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one
Ren drove the truck to New York three days ago, so I get to drive it north. Which is perfectly excellent by me, seeing as how I like driving Deus better than I like driving Darkside anyway. Deus is a lovely blue-on-blue F-350 crew cab pickup, complete with fat fenders covering dual rear wheels, and he's a diesel so he's not particularly bothered by having to drag a forty-foot trailer. The trailer doesn't match and it's borderline garish, all red over black with a huge Crane-Packard logo on the side. Inside are our show car, about fifty boxes of press kits, and the disassembled components of our stage setup, which is nicknamed, "The Device."
As for the car ahead of me, Darkside is a Capri that Ren has had his way with--insane Ford Motorsport crate engine, Tremec tranny, the works. If you ask him how much horsepower it's pushing, he'll do his best Johnny Dangerously imitation and say, "It shoots through schools." I'm as big a fan of torque as the next girl, but driving Darkside gets kind of tiresome, like walking a panther. For long trips I'd rather be in Deus, or one of the other kids.
Yesterday felt like three days, between our press conference at the New York Auto Show (stage fright!) and running out to Staten Island to pick up Ren and the cocktail reception that followed. All of the meeting and greeting is fun, but it makes me tired.
My ankles still hurt, too. I should've worn my boots , or All-Stars, or gone barefoot, even. Anything other than those stupid heels. More than once, I wanted to step out of my shoes. Later, in the hotel room, Ren promised we'd take a machete to them when we get home.
Eventful days aren't a terrible thing, though. It gives me a lot to think about while I drive, and between upstate New York traffic, Boston traffic, and maneuvering fifty-odd feet of truck through twisty state roads once we leave the interstate, the day passes quickly. I'm not even tired when we cross into Vermont, some time after the sun goes down. There was talk of trying to make it before dark, but that was prior to a detour to Chinatown on our way out of NYC. This is okay, though, I don't mind driving with the dark wrapped around me.
I keep saying to myself (and to Malice, who's sleeping in her cat carrier on the back seat), Holy shit, we started a car company yesterday. Technically it started months ago, a year or two ago, but it wasn't real until yesterday when we introduced them to the world. Even the media drive we did four months ago for the car magazines didn't seem real--it was more like throwing a party than work.
But it's all done now, we're the stars of the 1996 edition of the New York Auto Show, almost as newsworthy as Kirk Kerkorian's attempt to buy out Chrysler last year. Now we can be alone for a while. I need it. When I don't get enough time alone, the world seems to be louder, more intrusive. Everything springs from backdrop to foreground. It used to be almost overwhelming, everything so alive and real it was trembling, blurry. But that was before Ren. He balances it all for me, and I for him. Last night it was bad. I was worn out, burned out on people and the noises were too loud again, journalists and bartenders and the Rainbow Room swirling around me like a tornado, and it felt like it'd pull me off my feet but I knew it wouldn't, not with Ren there. He got up and spoke and everyone laughed (people like him) and that defused things somewhat. Then I talked to horny automotive journalists for a while. For the most part they save the cool technical questions and car stuff for Ren, and do a lot of asking me how I like the fast-paced world of cars which I must not know anything about, being a girl. That's the implication, anyway. I kind of hate it. And I didn't even get to say hi to David Letterman, he was there and gone too quickly. Ren talked cars with him though, and it sounds like we'll get to be on Late Night some time. How cool would that be? Thinking about this and imagining what it will be like eats up about twenty miles of driving, easily.
The trouble at the mill comes from behind. We're on a twisty road, somewhere halfway up a mountain. Ren's been enjoying himself, taking off in Darks and slowing down for me to catch up, and I'm coming back up on him after one of his speedy trips when I see another set of lights coming up behind me, fast freight indeed. There's nothing even resembling a passing zone, but the car pops out from behind me and passes anyway. Dangerous move. It's a limousine, a big Lincoln, and I scowl at it as it comes past. The driver can't see me, it's too dark.
Headlights burst over the top of the hill ahead of us. Dammit, I knew that would happen. The limo driver swerves into my lane and stomps his brake pedal, hard, clearly heedless of the fact that he can stop a lot faster than me and my dually truck with a ten-thousand pound trailer. I crush the brake pedal to the floor, grab the hand-activated trailer brake, but it doesn't do any good, he's too close, and I let out a justified, "Fuck!" as I rear-end the limo. I see his trunklid buckle and feel the shards of his taillights go under my tires. My toes curl as I will Deus not to keep going, to just punt him forward instead of crawling up on the back of the car and turning over. The cat squawks in surprise in her box, but it's belted in so she doesn't go flying. Behind me, the trailer is starting to dance a dance of frustrated inertia, crabbing right, gathering dirt from the narrow median, then getting ready to go left. I hear myself saying, "No, no, no," begging physics to give me a pass just this once, because I do not want to jackknife this trailer here, in the lovely central Vermont woods. Do not want to crunch up our irreplaceable Crane-Packard show car, which is scheduled for three major magazine photo shoots in the next two weeks. Not because of this idiot. Hell, not for any reason. I gear down, to bleed off some more speed before I try to brake again. Brakes will just make it worse now.
Up ahead, I see Ren's brakelights flash; he saw what happened. We crest the hill and the road curves gently downward to the left. The trailer is still trying to pass me on that side, starting to shiver across the yellow line. Luckily there's no oncoming traffic.
The limo has slewed a bit from the impact, but he hasn't slowed down. In fact, I see a cough of smoke from his exhaust as he speeds up, and swerves over the double yellow to pass Ren, too. He hasn't got line-of-sight, and I see the lights before he does, a big truck coming from the opposite direction.
