory. Suddenly I stopped 

dead. I remembered the thought I had had in the dance hall. 

I had wondered about Sam's other life, about whether or not 

he had left behind any family. Maybe he had remembered 

something about his past. 

On the other hand—and this was a really frightening 

thought—what if he had just completely blanked out again? 

What if the drugs he had once abused had left permanent 

mental scars? Any man that would completely walk away from 

his life and then not remember any of it was likely to do 

the same thing again. What if he kept losing his memory 

again and again every few years and kept starting over 

somewhere else? What if next month he found himself in New 

Jersey or someplace without a single memory of who he'd been 

since 1987? Without a single memory of me? 

And what was the deal with Mark? Why didn't I trust 

him? Logically he seemed like an all right guy, but I just 

couldn't shake the feeling that something about him wasn't 

quite legitimate. That he was the Nortons' grandson I'd 



gotten; somehow I'd accepted that. But his story about how 

he'd spent the last three years—it just didn't ring true to 

me. 

I went back to the house, where I found Eric dressed in 

his little chauffeur's suit and looking very put out. 

'What's wrong with you?' I asked him. 

'I've had a very bad day,' he told me testily. 

'You say that like I had something to do with it.' 

'You did. You set me up for my disappointment, When I 

saw the gardener follow you to your room and then come away 

five minutes later looking like death, I thought you'd 

broken up with him. Figured you'd come to your senses and 

you'd go out with me tonight and the Nortons would let me 

take the Bentley. So I hurried home and changed clothes, 

drove all the way back up here from Lewisville only to learn 

that some mysterious grandson dude showed up today and I 

have to take them all to dinner. You too, he said. You 

going like that?' 

'Of course not. I'm not going at all, Who told you I 

was?' 

'Well, the mysterious grandson, of course. He seemed 

very confident that you were going. ' 

'Well, I'm not. I'm staying here and ordering a pizza. 

Furthermore, despite your insistent masochistic desire to 
9 

ruin both our lives with a romantic relationship totally 

unsuited to our respective needs, I am not now, nor am I 



ever, arranging or executing a social engagement with you, 

Eric. So you can just be ray friend or beat it,1 

I promptly walked away and ordered a pizza, which I ate 

sitting on my bed and reading the Venerable Bede. Then I 

took a shower, entered the day1s events and my feelings 

about them in my journal, and went to bed. 

Ever since the night of my date with Sam I had 

maintained the ability to sleep through the night in a dark 

room, Oddly enough, the past seemed to be losing its power 

in my life, just when it was probably reasserting itself in 

Sam's. 



CHAPTER 9 

During the next few days of the ascendancy of Mark and 

the total absence of Sam, I mostly stayed confined to my 

rooms, poring over Mark's journals as never before. I don't 

know what I was looking for. I kept going back to the 

entries of the last notebook, especially those of the last 

month before Mark disappeared. The death references were so 

insistent that it was hard to believe that Mark was a 

reasonably well-adjusted person today. It was amazing that 

he was even alive today, he had been so determined to die. 

One entry read, 1 There can be no turning back. My 

unceasing desire for perfection in art has unfit me for this 

world, and my failure to achieve it has unfit the world for 

me. Darkness surrounds me, and I must submit. I have made 

my decision; I must die. 1 

Now, how does a person that bent on suicide forget to 

kill himself when his mother dies? Does the death distract 

him from the whole suicide idea? How can this be? Or does 

the unromantic reality of death change his point of view? 

It very well might with some borderline suicidal sociopaths, 

but it would probably push someone like Mark right over the 

edge, and he'd blow himself away before he had time to 

reflect on the sanctity of life. 

I had to be careful about reading these journals, for 

Mark was continually dropping by my rooms, and I didn't want 

him to know that I was puzzling over his psyche. I 



certainly couldn't confide my doubts to the Fortons; they 

were walking around beaming all day long, and Mr. Norton had 

given everyone a raise. They were in no condition to think 

obj ectively. 

Whenever I emerged from my rooms during that period, I 

caught little pieces of evidence that I was not alone in my 

ambivalence. One day I passed by the kitchen and overheard 

Mary grumbling to Peter, 1 He ain't no Italian any more than 

you, and we b©th know that.' 

Although placing Mark in the appropriate European 

people group was not the most pressing goal I had at the 

moment, I agreed with Mary that something about Mark just 

wasn't quite true, somehow. I didn't like feeling that way, 

but I couldn't help but sense that something major had yet 

to be resolved. 

In spite of my suspicions of Mark, I found him 

fascinating. We talked unceasingly about literature; we 

argued over the merits of Victorian poetry, analyzed Byron, 

and pretty much agreed that Mellville was a twerp. 

rv was and is my favorite Shakespearean play of all time, 

but Mark rather liked Richard II, and we both enriched and 

scandalized one another with our individual insights and 

conjectures. Here was a scholar nearly as well-read as I, a 

man with a sensitive ear, an artistic soul, and a strong 

desire to take me to dinner on New Year's Eve. 



On the third day, while the Fortons were so preoccupied 

with Mark as to not require transportation for hours, I went 

looking for Eric. I found him pouting in the garage. 

•You're going out with this mysterious grandson, aren't 

you?1 he asked accusingly. 

'No, not really. I'm going to dinner with him and his 

grandparents.' 

He ignored this obvious and rather convincing fact to 

continue his vendetta. 'This is how you treat the 

gardener?' he asked contemptuously. 'You dump him and then 

barely a week later you're going out with someone else?' 

That gave me a pang, but I held my ground. 'I did not 

dump Sam any more than I am going out with Mark. Sam was 

never mine to dump anyway. If he had been I certainly 

wouldn't have—good grief! Why am I telling you this? Wait 

a minute, don't say anything. I've got to remember why I 

wanted to talk to you.' I thought a moment, then gasped as 

I remembered. 

'Eric,' I cried, 'you've got to help me. You've got to 

take me to one of those—those m i l s and help me find 

something to wear for on New Year's.' 

'I don't have to do anything of the kind,' he replied 

haughtily. 'And I don't want to.' 

'But why not? You've offered to do this exact thing 

plenty of times before. ' 

'I know,' he said, pouting slightly. 'But that was so 

you'd go out with me. ' 



'Eric, please. I am not going out with anyone. But 

I'd not like to go to some totally nice place with the 

Nortons looking the way I do. ' 

Eric considered this. 1 Yeah, that is a pretty horrible 

thought.' He paused again. 'And it would be fun to fix you 

up. Okay, I'll do it.' 

'Excellent. I'll get ray money.' 

'Hey, wait a minute, I have to ask for permission to 

take off a few hours first.' 

'I've already asked. They said it was fine. Here are 

the keys.' 

'Veil, aren't we eager. Okay, let's go.' 

We went to the kind of dress shop where all the 

salesladies wear hose and heels and practically refuse to 

wait on you unless you do, too. Good grief, why would 

people dress up to go shopping? I should think you'd want 

to be as comfortable as possible in the clothes you came in, 

anyway. But then I was not the seasoned shopper that Eric 

was. Eric, to be sure, was not wearing hose and heels, but 

he did look a lot more elegant than I did. He had on cuffed 

grey pants and a black shirt whose cut screamed out 

quantities of money in excess of seventy dollars. Wo 

kidding. His Scandinavian coloring was striking against the 

black. And he was wearing black leather lace-up shoes. And 

a belt that matched them. 

I, on the other hand, it being an unseasonable warm 

December day even for Texas, wore an ensemble that I like to 



refer to as my purple frog suit. It wasn't a suit and it 

had no purple frogs on it, but the entire impression of the 

huge T-shirt and leggings, both tie-dyed a startling shade 

of purple, seemed exactly like an enormous purple frog. To 

me, anyway. 