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
two
The day before
The wrought iron gate looked like it dated to medieval times, but it swung open smoothly, without even a hint of a creak. When it was wide enough to admit an F-350, Lexi Crane put her big blue-on-blue dually pickup into gear and idled onto the grounds of the sprawling Packard estate. The speaker-box behind her squawked, trying to give her directions to the house. She figured she'd find it herself. April was pleasant on Staten Island, and the carefully groomed woods on either side of the road smelled wonderful; the knowledge of the bouquet of diesel the truck was no doubt leaving behind only improved things. Not that Lexi wanted to stink up the flowers, of course. She just liked the smell of diesel.
The house made Lexi think of a Victorian Star Destroyer, but bigger. She couldn't imagine Ren growing up here, though for the most part he had. He was on the porch, talking to his mother, and he still didn't belong. They didn't even look particularly alike. Ren and his mother shared the same piercing green eyes and sandy blond hair, but her face was sharp (probably in part through surgery) and elegantly avian where Ren had a great deal more nerdy Brit in his jaw and nose thanks to his father's side of the family.
His back was to the driveway, and Becka flicked her chin at the truck as it pulled up, as if he hadn't heard it. The gesture dripped disapproval, as always. Lexi resisted the urge to lay on the horn. She'd have been justified in doing so; Becka had sent a car for Ren, knowing that he had to be back by six and promising he would be in the city by five-thirty. Ren had given Lexi a look that said he knew full well how long it took to get from Staten Island to downtown, and if he wasn't back by 5:17 she should come looking for him. They had a reception to attend, and technically they were hosting it. It was very much like Becka to attempt to quietly sabotage things this way. There'd be an excuse of course, and something that sounded like an apology.
Ren rushed down the steps and joined Lexi in the truck. As he slid in he reached out and touched her hand on the gearshift, and the gesture carried more love and affection than any kiss could have. The touch seemed to replenish some invisible, indispensable element that the house and his mother had sucked out of him. Lexi could practically hear Becka's angry twitch.
Resisting the urge to slam the dually into first and plow through the exotic flowers lining the drive (and oh, the image of Becka being sprayed with dirt and petal shreds kicked up by the dual rear wheels was a fetching one indeed), she swung around the circular driveway and headed back for the gate. "What happened to the driver who was supposed to get you back by five-thirty?" she asked.
"Conveniently sent home early," Ren said tightly, adjusting his glasses. "Glad you got dressed already." Lexi looked out of place in the truck's workmanlike interior; she wore green satin and had her hair up. Her earrings were tiny MG badges, her pumps in the footwell so she could drive. She'd dressed up in exchange for his accepting Becka's invite. "Pretty," he said of her dress.
"It matches your eyes. It's Molly's fault."
"What time do we have to be at the Rainbow Room?" Ren asked.
"Six."
"Shit." It was five-forty and they still had the Verrazano Narrows Bridge and most of Lower Manhattan to cross. The social gathering that inevitably followed a press conference was a necessary evil, as was the brief welcome speech he'd have to make. Rushing in the door after most of the guests had arrived was not the way he wanted to do this. Lexi understood without having to ask, and she was already surfing the big Ford fearlessly through traffic in fourth gear. "Why didn't you drive Darkside?" he asked, wishing for the confident push of his hot-rodded Mercury's five hundred horsepower under the hood instead of the big diesel pickup's more relaxed pace.
"One, because I hate him; he's your car and he doesn't like me. Two, because there's more room to change in here." Lexi hooked a thumb at the pickup's back seat, where Ren's tuxedo was hanging. "Three, the truck scares taxis."
"You're too cool," he said, unbuckling his seatbelt. "And I was right, there was no point in going to see her."
Lexi rolled her eyes. "Yes, there was. She's your mother."
"I hate it when you say that," he muttered half-seriously. He flopped into the back seat.
"I can't pretend to like anyone who thinks they're as important as she does, Ren, but she's still your mother and you'll miss her when she's gone."
"And the seas will boil and the moon will be as blood, right. She threatened to disinherit me if I married you, you know," he said, pulling his shirt over his head. There was no need to be shy; the truck's windows were darkly tinted. "That's what was so important it couldn't wait. I think she forgot that she already did it when we first started going out. I really thought she meant it that time, too."
"Marry me? You haven't even asked yet."
"I know. Did I need to?"
Lexi shrugged with a look of content pleasure. "Not really. When?"
"Whenever."
She swerved to cut through a gap in traffic, and he slipped off of the seat with a yelp. "Sorry," she said.
"It's okay. I'm glad you came. I couldn't have taken much more of it." Ren lay down to get his pants on. "From the radio it sounds reaction to the launch was good."
Lexi nodded, her eyes on the road. "'One of the hits of the '96 New York Auto Show,' I believe the official line goes. Not bad for the new kid on the block."
"The new kid can kick a Corvette's ass," he amended. "Dammit!" he said, suddenly annoyed again. "Why did she have to drag me away from that? I can't believe I rushed away right after my own press conference."
"That's what wicked mothers do," Lexi said matter-of-factly. "But I've said too much. Let's don't talk about Becka any more today. And the buzz is very good. Everyone liked your presentation, and my trick with the cat. Ron says that all twenty-four cars are sold and he expects more deposits. We're popular."
Ren was stunned. "The daydream is alive," he said.
She grinned, watching him fuss with his tie in the mirror. "I'm bored of rubbing noses with Important People, Ren," Lexi said. "And I hate wearing heels." They were getting close, weaving up the East Side Highway and using the F-350's bulk to muscle smaller cars (and trucks) out of the way.
Ren was dressed, but he stayed in the back seat. He gave the back of her neck a stroke. Lexi purred, felt a thrill race up across the top of her scalp, split and dive straight into each nipple. From there it kept going, down across her belly, curling through her lower abdomen and fetching up in the inner thighs. The sensation was there and gone in half a second. She never got used to it, the way he could touch her and set off that chain reaction, and never wanted to.
She trilled in pleasure, a sound that couldn't possibly contain half of what it needed to convey, but Ren understood. Lexi said, "I'm burned out on socializing. For the month."
"Hang with me for a couple more hours?"
"Absolutely. Get me a bowl of green grapes and I'll be fine, I'll meet and greet all evening. Can we have a quickie in the broom closet?"
"Later, honey, we'll talk business later," Ren said, channeling Sam Spade. She grinned at him. They pulled up to the curb behind a gleaming red Bentley, just as a valet parker whisked the car away. The two men who'd gotten out of it were on their way in, both dressed for the black tie affair. "That's Dobie Cassarell," Ren said. "I want to catch up with him."
"Go ahead, I'll meet you." Lexi shifted into neutral and stood on the foot-activated parking brake. She heard Ren's door open and close as a parker in a red jacket came to her window.
"Help you?" he asked.
"We're parking for the Rainbow Room."
"This truck won't fit in the garage."
She rolled her eyes and opened the door so she could put her shoes on. "That's a quandary, isn't it?"
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
three
"Dobie!" Ren called. They held the elevator for him.
"Warren," Dobie said warmly. "A pleasure." They shook hands, and Ren nodded to Victor, Dobie's bodyguard. Both men were taller than Ren's five-eleven; Dobie by two inches, Victor by at least five. Both wore their tuxedos with practiced ease; Ren seemed out of place in spite of his left-of-center pinstripes. Dobie was the scion of an old-money family from overseas, and his strong resemblance to Cary Grant was getting more pronounced as he entered his late thirties. Victor was ex-military and it showed in his strong, silent bearing and chiseled jaw. His eyes were hidden behind sunglasses, and there was an earpiece almost hidden beneath his black hair, which was thinning at the temples.
The rapid ascent to the 65th floor began. "Congratulations. Looks like you're off to a promising start," Dobie said.
"Thanks. And thanks for coming. I know it's a long flight from Ile du Soleil."
"More than worthwhile. Glad to see the fruits of your labor firsthand." Dobie was a shareholder, but had contributed largely on the basis of his acquaintance with Ren and a general interest in cars. He hadn't actually seen a Crane-Packard before today, Ren knew. "I spoke to your sales associate too late, though; I'm told I'll have to wait for the next batch. A pity."
"I'll see what I can do," Ren said. Dobie could probably purchase several of the $45,000 cars with what was in his wallet and have change. "In the meantime, I have something I need you to hold for me."
He raised a brow, intrigued. "Do tell?"
"Just a briefcase. Lexi's birthday present."
"And you want me to hold it?"
"It's a month away yet, and she's a good searcher. I figure if it's off in another country, she probably won't find it and spoil my surprise. And we'll have to come there to get it anyhow. Can you do that for me?"
"Absolutely."
"Thanks so much," Ren said, adjusting his glasses absently. "I'll have it sent to your hotel when we check out of ours."
"No need. Victor can go and pick it up."
"Thanks," he said again. The elevator opened, and they stepped into the art deco opulence of the Rainbow Room. There were already quite a few people. Ren checked his watch; not too late. "First things first," he said, nodding toward the bar. Dobie chuckled and walked with him. Victor faded into the crowd. On the way there, Ren saw several automotive magazine editors, David Letterman, and two race drivers he knew. He got sucked into a couple of conversations along the way, and finally met Dobie at the bar.
"Can you fill a tumbler with vanilla ice cream, lemon juice, a splash of cranberry juice, an even smaller splash of vodka and all of the strawberries from the fruit basket behind you, and then grind it all up in the blender?" he asked the bartender, ticking the ingredients off on his fingers and pantomiming the blending. "It's extremely important."
"I don't believe we have any ice cream."
"I called beforehand to make sure you'd have some," Ren said patiently.
"Let me check--oh, here it is. Right away, sir."
Dobie was impressed. "You're a man with strange tastes."
"On the contrary. I know exactly what I like." The blender whirred. The bartender passed the smoothie to Ren just as Lexi arrived. She was still wearing her glasses; usually she only wore them to drive but she also had a habit of hiding behind them when she felt overwhelmed. Ren offered the drink to her; she traded it for the valet parking ticket with a little cackle of satisfaction and walked past them, on her way into the main room. Ren heard someone call her name, and smiled as he asked the bartender for a glass of Sprite.
"I take it back," Dobie said. "Your little Audrey Hepburn lookalike has you very well-trained."
Ren laughed. "She doesn't look that much like Audrey."
"I'm not the only man to disagree with you. Is that your brother over there?"
"Indeed it is. Danny," Ren said loudly enough for his younger brother to hear, and nodded so he'd join them.
Danny Packard arrived grinning, and raised a martini to Ren. "Congratulations," he said. "Nobody thought you'd be able to make it happen." The backward compliment was Danny's way of expressing approval. He was here against their mother's wishes, Ren knew, and the conflict of loyalties--going against Becka to show his support for Ren, even though it was also tacitly showing approval of Lexi--was probably mentally taxing enough to make any sort of civility from Danny a miracle. Unlike Ren, Danny was the spitting image of his mother, equal parts American royalty and kid next door in his attitude.
Ren leaned toward Dobie, pretending to speak confidentially. "Nobody ever believes me when I say I'm going to do something."