Eric was carefully scrutinizing me. 1 You, • he said 

slowly, 'are wearing purple.' 

I looked myself over to make sure I really was wearing 

my purple frog suit. 'That's right,' I told him. 

'Purple,' he went on, 'is a good color for you.' 

That sounded like a promising start. 

'What size do you wear?' 

' Urn, I don't know.' 

'You don't know your dress size?' 

'I haven't owned a dress for three years!' 

'Okay, okay. I guess you'd be about a four. These 

kinds of dresses run a size small, so we'll look for sixes.' 

This confused me slightly, but I decided not to ask 

questions while Eric was concentrating so hard. He headed 

for the sixes and began taking some of them down. I trudged 

along behind him and tried not to get in the way. 

At last, having acquired seven promising dresses, Eric 

approached the salesladies, who had been in a back corner 

talking excitedly about the current family problems of the 

owner. Eric said, 'We're ready to try these on.' 

They stopped talking and looked blankly at him. After 

a dull pause, 'Oh, certainly,' said one of them. She got 



up, whipped out a handful of keys, and actually unlocked one 

of the dressing rooms for us. Why a dressing room would 

require a lock—no matter how fancy the shop—was beyond my 

present power to conjecture. 

Eric thanked the saleslady, who promptly returned to 

her corner after giving a gratuitous, ' Let me know if you 

need anything.1 Eric hung the dresses up on hooks while I 

watched from outside. 

'You need a strapless bra,1 he said. 'What's your bra 

size?1 

This I did know, and I told him. He found me one that 

was one cup size smaller than the size I had revealed. 'The 

bras run big,' he explained. 

Feeling very much out of proportion, I stepped inside 

the dressing room. Eric unzipped the first dress, stepped 

outside, and closed the door. 'Tell me if anything confuses 

you,' he said. 

It was a complicated process, this putting on and 

taking off of semi-formals. Eric had to zip me into every 

one of those dresses. Every one, that is, that I tried on, 

for once I tried on the third, all the remaining ones were 

immediately forgotten. 

'That,' Eric said as I opened the door and shyly 

stepped out, 'is gorgeous.' 

He led me to a mirrored wall at the back of the shop. 

I climbed up on a platform and looked. 

It really was gorgeous. 



It was made of deep violet velvet. The neck and back 

were low, but not outrageously so. The cut was simple and 

tasteful and elegant, 

f0h, that, ' said Eric. that's the one. * 

I didn't argue, for besides the fact that I didn't want 

to try on any more dresses, I honestly liked this one too. 

Eric was already searching through the hose. 

'What size?' 

' Uh, whichever is the smallest.' 

He hurried back with a package of plain black 

stockings. 

'I didn't think lace or rhinestone hose were your 

style,' he explained. 

'You thought correctly.' 

'Shoe size?' 

'Six.• 

He returned to the saleslady who had let us into the 

dressing room. 'Could I see a size six in black satin 

pumps?• 

Our woman perked up at this. I rightly guessed that 

people don't ask to see shoes unless they're pretty serious. 

She hurried away and returned with three boxes. The 

three-inch heels almost made me fall over, and the two-inch 

hurt my toes, so Eric reluctantly permitted me to choose the 

one-inch and then found me a matching handbag. 



'Earrings,* he said next, heading toward the jewelry. 

Our saleslady, trying to regain control, hurried ahead of 

him so she could appear to be leading the way. 

'Silver,* he said, and she promptly spun the spinning 

earring holding thing aroung to the silver side. • 

* Frosted, 1 he said, and turned his attention to that 

variety of silver jewelry. 

'Hoops,* said Eric, holding some up to my ear. 

'These,* he concluded, grabbing a matching bracelet. 

* Undress,* he ordered me, and of course I returned to 

my dressing room and obeyed. 

Two minutes later, dress in arms, I emerged in my 

comfortable purple frog suit. I laid the dress on the 

counter beside Eric and returned for the others. 

'Where are you going?' he asked me. 

'To put up the other dresses.' 

* Leave them,* he said. * They have to get paid for 

something around here, * 

The saleslady laughed deprecatingly as she rang up our 

purchases. * Four fifty-three eighty-five,* she announced. 

I paid in cash, and we were out of there. 

* Thank you, * I said as we drove home. ' I would never 

have survived in there without you.' 

'Don't worry about it, kid, Just have a good time and 

don't let the mysterious grandson too close to you.' 

That was an interesting comment. * Why do you say 

that?' 



'I don't know, I just think he looks at you kind of 

funny, that's all.1 

In spite of his overwhelming prejudice against Sam, 

Eric was generally a good judge of character. I asked him 

what he thought about Mark. 

'Well, you know, I was sort of suspicious of him when 

he first showed up, but the more I get to know him the more 

I—just—really—don't like him. At all.' 

1 Why?' 

'I don't know. I can't pin it down, but there's just 

something strange about his whole attitude. Something 

prideful, I guess. I mean, it shows through all his 

mannerisms. Everything he does, every move he makes, he 

just seems to be saying, "Of course you're going to like 

me." I'd rather see you with the gardener, personally.' 

So would I, but the gardener was nowhere in sight. 

That night I was asleep by eleven and awake by 

midnight. That is, at midnight someone started tapping on 

my window. 

I picked up the baseball bat I'd bought'and peered 

outside. 

Crouched low in the darkness of the hedges was Sam. 

I opened the window. 'Sam! What are you doing outside 

my window?' 

'Dylan! Oh, thank God you're okay!' 



'Me? Thank God ygu*r# okay, Sam!1 I exclaimed, 

•unconsciously and paradoxically invoking the name of a deity 

I wasn't sure existed. 'Where have you been the last three 

days? We've been worried sick about you!' 

'Oh, Dylan, I'm sorry. It was wrong of me to leave 

like that without telling you or Kenneth, but I just wasn't 

thinking clearly.' 

'Why? What happened?' 

' I remembered who I am. ' 

The words sounded like a death knell. 

'And?' I asked cautiously. 

He sighed. 'It's pretty bad, Dylan.' 

'Can you tell me?' 

'Not yet. Oh, Dylan, I'm afraid I wasn't a very nice 

person. I did some terrible things.' 

Terrible things. Hyperbole wasn't Sam's style, and 

there was no hint of exaggeration in his voice. 

'Are you in trouble?' 

'Wo, but I'm afraid you and the others might be. Is 

The Slinking Dude staying with you?' 

'Yes. Turns out he's the Mortons' grandson.' 

There was a long pause, and finally Sam said, 'That's 

what I was afraid of. Dylan, you must be careful. That man 

is dangerous. ' 

'That's what I was afraid of. Eric and I both have 

strange vibes about him. ' 



•Well, you listen to those vibes. And listen carefully 

to me. The man who answered your letter was not James Rich. 

I want you to call the real James Rich at this number. Do 

you have a pencil?0 

• I have ray memory. Just give it to me. ' 

He did. 'Call him right away. And don't say anything 

about it to—to Mark. Or his grandparents.' 

'All right, I'll call him first thing in the morning. 

Sam, what are you going to do? Where are you going to go?' 

'Don't worry about me. I'll be nearby. I just can't 

show my face around here for a while.' 

When I next spoke, I'm afraid I whined like a child. 

'Sam, I'm confused.' 

'I know, Dylan, but whatever happens, you've got to 

keep your head. I'm counting on you. I have to go now. 

Pray to God that everything gets straightened out.' 

'Oh, Sam, no! Not God again!' 

'Yes, Dylan, God again. Pray. And be careful.' 

There was a rustling, and he was gone. 