"I believed in you." Danny sounded offended.
"'Course you did." Hors d'ouvres were being passed; Ren saw fancy little sandwiches with olives on top, but no servers were close enough to grab one. "What do you think?"
"I think it's a great car. When can I buy one?"
"Danny, you don't even know how to drive."
"So? Klaus can drive me in it. Or you can teach me, you've been doing all of that racing."
"In my experience," Dobie said, "if a man hasn't learned to drive by the time he's twenty-five, he's not going to learn." Danny flushed, and Dobie held up a hand to still the younger man's temper. "I didn't say it was a bad thing. The most important men shouldn't be bothered with driving."
"Precisely my reason for not being important," Ren said, needling his little brother. He couldn't help himself. He glanced to his right and saw Lexi at the doorway to the ballroom, chatting with someone from AutoWeek. She met his eye for an instant, then looked back to the journalist she was talking to, plucked the fat olive from the top of her sandwich and tossed it underhand. The fruit tumbled quickly through the air, covering the thirty feet that separated them; Ren leaned backward and caught it in his mouth. Some of the guests who noticed laughed.
Danny recovered first. "I'm throwing a party at the house tomorrow evening. It would be great to see you there," he said to Ren. "Both of you." Dobie's family had been friends to the Packards since they were children; Dobie was eight years older than Warren, and the families had been close when he was a child.
"Mom won't allow Lexi in the house. You know that."
"I'll see if she'll make an exception tomorrow," Danny said unconvincingly.
"Sorry. We're headed to Vermont tomorrow. We're going to hibernate at a little B&B and shake all of this socializing off."
"What about the show car, and the display? Didn't you and Lexi drive it in?" Dobie asked.
"That we did. And we'll drive it back out again, too, Smokey and the Bandit style. Driving a forty-foot gooseneck through Vermont should be amusing as hell." Danny and Dobie looked lost. "Big trailer, big truck," he explained. "Anyway, we'll be unavailable tomorrow, and the next day. And possibly the next."
"I see you got her to dress up," Danny said. "I was sure she'd be wearing her combat boots."
Ren replied without looking at Danny. "What she wears is her decision," he said.
"Do you ever regret saying that?"
He shook his head slightly, willing Lexi to throw him another olive. She obliged. He caught this one in his hand and offered it to Danny, who pulled a face and turned to the bartender to get his martini replenished. "Okay," Ren told Dobie, clapping him on the shoulder, "I'm off to circulate. Got to act like a host, after all."
Dobie let him go and maintained his position by the bar. He didn't have any significant networking to do here, and would probably do well to make sure Danny didn't feel ignored or cast aside.
"I don't understand," Danny said, attacking his second martini. "I don't get him, what she's done to him. He didn't need her to do any of this, and he acts like she's…" he waved a hand inarticulately.
Ren had moved into the far room, while Lexi had circled back toward the door, butterfly-ing from group to group. Dobie watched her while Danny ranted, and didn't reply.
"Look at her," Danny said, as if Dobie wasn't already. "Look at her. The help looks better than she does. She looks like she pulled that dress out of a dumpster."
"I think you're overstating the case somewhat," Dobie said. He didn't go so far as to say that he was buying into his mother's hatred of Lexi, but the thought was there. "I agree that her dress doesn't suit her. I've even spent enough time around models--" Dobie didn't say dating; best to be a gentleman, even when talking to someone as coarse as Danny Packard-- "to be able to say that it's too tight across the hips and is emphasizing her shoulders and upper arms too much. She's got an athletic build, and--"
"She's dumpy," Danny interjected.
"As I said, athletic."
"She looks like a maid. An ugly maid. I figured Ren was just slumming when he picked her up, just an easy lay, you know? And then he got all gaga over her."
Dobie favored the younger man with a tight, patient smile. "Your point is taken, Danny, though I honestly don't think this is an appropriate time or place to be making it in any case. Can we move on to another subject?"
Danny was properly chagrined. "Sorry, sir."
Dobie nodded, and kept watching Lexi, who had a small ring of auto writers around her now. Though her dress didn't suit her as well as it could have, she stood out by virtue of being supremely comfortable in her own skin. Take away her oval-framed glasses and the shocking white streak bleached in her dark brown hair and she was actually rather plain-looking--a pretty sort of plain, perhaps, with happy brown eyes and animated features, but not a model or actress by any stretch. She wore almost no makeup, which didn't help in Dobie's eyes. But Lexi had a carefree, almost immodest glow that transcended mere appearance, and Dobie wasn't the only one to have noticed, judging by her audience. He had wanted to discuss the matter further with Danny and see if the younger Packard noticed as well. The two of them usually ended up talking about women at gatherings like this. It was clear that Lexi wasn't a woman to Danny, though.
"I could go for her friend, at least," Danny said, interrupting Dobie's reverie.
"Who's that?"
"Her friend. Molly. Molly Snow, that's her name." Danny indicated a woman who had just joined Lexi's circle. About four inches shorter than Lexi's five-eight, the newcomer had dusky Italian features, with wavy brown hair surrounding a heart-shaped face. Dobie noticed absently that Molly's royal blue and black dress was professionally fitted, where Lexi's hadn't been. "And look at that rack."
Dobie gave Danny a look acknowledging the crudity but at the same time agreeing with him. They were back on comfortable ground; Danny was generally a simple creature and Dobie liked him best this way. The deeper workings of Danny's mind were too much like his mother's, and though she was a fine woman, the Western world probably didn't need a twenty-five year old male version of Becka Packard. And there wasn't any denying Lexi's friend's endowments, either.
"Something about those corn-fed Midwestern girls always gets me going," Danny said. "I took a shot at her, but she played it off like she wasn't interested. I just let it go. I wasn't going to have her stringing me along, I just wanted her to feel included, you know?"
Dobie nodded. "I know," he said. He didn't miss being in his twenties.
"Mr. Cassarell?" a voice at his shoulder asked. Dobie turned. "I'm Ian Warnock, CFO of Crane-Packard. Ian was five-nine, with piercing hazel eyes that didn't match his black brows and what little remained of his hair. Ian was obviously Ren's age, too young to be fully bald on top. Ian seemed to be aware of this, and his eyes flicked to Dobie's full, slightly graying mane before he began speaking. "I just wanted to introduce myself to all of the shareholders, while we had you all in one place."
"Yes, Ian, it's good to meet you. You're an old school chum of Ren's, do I have that correct?"
"That's right, we went to college together, and then started at Ford around the same time. When he up and quit and said he was starting his own company, he offered me the job. After all, you might as well have a money man who looks like a money man, right?" Ian laughed self-deprecatingly.
"You've done a fantastic job, Mr. Warnock. I know that pulling together funding to start a car company from scratch, even a small one, is no minor task. You ought to be proud of yourself."
"Wouldn't have managed it without all of you," he said, shaking Dobie's hand again. "Let me know if I can get you anything, while you're here or while you're in New York. Are you in the States for long?"
"Just for the weekend," Dobie said.
"Well, if you have time in your schedule for it, we're going to do a tour of the assembly facility in Detroit on Thursday, for the shareholders and the first customers. We'll fly everyone out there in the morning and be back by dinnertime."
Dobie raised an eyebrow. "Let me see if I can make space in my schedule for that. It sounds interesting."
In the main room, Ren saw Albert Branda from Motor Trend and Glen Grant from Late Apex, and greeted them both.
"Great intro, Ren," Al said. "One of the most fun I've ever seen. Did Lexi train her cat to do that jump?"
"Took two months," Ren said. "Malice is a smart cat."
"Is it true all of the cars are already sold?"
"That's what Ron says, but you'll have to ask him to be sure."
"Why no pre-orders?" Glen asked. It was customary to take deposits on cars to be produced during the coming months. Crane-Packard had refused to do this.
Ren smiled. "I didn't feel right about selling cars I hadn't built yet."
"Wouldn't the extra capital help to get you off the ground, though?"
He shrugged. "It's not about money," he said.
"What are you looking at, for production?"
"Depends on demand. I think we've got capacity for up to five hundred cars this year, if we break out the whips and drums. I'm going to play it by ear. Here's a hilarious thing--UPS directed all of our supplies to our house, instead of the factory. Someone crossed the wrong 't' somewhere and now we've got fifty crates of car parts in our basement instead of on the production line. My biography will be entitled, If It's Not One Thing, It's Another."
He knew Lexi was at his right elbow without turning. She hadn't met Al or Glen, so he introduced her. Someone who wasn't Lexi cleared her throat, and he looked to see Molly with her. "You forgot one," she said.
Ren looked at Lexi, put on a goofy Chinese accent and quoted Big Trouble in Little China. "Who are these people, eh? Friends of yours? Now this really pisses me off to no end!" He turned back to the journalists and spoke in his normal voice. "And this is Molly Snow."
There was a shift in the conversation; with the two women present, the shop talk ceased instantly. "Who do you write for, Molly?" Al asked, shaking her hand.
"I freelance," she said. "But not automotive. I'm not actually here working, I'm just a friend of Lexi's."
"And you got all dolled up just to come out and have dinner with a bunch of car writers. Aren't you disappointed?" he said with a grin.
"Not a bit," she said. "There are worse ways to spend the evening than getting hit on by guys twice my age. And it's an open bar," she added, indicating her glass of wine. Al smiled uncertainly, not sure if he was being insulted or not. Glen smiled.
"I was telling these guys about all of the mechanicals being shipped to Arcadia," Ren said to Lexi. She nodded. "Oh, is it time?" Lexi nodded again. "What is that stuff?" he asked, touching the rim of her almost-gone smoothie.
He was quoting from the movie again, and she gave the next line back to him, doing her best to mimic the character Egg Shen. "It is black blood of earth," she said.
"You mean oil?"
"No, I mean black blood of earth," Lexi said, then added, "You're stalling," breaking their game.
Ren scanned the room quickly. It was full enough. "This is the last time I agree to be master of ceremonies," he said. "Next time, you can be the figurehead, and I'll be the one everyone thinks is crazy, okay?" He moved purposefully toward the middle of the room, and the conversation waned around him.
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
four
My toes clench tighter. I'm not sure there's any way for this to end without ugliness, probably the metal-bending kind. I've been wrong before, but this looks bad and it's all happening too quickly to process.
The big truck lays on the horn. The limo is alongside Ren and going way too fast for the turn when he realizes his mistake, and swerves into Darkside. I see Ren's brakelights flash, but there's no hope; the big Lincoln crowds him right off the road and into the guardrail. They both go through it and vanish into darkness.
That's all I have a chance to see and I don't really have time to consider it, because my trailer is still coming around, crossing the centerline. I hear the truck's horn again and try to gather Deus up, but it's no good, it's too late. I see the truck go past in a blur of yellow lights and feel the impact a heartbeat later as it plows into the jack-knifing trailer and tears it open like a sardine can, smacks it back the other direction. The impact is monstrous, like a tornado striking inches from me. The impact wants to spin my truck around as well, to tear it off the ground and throw it into the woods if it can. I'm already steering Deus into the mess and getting off the brakes so I can have a hope of navigating this turn and not following the limo and Darkside off the edge, and somehow I do it, trailing sparks and smoke. There's a ditch involved in there somewhere, too, and saplings that whip mercilessly against the truck's sides, against the floor from beneath. I can't see anything, the lights are bouncing too much and I am too, I'm just steering by feel, trying to go where I remember the road was, and soon I'm bouncing on pavement instead of dirt. What's left of the trailer pogos up down and sideways.