I climbed back into bed—with my baseball bat—and 

addressed this God person. 'Um, God,' I said, 'if you exist 

in a theistic sense and actually have a bearing on the lives 

of men, please work out whatever's going on right now. - And 

please protect Sam. And whatever terrible things he might 

have done before, well, try not to hold them against him, 

God, because he'd really a great guy now. I'd, uh, I'd 

appreciate it. Um, thank you, and good night.' 



CHAPTER 10 

The next morning rose cloudless and clear. The sky was 

a pale silver blue, more like March than December. But that 

was Texas for you, back and forth all winter long, hot and 

cold, hot and cold, and no one knows what to wear. I, 

however, knew precisely what I was going to wear tonight. I 

was wearing the wonderful purple dress, for this was New 

Year's Eve and I was going to dinner with the Mortons. 

I had slept in my purple frog suit, so I just put on my 

bear claw slippers and went looking for breakfast. Eric 

shuddered when he saw me. 

'Left to yourself, you create the most disgusting 

ensembles,' he said contemptuously. 

Mark laughed. 'Oh, leave her alone,' he said genially. 

• I think she looks cute. ' 

Now, if there's one thing I hate to be called, it's 

cute, Making me short wasn't enough; God or whoever had to 

give me the ultimate baby face to complete my humiliation. 

Who was this God person, anyway? 

Eric looked even less pleased with Mark's comment than 

I felt, In a tone of voice that couldn't quite be called 

disrespectful, he said, 'She's twenty-one years old. She 

should learn to dress responsibly.' 

The subsequent arrival at the table of Mrs. Norton in 

her peace symbol earrings rather squelched that admonition. 

'Good morning, all,' she said in her cheery way. 



We all mumbled a reply, except Mark, who gave a clear, 

* Good morning, Grandmother. That's a lovely dress.' 

I don't know why, but this comment immediately conjured 

up Eddie Haskel into my consciousness. 

'Why, thank you, Mark,' said Mrs. Norton, smiling a 

bright, friendly Mrs. Cleaver smile. She glanced at me. 

'Are you looking forward to tonight? I know Edgar and I 

are, I can't think of any better way to ring in the Few 

Year than with my grandson and the lovely young lady who 

helped us find him.' 

'We're looking forward to it, too, Grandmother,' said 

Mark, smiling warmly first at Mrs. Norton and then at me. 

His eyes lingered just a little too long on me, and I looked 

away uncomfortably. 

We? Who was this man? 

Mr. Norton came to the table wearing a red flannel 

shirt and Levi's. I looked triumphantly at Eric, who 

wouldn't be able to deride my attire for at least a day, 

'Where is that gardener of yours these days, Dylan?' he 

greeted me. 

'Well, sir, if you mean Sam, I really don't know. He's 

not here, anyway. ' 

'What gardener is this?' asked Mark* 

'Used to be our gardener, until he ran off,' grumbled 

the old gentleman. 'He's been gone several days now.' 

'He and Dylan went out some,' Eric added, rubbing it 

in, I suppose. 



* You went out with the gardener?* Mark asked 

incredulously, to the obvious irritation of Eric, the 

chauffeur. 

The tactful Mrs. Norton quickly redirected this highly 

flammable conversation, and soon we were talking amiably 

over our waffles. I didn't forget any of what had 

transpired, though, and Eric and I exchanged quite a few 

meaningful glances as he hovered about and I tore through my 

breakfast. 

Peter was behaving very strangely. Once when he was 

pouring Mr. Norton's coffee, he stole a surreptitious glance 

at Mark, who acknowledged him no more than the wall 

paneling. Still Peter stared and poured, while Mr. Norton 

looked on in alarm at his rapidly filling coffee cup. 

'Hey now, man!1 he said loudly, and Peter quickly came 

back to himself and uprighted the coffee pot. Mr. Norton 

joked away Peter's apologies in his rough way. He had an 

admirable habit of consistently treating his servants with 

the respect to which their humanity entitled them, which at 

the time was more than one could say for his grandson. 

After breakfast I tried to call James Rich at the 

number Sam had given me, but the line was busy. Then, after 

debating briefly with myself, I went to Kenneth. 

' I heard from Sam, ' I told him when we were safely 

hidden in the tool shed, 

•You did? When?' 

'Last night. He came to my window.' 



' Is he all right?* 

'He's fine. He's just been having a rough time of it 

lately. You see, he remembered who he used to be, and 

apparently the memory didn't please him. I think he's in 

some kind of trouble.' 

Kenneth nodded, not looking a bit surprised. ' I was 

always afraid he'd find out something he didn't like about 

his past someday,' he said sadly. 'It's like he put all his 

energy into being good in this life, like he was somehow 

trying to make up for something he'd done before. And I 

guess it's all caught up with him now. ' He sighed. ' Is 

that all he said?' 

'Wo. He also said that the reason he's been staying 

away is Mark. He doesn't want Mark to see him.' 

Kenneth's dark eyes squinted quizzically. 'Why in the 

world not? Is Mark someone Sam used to know?' 

I sighed. 'I don't know. That would be just too big a 

coincidence for me to believe. I mean, Mark grew up in the 

east, right? And he went to school there too. But Sam's 

earliest recollections are of California and New Mexico. 

And for both of them to end up here . . . ' 

I broke off. I had suddenly remembered two things. 

'What? What is it?' Kenneth asked impatiently. 

'Do you remember Sam telling you to keep an eye out for 

a guy that had been hanging around the house and slinking 

about through the trees and all?' 



• Yss: It was Mark, wasn't it? I heard Peter and Mary-

talking about it. 1 

* That's right, it was Mark. We found that out the day-

he showed up, because I had seen him twice and I never 

forget a face. However, the morning after Sam and I went 

dancing, I found a drawing in his room that he'd made from 

my description of the man I'd seen. Kenneth, it looked just 

like Mark. I mean, it was a caricature, but it was drawn 

with such incredible familiarity. And Sam said he'd never 

seen the guy before.' 

'What are you saying? Do you think that Mark's face 

somehow lodged in his mind from when they'd known each other 

and he just sort of called it up to make that drawing?' 

'Maybe. But that's not all. Do you remember the photo 

that Mark's former roommate sent us, the one that enabled us 

to identify him as the guy that had been sneaking around and 

to recognize him when he showed up at the Christmas party?' 

'Yes, I remember. Everyone was passing it around at 

the party after he showed up.' 

'That's the one. Do you remember the guy in the 

background?' 

'Uh—looked a lot like Mark? Same haircut and same 

type of clothes?' 

'That's the dude. I remember when I pointed out the 

resemblance to Pierce, he said something about best friends 

looking alike.' 



1 Yeah, he would say that. People used to take him and 

Gary for brothers all the time. 1 

4 Gary? Gary Norton?' 

'Yes. Gary Norton and Jay Pierce were best friends for 

years. They were college roommates. That was all before 

what happened with Alice, of course. He didn't tell you 

that?' 

'No, he didn't tell me anything of the kind.' Poor 

Pierce. It must have really bummed him out for his best 

friend to turn out to be a felon. 

'Well, anyway,' I went on, 'there was something 

remarkable about that other guy besides his resemblance to 

Mark. Something familiar. Kenneth, that guy was Sam. ' 

We looked at each other in the stunned silence that 

followed, scarcely believing the truth. The hair was about 

a foot shorter, the face had no beard, and the clothes were 

as different as could be, but the eyes were the same. The 

same shape, anyway. The eyes in the photo had none of Sam's 

serenity. 

'Wasn't that a dark-headed guy in the picture?' Kenneth 

asked doubtfully. 