I get the truck stopped with the help of the guardrail's remains and some shrubbery, and throw the door open. I hear angry water flowing somewhere--a river, nearby, off in the woods. Our trailer is torn apart, both left-side wheels gone and the whole thing yawning open like a shattered mouth. The show car's a writeoff, it'll never be rebuilt in time for the magazine shoots, goddammit, and pieces of our display are scattered all over the road and before I can give that any significant thought and in that moment before the adrenaline hits me I
FEEL
HIM
DIE.
It feels exactly the way fingers thrust through fragile linen and yanked downward look. All of the texture goes out of the world in that moment. The colors, the smells, the tastes, the sensations, I feel every one of them go, the moment he dies--not with a whoosh but with a bone-deep, drawn-out scrrrape--he's dead, he's really dead, there's not the merest widge of hope that Ren survived that crash, I don't even need to see, it's not simple panic or paranoia, just cold hard reality: he's dead. D E A D. Gone forever. They say it takes time for that realization to sink in, but I know it immediately, I must, that's why I'm suddenly on my knees on asphalt and judging by the pain in my throat I'm making some kind of noise but I can't hear that, either.
Everything gets kind of funny after that. Something passes, a day, a minute, a week, I'm not sure which. It's like flipping from picture to picture on a View-Master; some unseen cosmic thumb presses down on a lever--swish-click--and I flip from one happy frozen scene to the next, with no annoying transitions in between. Is there any connection between them? It doesn't really matter does it?
Well, does it?
Swish-click. I'm sprawled on the floor in a police station, back against the wall knees together feet apart hands in hair, and I'm staring at the speckly pattern on the floor and I can't stop thinking: this day was not supposed to end like this.
I suppose I'm waiting to die. Ren is gone; there's no sense in my remaining in this world any longer. I stare at the speckles on the floor and wait patiently for my heart to stop.
But it doesn't. It goes right on beating, the stupid thing, and there's a nice clean-shaven police officer trying to ask me questions about what happened. Apparently the truck driver died too, leaving a bunch of wrecked cars and only myself to tell the story. I raise my eyes as far as his shoes and stare at them.
Swish-click. I'm at home, and everything is in black and white. Someone is there--it's Molly. She's talking to me, but I'm not hearing her exactly, and I don't care to, even though she's my friend, a member of my most secret committee. I look up into her face, which is almost perfectly heart-shaped and yet in the right light she looks like an Italian Betty Boop, if such a thing is possible. Someone else is there, too, a gray, blurry face just beyond my field of vision. There's a small spongy ball in my hand. It feels kind of like a muffin. It is a muffin. Judging by the crumbs on the floor and the lack of taste in my mouth I've been shredding it, not eating it.
Swish-click. I'm in bed. I like it in bed. I can close my eyes when I'm in bed.
Swish-click. I'm outside again. I can almost feel something--warmth, on my head. The sun. Is it a nice day? I look up, and see black suits all around. There's a flash of green grass, of red flowers, and then I see Molly again, looking less like Betty Boop today. Beyond her is Cygnet, another member of my secret committee. Cygnet always looks like that kid in Terminator 2, even when her hair is done up and she's wearing a black dress and makeup, which is strange because Cygnet is the queen of the tomboys, assuming that I'm not, and I didn't think she even owned a black dress. Wonder of wonders, she's wearing hose and heels, too. Beyond Cygnet is Ian, who's more Ren's friend than mine, and then beyond him after a distance is the hearse and when I see that the colors all go away again.
Swish-click. I'm in a courtroom. People are talking. I can sort of hear them; every time Ren's name is spoken my ears seem to perk up. I'm very, very hungry. Ian is here again, talking to a man with a white beard. Danny Packard is here, and he's glaring at me and grinning like a monkey. Danny always grins like a monkey. He's Ren's younger brother, with the same bright green eyes (which look gray right now) and angular build but with a more simian face. Apparently lots of women find that toothy jaw and strong brow thing attractive; I think he looks like a monkey wearing a human suit. They're talking about money. Everyone is arguing about money. It goes on and on, and I wish I wasn't here. Then there are microphones and cameras like glass eyes and people behind them yelling about Ren's money, about our money, and I can't get away from them. The world's doing that shuddery, too-alive thing, all the edges blurry and electrified and Ren's not here to make it better and I can't tell which way to go. Someone's pushing me forward, into the microphones, and I feel as though I'll be impaled on them if I keep going, but they won't let me stop. Voices keep yelling and yelling, yelling my name, yelling at me to look over here, over there, yelling Ren's name, and then I start screaming. I can't go forward any more, don't even know exactly when it was I stopped walking and started sitting on the hard hard ground because it doesn't matter, I'm sure as hell not walking NOW, and I can't stop screaming once I get started either. Not even when it starts to hurt. Someone picks me up by the elbows, and I smell acetone for just an instant. Don't stop screaming, though.
Swish-click. Bed again. Bed is nice. There's a cat on the bed with me. I kick the covers off. They remind me of Ren, and I don't want to think about him. Unfortunately I don't want to not think about him either. It's easier to sleep. So I do.