'Yeah, a brunette with light skin. But Sam's spent a 

lot of time in the sun since then. ' 

Kenneth still looked skeptical. 'I don't know. I know 

you have that photographic memory and all, but I can't 

remember the picture all that well.' 



•I'll try to bring it to you later. But now that I 

think about it, Kenneth, I'm sure Sam is the man in that 

picture.' 

'Well, the roommate wrote to you, right? Who did he 

say this guy was?* 

That was a problem. 'Well, actually he said he was the 

one in the picture. Oh, but wait a minute! Sam told me 

last night that the guy that answered my letter and mailed 

the picture wasn't James Rich at all!* 

'Then who is he?' demanded Kenneth, baffled. 'And 

who's Sam?' 

'He didn't tell me. But he did give me the phone 

number of the real James, I'm supposed to call him today. 

I tried this morning, but the line was busy. I'm going to 

keep trying throughout the day. ' 

Kenneth's brow furrowed. 'I take it you're not 

supposed to go to Mark with any of this.' 

'No, Sam said not to. Why do you ask?' 

'Veil, you haven't gone to him yet. Which I suppose is 

just as well.' 

'Why do you say that?' 

Kenneth shook his head slowly. 'I don't know. There's 

just something I don't trust about that young man. He knows 

his manners, at least around his grandparents. But he seems 

very—fake, somehow. Just like his father. But I don't 

think I could trust any son of Gary Norton's.' 



' Why not? I mean, I don't trust Mark any more than you 

do, but hypothetically Gary should be capable of producing a 

son that's a decent human being, just as people as good as 

the Mortons are capable of having a son go bad.' 

•Hypothetically, sure, But not very likely, I mean, 

people make their own choices and all, but I have a hard 

time believing that Gary Norton would be physically capable 

of fathering anything less evil than himself.* 

'Well, hopefully it'll all come out soon, and we won't 

have to wonder anymore, I'm going to go back to the house 

now and see if I can find that picture.' 

'Okay. Call me if you hear any more news.' 

The picture had last been in the possession of Mr. 

Norton, and it was to that gentleman's library that I now 

made haste, I found him in a state, going through his desk 

papers like a madman. 

'Lose something, sir?' I ventured. 

He looked up, his straight, white hair falling over one 

blue eye. 'Somebody's been going through my papers!' he 

announced furiously. 

Now, I happened to know from Mrs. Norton that her 

husband kept his papers in meticulously precise order and 

that nothing provoked him more than for them to be 

disturbed. He yanked drawers open viciously in search of 

misplaced items. 

'Missing . . . missing!' he shouted. 'Someone has 

stolen that photo!' 



* Which photo is that, sir?' 

* Which photo? Which photo? Which photo could it be 

but the first photo I ever saw of ray grandson? I meant to 

have the thing blown up and framed, and now it's nowhere to 

be seen! * 

4 The one James sent me?1 

'Yes, yes, that's the one.1 

Dang, 

'Should I help you look, sir, or would my presence be 

more of an irritant than a balm?' 

'Go, by all means. I' m so angry I'm liable to forget 

myself• Go and send Mary to me. ' 

I departed quickly and left him to rant and rave on his 

own. Who would take that photo? Mrs, Norton certainly knew 

better than to disturb her husband's papers. Who else had 

access to the library? Well, I did, but I could rule out 

myself. Peter and Mary were also highly unlikely. They'd 

known Mr. Norton almost'as long as his wife, Amy and Andrea 

could have taken it. They were scatterbrained, but would 

they actually take something from somebody? Perhaps Eric 

had taken it in a fit of annoyance and had sacrificed it by 

fire to stir the wrath of a god of vengeance. No, not his 

style. 

Then, of course, there was Mark. But why would he want 

to steal a picture of himself? Maybe he took it out to look 

at for a while and just hadn't returned it yet. 



Could Sam have broken in and taken the picture? If so, 

how would he have known where to look? 

I found Mary in the kitchen* 'Mr. Norton wants to see 

you,* I said. 'He's throwing a fit about a picture he can't 

find.' 

Mary lifted her eyebrows alarmingly high and looked at 

Peter, who continued to chop onions with machine-like 

ef f iciency. 

'Oh, I'm sure he doesn't think you took it,' I said 

quickly. 'He probably just wants to know who's been through 

his library.' 

'Uh-huh,' said Mary. She got heavily to her feet and 

went to face the hurricane in the library. 

'Say, Peter,' I asked, 'what do you think about Mark?' 

At the mention of that name, the normally gentle Peter 

scowled and began to pulverize the onions at weedeater 

speed. 'Tell you what I think,' he said in a voice that for 

once held no trace of a wheeze. 'I think he got him a 

plantation mentality that he better lose before I lose it 

for him. Ain't nobody orders my wife around the way he 

thinks he can. She ain't no Mammy, and this ain't no Tara.' 

From this astounding speech I surmised that Mark had 

possibly made a demeaning remark or two to the housekeeper. 

' 'Oh, ' I said. 'Well, maybe Mr. Norton wili speak to 

him. ' 



'You just bet he will if he catches the little bugger 

in the act. Mr. Norton ain't never put on no airs, and I 

ain't never been no white man's Uncle Tom.1 

This was true, and I hoped Peter and Mary would receive 

justice, and quickly. I said goodbye to Peter and left him 

fully engrossed in his assassination-by-proxy of his 

employer's grandson. I felt fortunate to have gotten so 

candid a report from Peter; certainly he would not have been 

so frank with me in his wife's presence. 

I decided to try to call James again. I headed back to 

my room so I could speak privately. Imagine my surprise 

upon arriving at my haven of privacy to discover Mark 

rooting through my things. 

'What are you doing?' I asked him, rather sharply. 

He jumped at my voice but recovered smoothly. 'Well, 

hello,' he said in his silky voice. 'Look at you, looking 

like an Indian princess. ' 

Well, of course I looked like no such thing. I just 

looked like a normal Celtic girl wearing purple tie-dye and 

bear claw house shoes, and I resented his attempt at 

distraction by flattery, 

* What are you doing?' I repeated. 

He laughed lightly. 'Oh, look at me. I didn't even 

think how this might look. I just felt like going through 

some of my old journals.' 



Why any decently well-adjusted person would feel like 

going through those records of personal hell was beyond me* 

'Cheerful, aren't they?' 

Now, I happen to consider sarcasm, rightly used, to be 

one of the greatest faculties of man. Unfortunately, my 

attempts at this conversational device are almost always 

dismal failures because of my total inability to look 

facetious. I am the ultimate deadpan. Whenever I try to be 

witty, people think I'm being serious and become dreadfullly 

afraid of me. 

Mark apparently thought I was being serious now. 'Oh, 

yes,' he said. 'Yes, these really bring back the good old 

days.' 

Huh? 

Was Mark even less skillful at sarcasm than I? Or was 

he serious? 

I decided to probe a little. 'I had a great time 

breaking that code,' I said. 

He laughed a little too lightly. 'Oh, yeah? Wow, it 

was so long ago that I can hardly remember what code it 

was. ' 

'Oh, come on,' I urged him. 'Surely you can't have 

forgotten that. It was so clever. You remember: it was a 

numeric code based on the page numbers of all the literature 

quotes you put in there.' 

'Oh, of course! It took me forever to come up with all 

that! How could I forget?' 



How, indeed! 

'Well, look,1 I said apologetically, 'I'm going to take 

a bath now, so I have to ask you to leave. 1 

His eyes traveled down my body, 'Do you have to?' he 

asked softly when they reached my breasts on the return 

trip, 'I could always help.' 