Swish-click. I'm underwater, in the bathtub. It's nice down here, quiet and warm, fetal. Bubble bath above my head and warm below, warm all around, only my knees in the open air. A hand grabs my hair and suddenly I'm up in the cold and loud again, Ian's yelling my name and wanting to know what I was thinking, goddammit.
Swish-click. Wasn't Molly here? I thought she was. No Lexi she left yesterday. Hm, that's funny. I could swear my sister Alison was here, too, but she died when I was eleven. I'm sure she was here, though. I should ask Ren what he thinks of that. Oh my God I can't, he's dead too. I hear someone start to cry, and realize that it's me.
Swish. I wake up and wonder if I've lost my mind. That doesn't mean much though, I've wondered that before. I am wrapped in a cloud that would be pink if I could still see colors, which I can't. It feels pink though, if that makes sense. I like the cloud. It blocks out the confusing things, and I can concentrate on being in bed, which I also like. Very pleasant. Ian is here again, and he smiles and pats my hand.
Click. I find myself flying...
Inside outside upside down and backwards then sinking somewhat sideways into bed and up again. It's too warm for blankets, and I kick them off.
Am I awake?
Yes, I am, I'm awake and alone. The room spins around my head once, twice; nothing wants to stay in focus. I feel more awake than I have been in a while. For a few minutes, I think that maybe I've been having a horribly unpleasant dream, but then I realize that the bedcovers are on the floor and Ren is still dead. That's disappointing. I could go back to sleep, but something doesn't want me to just right now, so I squint to focus and see what it is.
It's a woman. No, it's three women. More specifically, it's two women and a vague bipedal smear which I somehow know is a woman. They aren't in color, nothing is, but it seems like they should be blue, so I assume that they are. They're the kind of blue that comes right before dawn, right before you can see anything and yet I can see them in the dark. They're glowing, that's why. Glowing? That makes no sense, but then to be honest, nothing makes much sense, not since we left the auto show. The Great Big View-Master of Life takes over without my even asking it to: Swish-click: slide straight from the Jacob Javits Center in New York City to the woods in Vermont. Swish-click: shattered taillights going under my tires, a limo and Darkside going over a cliff, the concussive WHAM as a semi truck clips my trailer and the world falling out from under me a moment later. Swish-click: courtrooms. Swish-click: arguments. Swish-click: microphones in my face. Swish-click: running. Swish-click: falling upstairs, falling downstairs, someone lifting me by the elbows. Swish-click: concrete stairs and swish-click me in the bed all alone alone swish-click swish-click swish-click swish-click okay okay okay DON'T GO THERE LEXI. Don't think about him. Don't, don't, don't.
I'll stop, I'll stop, that's not a good place to be. I've already been there a lot. Ren is there, but not in a good way. I want to stay here. At least for now. My wrist itches. I touch it and feel a scar that lots of people assume is from a suicide attempt. My friends know otherwise--it was a mountain bike incident.
So then. Where's here? I'm not immediately sure. What's here? Three women, glowing. Cat on the foot of the bed. On my feet. Warm. My cat. Yes, her name is Malice. Pretty black cat, or she would be black if anything had any color. Inventory note: everything is gray. Bed. Toes under cat.
The room is familiar and unfamiliar at the same time. I try to think about it but my thoughts tumble into goo at the bottom of my brain (which would be pink if anything had colors, the goo I mean, not my brain) and stay there, and the feeling isn't entirely unpleasant. My brain is moving far too slowly. I can tell it's not working right, but something in the not-rightness of it makes it hard to care one way or the other. Everything collapses into goo, if I think about it too long. Is this room mine...? Yes, but something isn't right. I'm alone, that's what's wrong. And I'm alone why? Swish-click, swish-click...oh, look, I'm back there again. Don't like that.
The silence is important. The cool blue shimmering woman-shapes move, and I want to move with them. I feel like they want me to follow also. Well, fine, then I will. Malice jumps off the bed, annoyed, as I move my feet. My body falls into unfamiliar warmish air and down onto the floor, where I end up with dust in my mouth, hair and nose.
My hair is too long.
I push the floor away from me. It dances obediently down, rolling out from under me at a strange angle, writhing, forcing its way under my feet. I am vertical. Haven't been vertical in a while. How long? That question is lost in more pink-feeling goo, which isn't such a bad thing on second thought. The ceiling is closer than it needs to be. I am farther up than I have been in a while, yes.
So...is there a door? There is, and it's closer than I expect it to be. I have no depth perception. The door is distant, then it looms huge, too close. It's partway open. I concentrate and dodge through it as the floor tilts under me again. Walking is like standing on a surfboard.
I make it through the narrow, wavery space, just barely brushing the edges. The hall is silent, too. I recognize this hall. I'm in my house, which makes sense considering that I just came out of my room. Am I alone here? Other than the two glowing women and the smear who is also a woman, that is. They're ahead of me, and they disappear around an empty gray wood corner. They're not touching the floor.
That's because they're dead. I'm pretty sure I knew that already, on some level. They're dead the same way Ren is dead.
Does that mean I'm dead?
I don't think that it does.
The ghosts want me to go downstairs, but there's nothing down there except the kitchen and a whole lot of rooms, none of which have Ren in them. I don't want to go downstairs. I turn around and go back into my room.
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
five
A hotel conference room, complete with rows of tables and pitchers of water, was an inauspicious ending to what should have been a success story. Ian Warnock couldn't help thinking that it just wasn't fair. Eight months ago, he'd been chief financial officer of a hot new car company, and now he was here, taking a day off of groveling to get his old job at Ford Motor Company back to preside over one last Crane-Packard shareholder's meeting. He checked his watch; fifteen minutes until they arrived. Ian had wanted to keep it light-hearted to the last, and organized a small reception prior to the meeting, but in the end he hadn't been able to bring himself to attend.