'Uh, no, I'm afraid not. I've always been kind of a 

loner when it comes to personal hygeine. I'm just going to 

go get a book to read while I'm in the tub, and then I'll 

just get right to it. ' 

He shrugged. 'Have it your way,' he said as he slunk 

off. 

Ewwww!! Had he really offered to help? Who was this 

man, anyway? And who wrote the immensely depressing 

journals that I had spent several days of my life 

transposing? 

I went straight to Eric. I was relieved to see that 

the annoyed look he had worn at breakfast was still firmly 

entrenched on his face. 

'Keep an eye on the grandson,' I muttered to him. 'I 

think he just offered to help me take a bath.' 

Eric's blue eyes grew round with fury, and he uttered a 

few mild oaths. 

'Never mind the profanity,' I whispered. 'Just keep 

him away from my rooms, okay?' 

'You can count on me,' he said with the air of a 

trusted sentry. 



Nonetheless, I locked the doors and even the windows 

when I got back to my rooms. I didn't enjoy my shower very 

much at all, for I kept imagining that I heard sneaking 

sounds outside. When I was reasonably clean, I got out, 

dressed quickly, and called James again. 

Busy again. 

What was it Sam wanted me to know from this guy? 

And exactly who wrote those journals? 

It was going to be an interesting evening. 



CHAPTER 11 

Not surprisingly, I had a wretched time. After about 

two hours of wearing a strapless bra, I was about ready to 

rip off the accursed thing and hurl it into the abyss. 

Mark's ceaseless staring was about to drive me to 

distraction, and even the elder Nortons' friendly company 

was not sufficient to salvage my peace of mind. 

We went to Reunion Tower, which I'd long wanted to be 

inside. I'd always liked it because it looked like a huge 

green golf ball on a tee. I mean from far away, of course. 

Inside were dozens of elegantly dressed couples and 

groups, the women almost invariably being slightly better 

dressed than the men. Such was not the case, however, in 

our group. The two Norton men were dressed in impeccable 

black tuxedos and looked very stylish and fine. Mrs. Norton 

wore an elegant grey silk dress with pearls, and I had my 

purple velvet. 

I mentioned Mark's staring. It was really amazingly 

annoying. I mean, I have no problem with staring in 

general. Who would? Everyone likes to be admired. But 

Mark's stare was different. It was like the stare that a 

cat fixes upon some morsel of food that he is about to 

devour, or upon some object upon which he is preparing to 

rub himself and leave his scent. It was the stare of owner 

upon property, of beast upon territory. Sam had stared at 



me a few times on our date, but shyly. Mark stared as 

though he had a right to stare, 

I was so upset I couldn't eat any more than anybody 

else. 

'Dylan, dear,' said Mrs. Norton, 'what's wrong? You've 

hardly touched your food.' 

Now, the truth is that I had eaten an appetizer the 

size of an average entree and had managed to choke down most 

of a prime rib, but Mrs. Norton knew that I could normally 

devour half a pizza at four in the afternoon and still eat 

everyone under the table at dinner. The concept of the 

spoiled appetite had always been lost on me until now. 

'What's wrong? Feel sick?' was Mr. Norton's sensitive 

inquiry. 

'A little,' I admitted. I really did, in a manner of 

speaking. 

'Would you like to just go home, dear?' asked Mrs. 

Norton. 'Edgar and I don't mind. We haven't stuck it out 

till midnight in ten years.' 

To my surprise, Mark readily agreed that home was the 

place to go. 'You really do look kind of pale, Dylan,' he 

said. 'You should rest.-' 

Well, that was fine with me. I was anxious to get in 

touch with James, which I certainly couldn't do here. I 

requested a carton for my steak—I never would lose my 

bourgeous ways, I guess—and we left. 



It was eleven o'clock when we arrived home. The 

Nortons went directly to bed, and Mark walked me to my 

rooms, which were at the other end of the house. 

'Thank you for seeing me to my rooms,1 I said, 'Good 

night.' 

He stood in the doorway and stared at me. 'You're so 

beautiful,' he murmured. 'Your skin is so white against 

that dress, and your hair is floating like a dark cloud all 

around you. You're like a bright star in the center of a 

midnight sky.' 

Huh? 

'Uh, nice imagery,' I replied, 'but I really have to go 

to bed.' 

'Why do you pretend you don't want me, Dylan?' He 

smiled. 'I can give you everything you want, you know. If 

you stay with me, you'11 never have to worry about money 

again.' 

• I never have before, ' I retorted, not knowing what 

else to say. 'I haven't starved yet.' 

'No. But you've done without a lot of things. You 

don't have to anymore. I want to take care of you from now 

on. ' With that, he started advancing toward me. 

I was fresh out of things to say. 

'Uh, excuse me, ' I managed to get out when he was 

almost upon me. 'I have to make a phone call in the other 

room. I have my papers and things in there.' 



Mark's eyes flashed slightly. fCan it wait until 

morning?' 

''No, I'm afraid I'm late with it already, I'll be 

right back, okay?' 

By slowly backing up as I spoke, I made it to the other 

room before he could raise any objections. I shut the 

adjoining door behind me, breathed a quick, silent sigh of 

relief, and hurried to the phone. I dialed quickly and then 

took the receiver into the kitchen. 

A male voice answered on the third ring. 

'Hello, may I speak to James Rich, please?' 

'This is James. Is this Dylan?' 

I sighed with relief again. 'Yes.' 

'Oh, thank God! Mark told me you'd try to call today, 

and I just realized three hours ago that my phone was off 

the hook.' 

•Who told you I'd call?' 

'Mark did. Dylan, listen carefully. The man you have 

in your house is not Mark Twait. His name is Ellis Parker. 

He and Mark and I all used to live together. Mark and Ellis 

were best friends. They were both these strange artist 

types and I was just this normal guy, you know? And Mark 

slept with this girl that Ellis liked lot. Ellis just 

totally idealized her; it was like he wanted to own her. ' 

'Was this Dana?' I whispered. 



'Yeah! Dana. And then Ellis found out about it about 

a month later. I don4t know how, unless Dana let something 

slip. Dylan, that was right before Mark disappeared.1 

4 Do you think they had a fight about it?' 

'I don't know what happened. I always thought maybe 

Mark got scared and took off. But here's the really 

important thing, Dana was found raped and strangled a few 

days later. They never found out who did it, but 11 ve 

always suspected Ellis had something to do' with it. * 

The silence buzzed around me, and for a moment I 

thought I would faint, 

'Dylan! Dylan, are you still there?* 

I took a deep breath. 1 Yeah, I'm here. What do you 

suggest I do now?' 

The line went dead. 

I turned and saw Mark/Ellis with his finger on the 

button. 

'You were gone longer than a minute, ' he said. 

I dropped the receiver with a clatter. 

He was beside me in an instant, and I suddenly found 

myself in his arms. 

This, of course, was precisely where I did not want to 

be. 

I've always been pretty strong for my size, and 

consequently I've always fancied that I could fight my way 

out of a situation like this one, I quickly discovered, 

however, that strong for my size isn't very strong at all 



when I'm fighting someone seventy pounds heavier than 

myself. He bore my most powerful blows easily, and when I 

tried to get free he held me with arms like iron* He held 

me so tight against him that I couldn't even get a knee up 

to give him a much-needed kick in the crotch. 

When I next looked at his face I saw that his smile was 

gone, leaving his face hard and pitiless. 'Don't fight me,' 

he said in a bloodless voice, 

He picked me up and carried me to the bed. He laid me 

on the mattress with apparent gentleness, but his hand 

tightly gripped my hair the whole time. He climbed on top 

of me and looked down at me tenderly. 

He stroked my face lightly with the back of his hand, 

then gave a vicious yank to my hair. He separated one lock 

and slowly began to twist it. 

'Ever read any Browning?' he whispered. 

I most certainly had, and I had no desire to be 

strangled with my own hair to humor his psychosis. 

He slid his hand under my skirt. 

He laughed softly when I jumped at his touch. 'What's 

the matter? There's nothing to be afraid of. It'll only 

hurt if you're tense. If you relax it'll be nice and easy.' 

'Let me go,' I said, 'before I scream and bring the 

whole house here.' 

He laughed incredulously as he took the handkerchief 

out of his tuxedo pocket. Before I could gather my senses, 



he had stuffed the handkerchief down my throat and was 

holding both my wrists in one of his hands. 

Just when it seemed that things could not get much 

worse than they were, the window shattered and a dark form 

leaped into the room. Mark/Ellis turned quickly to find Sam 

standing with his fists loosely clenched, looking at him 

menacingly. 

'Let her go, Ellis,' he said. 

* What? Who--who is that?1 

* It's me, ' said Sam. 'Mark. ' 

In his surprise Ellis momentarily forgot me. 'No,' he 

said in a shocked whisper. 'No, it can't be. Mark is 

dead. ' 

'Not quite, Ellis. I gather that you messed with my 

drugs after you found out about Dana. I don't know what you 

put in my Ecstasy. It fried my brain to a crisp, but it 

didn't kill me. ' 

Ellis had loosened his hold on my hands, so I quickly 

pulled the handkerchief from my mouth, 'Sam,' I cried, 

'help me . ' 

'Sam?' Ellis repeated. 'Sam the gardener? Man, you 

must have fallen on some hard times. ' He laughed 

incredulously, just as he had when I had threatened to 

scream. 'Oh, this is too easy. This is far too easy. The 

jilted gardener breaks into his beloved's room, rapes and 

kills her in a fit of jealous fury, and the gallant grandson 

is forced to kill the intrurder.' He laughed harder. 



•They'll love me even fmr&t They'll want to grant me my 

fortune now instead of waiting until they kick off! ' 

With lightning speed he lifted me up by the throat and 

smashed my head into the wall. I felt myself go limp, and I 

lost consciousness. 

When I awoke I saw Ellis beating Sam with animal rage. 

He had him pinned to the floor and was beating his face 

again and again. I couldn't tell how long they had been 

fighting, but Sam, though he continued to struggle, was 

losing his strength. He saw me sit up and murmured, 'Run.1 

It sounded like a groan of pain, but I understood him 

perfectly. 

I turned back to Sam in time to see Ellis bring a large 

stoneware bowl down on his head with a sickening crash, 

Sam's eyes rolled back in his head, and with a low grunt, 

his body went limp. 

I ran as I have never run before or since. I didn't 

know where I was going, for I still had a hard time finding 

my way around this house. When I reached the end of the 

wing, I ran through a door that I thought would take me to 

the library. 

It wasn't the library. 

It was some sort of cellar. 

I could hear Ellis coming after me. There was no other 

place to hide. 

I ran lightly down the stairs and hid in the dark, 

cramped area beneath them. 



A killer was coming after me, Sam was unconscious or 

dead, and I hadn't managed to alert a soul. 

From the spot where I hid I could see absolutely 

nothing. 

I heard Ellis outside the door. 'Pass it by,f I 

thought emphatically. 'Just pass it by.' 

I heard the door creak open. 

'Dylan?' he called softly. 'Are you in here?' 

His voice was gentle, and for a moment I thought he was 

Sam. 

But I had seen Ellis hit Sam over the head. 

I concentrated on keeping my breathing slow and quiet, 

which was next to impossible because I had just run so hard. 

I could feel my heart pounding in my head, my ears, eyes, 

hands. 

'God,' I said silently, 'please don't let him find me.' 

He started to descend the steps. 

'Dylan,' he said, 'I'm not going to hurt you. Did you 

think I was trying to rape you or something? Baby, you just 

misunderstood. And that guy that broke in, Dylan, he's 

dangerous. He killed a girl when we were in college 

together.' 

What an awful liar. 

'But it's okay now,' he went on. 'I busted his head. 

I killed him. His blood's all run out of him. Have you 

ever seen anyone die before, Dylan? It's very beautiful, 

actually. It's downright poetic.' 



I stifled a sob, and his footsteps stopped right above 

me, ' Where are you, Dylan?* he asked softly. 'Are you 

under the stairs?' 

'Ellis Parker!' called a new voice. 'You leave that 

girl alone!' 

Ellis gasped. Then he tried to run down the stairs. 

Since all this happened I have seen people fall down 

twice as many stairs as these and suffer maybe a broken arm. 

But I guess no man is the master of his own destiny, 

The crash that Ellis made as he tumbled to the cellar 

floor was the sound that succeeded in bringing the entire 

household to our location. A light came on, and as I 

emerged cautiously from my refuge, I saw a woman's figure 

running down the stairs .to Ellis's side. 

She was a tall, middle-aged black woman with the most 

hauntingly beautiful face I had ever seen. 

Now, when your average white persoti says, 'That's a 

beautiful black woman,' he or she is generally refering to a 

woman with Caucasoid features and cafe-au-lait skin. I'm 

not the average white person, and this woman was definitely 

black. Her face was strong with decades of pain, I knew 

without asking that she was Alice. 

Ellis was breathing with great difficulty, as though he 

had broken some ribs, 'Mother?' he whispered. 

'I'm right here, baby,' said Alice. 

'Mother, I—I came to get the money.' 

'I know you did, Ellis. Why? We had plenty.' 



Mr, lortun was at the head of the stairs now, 

brandishing a shotgun. * Who's there?1 he bellowed. 

•It's me, Mr. Norton. It's Alice. And this isn't 

Mark. It's Ellis.' 

'Ellis?' said Mrs. Norton's voice. 'Your boy Ellis?' 

Alice sighed. 'Yes. Your grandson.' 

Whoa. 

The Nortons quickly descended the stairs. 

'Oh, no,' said Mrs, Norton when she got a good look at 

Ellis. 'I'll go call an ambulance.' 

She passed Peter and Mary on her way. They looked down 

at Ellis's broken body. 

'That's him, then?' Mary asked sadly. 

'Yes,' said Alice. 'I knew the minute I saw that 

picture, and I got on the next flight to Dallas.' 

'Why?' Ellis demanded hoarsely. 'Why couldn't you just 

leave me alone? I am their grandson. I deserved to be 

here!' 

'Yes, Ellis, you did,' said Mr. Norton. 'You are my 

grandson, and you deserved to be here by that right. So why 

did you have to pretend to be someone else to come here?' 

'Don't give me that,' Ellis said viciously. Then he 

loked like he was gagging and coughed up some blood. 'You 

never would have welcomed me. the way you did if I'd come 

here as the son of a black woman. ' 

'You misjudge me, son,' said Mr. Norton in a voice that 

was weary but strong, full of justice and love at the same 



time* 'Your grandmother and I have always cared equally 
i 

about you two boys. You know that we held back from 

contacting you at your mother1s request. And I know she 

told you that you were welcome to come here on your own, at 

my expense, whenever you were old enough to decide for 

yourself.' 

'Lies!1 cried Ellis, even hoarser than before. 'You 

never meant for me to come here! ' 

•No, Ellis. You never came.1 

Ellis lay without speaking for a moment. His breath 

was coming in shallow, scratchy gasps. After some time he 

said, ' If you really cared the same about Mark and me, why 

did you still want to find him after he spent everything in 

his trust fund? He spent it all on drugs, you know. Every 

last penny. Why would you welcome him here after something 

like that? How could you have kept him in the will and 

allowed him to live here off your money?1 

'You don't understand, Ellis. This isn't about money. 

It's about family and belonging. We wanted Mark here—and 

you, when you were ready—because you're our grandsons. 

Yes, I kept Mark in the will. Kept you in it too. I never 

gave him a penny more than I gave you. But you were with me 

all along—as much as you wanted to be, anyway—whereas 

Mark, why, we thought we'd lost him for good, and then when 

you showed up claiming to be him, we thought he was found. 

So we had to celebrate.' 



•By the way, ' I said as my head began to feel like a 

pried-open oyster, 'Mark is Sam and I think Ellis killed him 

in the other room. 1 After that I stayed conscious for about 

another three seconds. 



CHAPTER 12 

I awoke, not surprisingly, in a hospital, feeling as 

though my skull had shrunk around an enlarged and throbbing 

brain, I also felt very nauseous, 

Eric was sitting beside my bed. He jumped up when he 

saw my eyes open. 

'Drugs,' I said through a dry, aching throat. 'I want 

lots and lots of drugs.' 

He nodded. 'I*11 see what I can do.' 

He a pressed a button that presently brought a nurse. 

'I think she'd having pain,' he said. 

'Drugs,' I told the nurse. 

She injected something into ray IV. 

It worked. 

I awoke again to find the pain greatly diminished. 

Eric was still there. 

'Food,' I said, pleased to find my throat less dry. 

'Tons of food.' 

'You're better!' Eric cried. 

'Food,' I explained. 

' I don't know if you can eat yet, ' he said. 

'Believe me, I can. I want a pizza. Can you get me a 

pizza?' 

'Uh, I'll get the nurse.' 

He pressed the same button, and the same nurse came in. 

'I think she's hungry,' said Eric. 



* Sorry, ' said the nurse. ' No food until tomorruw* ' 

This did not suit me at all. 'How am I supposed to get 

better if I don't eat?1 

'The IV is feeding you.' 

I looked doubtfully at the pale yellow liquid in the 

plastic bag. 1 I want a pizza, ' I explained. 

'No. No food until tomorrow, and it probably won't be 

pizza. Just try to rest.' 

She made another injection into my IV, and before I 

could protest further I was resting quite intensely. 

I didn't wake up again until the next day. There was 

faithful Eric, still by my side, 

'Sam?' I asked faintly. 

'Sam's recovering,' said Eric. 'I would have told you 

the first day you were awake, but we still weren't sure he'd 

pull through then. His skull was busted pretty bad. But 

he's doing real well now. He's going to be just fine.' 

'Can I go see him?' 

'Uh, let me ask the nurse.' Before he could press the 

button, the nurse came through the door with a tray. 

'Breakfast,' she said cheerfully. 

'She wants to visit another patient,' said Eric. 'Can 

she do that?' 

'Wot until she gets some food down, she can't,' said 

the nurse, whom I was beginning to dislike. 

'Look,' I said to her, 'the first time I saw you I 

asked for drugs and you gave them to me. Thank you, by the 



way. The second time I saw you I asked for food, and you 

gave me more drugs. low I'm asking to see Sam, and you're 

trying to feed me breakfast, which I no longer want. Is 

there any way we could get back to my way of doing things?' 

'No,' the nurse said simply. She set my tray down, 

fixed my bed so I was sitting up, put the tray on my lap, 

and said, 'Eat. Then you can go visit your friend.' 

'Thank you, Attila,' I muttered as she left. 

'Her name's Iris,' Eric said. 

'Fever mind,' I told him. I dutifully ate my tasteless 

breakfast and wished for pizza and Sam. 

When I was done Eric scared up a wheelchair for me and 

wheeled me to Sam's room. 

'How is he?' I asked. 

'He's definitely out of the woods, but he hasn't 

regained consciousness yet, so they don't altogether know 

how his brain was affected.' 

'How long have we been here, anyway?' 

rThree days. It's January 3. The lortons have been 

here almost the whole time seeing both of you, but yesterday 

your doctor told them to go home and rest before they end up 

patients here too. Kenneth, too; he'd been here night and 

day and was starting to look pretty green himself, so he 

drove them home and I got watch duty. ' 

'Did you say they'd been seeing both of us?' 



He guessed what I meant, ''Yeah, Ellis didn't pull 

through. He broke his back in that fall. Here's Sam's 

room.1 

I really had wanted to see Sam, but I was not prepared 

to see a bald unconcious man with a bandaged head. He was 

totally bald. They'd even shaved his beard, though I can't 

imagine why that was necessary. His hair was in a large 

plastic bag on a nearby table. 

Eric wheeled me right up to his bed. ' Um, I'll be 

right outside if you need anything,' he said. 

'Thanks, Eric,' I said without looking up as he left. 

Sam lay so still that I could hardly discern his 

breathing. His long, muscular arms lay useless at his 

sides. All the strength seemed to have left his frame. His 

high cheekbones looked sharp; his entire face seemed drawn 

and pale. 

I picked up his hand and grasped it tightly. 'Hello, 

Sam, ' I said. 

His golden green eyes opened. He looked straight ahead 

for a moment, then slowly turned his head to me. 

• Who are you?' he asked. 

My mouth fell open and I stared at him. 

He laughed. 'Fo, I'm just kidding,' he said. His eyes 

were fully alert and cognizant. 

'Sam,' I said when the shock had subsided, 'if I 

weren't so relieved to find you alive I'd kill you.' 



'I know. I deserve it.* He looked at me closely. 

'You look terrible.' 

'So do you, Sam. You're bald.' 

He looked at me in horror, then caught a glimpse of his 

reflection in the television screen. 'Oh, no,' he moaned. 

' I look like a Marine. ' 

'Skinhead Sam, that's what you are.' 

'Wo, no! I can't take it! Tell me it's a dream!' he 

cried in mock terror. 

' I wish it were, Sam, ' I said, suddenly serious. 

'Ellis is dead.' 

The smile left his face, and he looked more drawn than 

before. 'How?' he asked. 

I explained everything that had happened from the time 

he'd gone away until Ellis's death. Sam listened gravely, 

his green eyes growing sadder and sadder. 

'Now it's your turn to explain some things,' I said. 

'Like how did you end up working for your own grandparents 

if you didn't even know who you were?' 

' I told you, ' he said. ' I answered their ad. ' 

'No,' I said. 'Absolutely not. I refuse to believe 

that's all there is to it. It's too simple, too wildly 

coincidental.' 

'To an agnostic, maybe, ' he said. 'Not to me. ' 

That was a very unsatisfactory answer. I moved on. 

'Next question. How did you remember who you were?' 



He smiled. 1 I remembered at the Christmas party, ' he 

said. 1 I used to be quite a Seamus Heaney fan. * 

'No!' I cried. #I can't accept that either. That book 

could not have brought back your memory. It's too 

improbable. ' 

'Do you want me to answer these questions or not?' 

'Of course I do. But I want to back up now. Were you 

really as much of a jerk as those journals of yours would 

indicate?' 

'Probably more. ' 

'Goodness. So you really did sleep with this Dana 

person?' 

'Yes, I did.' He looked ashamed. 

'Wait a minute, wait a minute. What are you looking 

like that for?' 

' I told you the other night when I came to your window 

that I wasn't a very nice person. Dana was a beautiful but 

shallow and insecure girl. I took advantage of her because 

I .wanted an easy lay. ' 

The idea of Sam wanting an easy lay truly staggered the 

imagination. Somehow I had the tact and the presence of 

mind not to remind Sam that, although he might very well 

have taken advantage of Dana, Ellis had been the one to kill 

her. Sam wasn't one to measure his morality against others, 

especially against such obvious moral failures as Ellis. 

Still, I couldn't leave him with that sad look on his face. 

I had to say something. 



Inspiration seised me, and I said, '"Therefore, if 

anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, 

the new has come!"' 

He stared at me. 

* Second Corinthians 5:17, I believe, * I said. 

'Yes, that's right,' he said. 

' And you do consider yourself to be in this Christ 

person, don't you?' 

'Yes, you know I do. ' 

'Well, you say you believe that venerable book. If 

it's true, then all the past is gone. Away. Not there. 

Everything. Dana, the drugs, every rotten thing you ever 

did in your life. Over.' 

He nodded slowly. 'Yes,' he said, beginning to smile. 

'You're right. ' 

'Okay, next question. What were you and Ellis talking 

about that fried your brain to a crisp?' 

'Drugs, ' he said. ' I figured it out when I remembered 

who I was and realized that Ellis was pretending to be me. 

I was already into some really serious stuff, and I figure 

he must have done something extra to the drugs I already 

had, something sure to kill me. ' 

'Which it didn't.' 

'Physically, no. Mentally, yes.' 

'Which brings me to my next question. Why did you lose 

your memory?' 



'Well, as far as I can see it was a combination of 

things. I guess you know from the journals that I was 

planning on killing myself.1 

'Oh, yes. That was kind of a recurring theme.' 

'Yeah, I was pretty obsessed with dying. I was so sick 

of everything—the drugs, the girls, the constant self-

analysis—sick of myself, really. I was sick of living the 

way I was living. So it's my guess that when I took the 

drugs Ellis had jacked up and my mind freaked out just a 

week shy of the day I'd chosen to blow my head off, my 

unconscious just went an extra step and took the liberty of 

dumping my memory. Then when I came to some kind of 

conscious awareness of myself in New Mexico, my unconscious 

just decided to start over and never bring up the old stuff 

again. Does that make any sense at all?' 

'Strangely enough, it does. You seem almost happy 

about it.' 

'You know, I almost am. No, I really am. Ellis really 

did me a favor. I needed to die. I was sick of meting out 

my miserable existence, and the only way to start over was 

to die.' 

'Why does this sound vaguely familiar?' I asked. 

Sam smiled. 'Romans,' he told me, 'chapter six.' 

'Next question,' I said. 'Who received and answered 

the letter I wrote to James Rich?' 

'Well, Ellis, apparently. When I talked to James on 

the phone he said that he had been forwarding Ellis's mail 



to Texaa and that eornetlines he made mistakes and sent stuff 

that was really his. ' 

* And of course.Ellis already knew the Nortons were his 

grandparents, ' I mused, ' and when he saw that the return 

address was the address of their house, he became insatiably 

curious about why his grandparents were writing to James. ' 

* Whereupon he opened the letter,' Sam continued, 'and 

discovered that he had lived with his half-brother for three 

years in college.' 

I let all this sink in for a moment. Then, 'Ho!* I 

said emphatically. 'Fone of it can be true. It's just too 

much! 1 

'Nothing is too much for God, you know.' 

'Sam, I would really appreciate your leaving God out of 

all this while I find a logical explanation, And I have 

another question. In one of your notebooks I found a 

portrait you'd drawn of Ellis. It was signed "MT by MT" . I 

thought it was a self-portrait at first. Why did you sign 

it that way?' 

'Oh, that.' Sam smiled faintly with remembrance. 

'That was for "Motown". That's what I used to call Ellis 

sometimes. He was from Detroit. ' 

I' leaned back in my wheelchair; al this thinking was 

giving me a headache. 'What are you going to do now?' I 

asked. 

'You mean now that I know I'm Mark Twait?' 

'Yeah.' 



•Well, the same thing I *ve been doing, I guess. Ellis 

was right about my trust fund. It's gone.' 

'Oh, yeah, I wanted to ask you about that too. How in 

the world did you ever manage to get your paws on that 

$300,000?' 

' It was the strangest thing. I went to a national bank 

to try to get a loan, and this trust fund showed up in their 

records under my name. I new I had some rich relations 

somewhere—my father had told me that—and right then I had 

a two-figure drug debt, so I just withdrew it all. Within a 

few months I'd plowed through it. I completely wasted the 

money my grandparents provided for me. I have no right to 

anything of theirs now. I don't even have a right to their 

name. But I do want to continue to be near them. ' 

' What are you saying, Sam? That you want to keep being 

the gardener?' 

'That's exactly what I'm saying.' 

'Well, that's 'not what's going to happen!' boomed a 

loud, gruff voice. 

I turned and saw a livid Mr. Norton standing in the 

doorway. 

'Three days and three nights Emily and I live in this 

hospital, sitting in vinyl chairs and eating nasty food, 

waiting for some signs of life from you, and then once you 

regain consciousness the first words I hear you say almost 

give me a heart attack!' 

Sam started a protest. 'Mr. Norton, I—' 



The bright blue eyes grew round and electric. 'That's 

Grandfather to you, boy!' 

Sara smiled as if the word pleased him. 'All right, 

Grandfather. I can't possibly live in your house and eat 

your food after all I've done. I've disgraced the family.' 

'Yes, so you have. But I should disgrace it far worse 

by not taking you in as my grandson. Dylan!' 

'Yes, sir!' 

'Have you read the gospels?' 

'Absolutely, sir.' 

'What's the third parable in the fifteenth chapter of 

St. Luke?' 

'I know the parable,' said Sam, laughing joyously. 

'And I'll live as your grandson if it will please you, sir. 

But I'd like to continue doing the gardening. It would 

please me.' 

'Well, I suppose those are acceptable terms. Now for 

you, young lady. You have some sense in you, don't you?' 

' I like to think so, ' I told him. 

'Good.. Then you won't object when I tell you that 

Emily and I want you to continue living with us. We want 

you to write that novel! So you just keep on doing as you 

have been, writing and eating and puttering about. Is that 

clear?' 

'Perfectly, sir. ' 



'Hrara. Very well. I *m going to go find someone that 

can tell me how soon you two can come home, ' With that, he 

stomped away. 

* You know, Sam,* I admitted, 'the longer I hang around 

you, the more sense God makes to me. ' 

'Good, ' he said. ' I want lots of other things to make 

sense to you too. ' 

The look he gave me was pretty overwhelming. 'Good 

grief, Sam,' I muttered, 'you're giving me a head rush, 

which is the last thing I want right now. I think I'll go 

back to my room so we can both rest. Oh, chauffeur! ' 

A grinning Eric promptly appeared in the room. 

'Back to my room, please. Goodbye, Sam.' 

'Goodbye, Dylan,' said my bald friend. 

Mr. and Mrs. Norton persuaded Alice Parker to move back 

to Texas. Just what had ever become of Gary Norton we still 

didn't know, but it seemed clear that if he was still alive, 

the last place he wanted to be was near his parents, which 

therefore was the most logical place for Alice to be. 

Naturally Peter was delighted, and now he could express his 

delight without censorship. 

I decided that two rooms were really one too many for 

me, so I confined all my things to the room I had been using 

as a bedroom. Sara moved in next door, and we shared the 

kitchenette—quite an agreeable arrangement all around. I 

wrote, ate, and puttered about to my heart's content, and I 



did eventually compile a novel, though perhaps not the one I 

would have originally chosen to write* 

Sam kept digging about in the gardens and working side 

by side with Kenneth, and their friendship grew stronger 

than ever. I never could get used to the idea of calling 

him Mark, and neither could anyone else, so Sam he remained. 

Over the course of our friendship, just as he hoped, lots 

and lots of things started making sense to me. Strong, 

simple Sam, the best gentleman I ever knew, taught me more 

about life than I ever learned in my two months in college. 