There were no pictures of the Crane-Packard in the room. Just the hotel's baroque décor and drapery. Ian hadn't been able to bring himself to drag out any of the framed publicity photos of the car, either. He'd gotten over his grief at losing a good friend, but it was still a heavy-hearted business.
Ian sighed, and poured himself a glass of water. "This sucks," he told the empty room.
Behind him, the door moaned softly open. "Hello?"
Recognizing the voice, Ian stood and turned. He straightened his blazer, though there was no need for formality. "Ajax," he said. "You're early." Ian, Ajax and Ren had been roommates in college.
"I know. Didn't feel much like having drinks with the Wall Street boys, you know?"
"I know. Shit, sit down, this is going to start feeling like a second wake if we keep this up."
Albert "Ajax" Jaxon was an unlikely shareholder. A socialist and sometime political activist, he had scraped together the funds to help Ren get his company started by calling in favors and borrowing heavily from his family. Ajax didn't care to contribute to any corporate machine, but was willing to slip his principles just this once to help out a friend. He made an amusing picture among the other money men, as his clothing tended toward Birkenstocks and flannel, and he spoke with a cheerful ignorance of the ins and outs of the stock market. At one meeting he had actually brought homemade blueberry muffins to pass around.
They sat in silence for a few moments. Ian said, "I never asked. Did she contact you, too?"
Ajax nodded, knowing Ian was talking about Becka Packard. "She offered me four times what I put into it, in fact." Ren's mother had attempted to buy the company out, making offers that were, in polite speech, more than generous for shares of the suddenly leaderless company. Ian had managed to get the board to resist selling through sheer force of will, and had invoked the specter of Ren's friendship and what he would have wanted so many times the words barely had meaning any more. "To be honest, she sent a man to ask me. I don't think the old lady was interested in coming down to Nashville."
Ian chuckled. "Thanks for holding fast. I know you have a lot more at stake than most of these guys."
"It's only money. Why would Ren's mom want to buy the company anyway? Just to shut it down?"
"I doubt it. Becka knew a good thing when she saw it. I'm sure she would have hired the best and the brightest, and turned Crane-Packard into quite a boutique company in no time."
"So why go to all the trouble to stop her?"
"You'd understand this, Ajax--it was a matter of principle." Ajax raised an eyebrow. "It's what he wanted. Ren said to me, back in March, 'If something ever happens to me, promise you'll keep an eye on Lexi and on the company, because my family will go after both of them.'"
"He said that?"
Ian nodded. "I don't know what had him so morbid, but those were his exact words. I understood why they'd go after Lexi. The car company, though…Ren didn't want it to be another Packard family success story, unless it was exactly what he wanted it to be. He wanted it to earn its success, on his own terms."
"That's pretty much all he ever wanted."
"Right. So, assume Becka takes control of the company and sets about building Crane-Packards. What's the first thing she's going to do?"
"Make baby sealskin leather a standard feature?"
Ian and Ajax laughed together, and the conversation's somber tone broke up for a moment. Becka's self-serving pragmatism--a polite way of saying 'disregard for other living things'--was the stuff of legend; even Ren had commonly responded to being called a son of a bitch by saying, "Yes, your point?" The off-color comment was one he would have made.
The laughter took a moment to wind down. "Seriously, though. She'd have fired Lexi."
"No doubt."
"And then," Ian continued, "you'd have Crane-Packards being built without either of the creators on board. No soul, as he put it."
"Yeah, I can understand that's the last thing Ren would have wanted to see."
"So, here I am. Shutting down a perfectly viable car company, just to keep that bitch from getting her hands on it."
"What about Lexi?" Ajax asked.
"Oh, they did their best to strip the estate from her. I think we've still got most of it." He shrugged ruefully. "I'm an accountant, not a lawyer, so I couldn't tell you all of the legal ins and outs of what's been going on, but we've got counsel and it sounds like she's out of the woods, as far as the Packards are concerned."
"I've seen the news. How's she doing?"
Ian pursed his lips, considering. Thus far Lexi had contributed almost catatonic grief, spurious suicide attempts and a nervous breakdown (in front of a brace of television cameras no less) to the proceedings. He didn't mind being left more or less alone in the eye of the storm. He also didn't feel like telling Ajax that speaking of minds, Lexi seemed to have lost hers. She moped about her half-restored old house in Arcadia, Michigan--located in the uppermost reaches of the Lower Peninsula and thus convenient to absolutely bupkiss unless you were a big fan of trees. On the rare occasions that she did speak, it was in indecipherable movie quotes. The always-cheerful, always-active Lexi Crane that he had known seemed to have died along with Ren. And to be honest, that suited Ian just fine. Power of attorney over a fourteen million-dollar estate made up for a lot of hardship.
Of course, the money was there to provide for Lexi for the rest of her life, which could be a long one if she didn't manage to off herself first. Ian couldn't remember exactly how old she was--five or six years younger than Ren anyway, and he and Ren were the same age, thirty--so that money had a long way to go. But as long as he remained calm and understanding Lexi seemed willing to let him take care of things and stay out of the way. Some custom-designed anti-depressants he'd gotten ahold of through Lexi's shrink didn't hurt, either.
"She's here," Ian said finally, realizing that Ajax could see for himself how she was doing. "She came down for the meeting. It's the first time she's been away from the house since the funeral, in fact."
"I'm amazed there aren't any news helicopters."
"Hopefully they're too busy talking about the election, now. We did our best to keep it quiet." He hadn't expected her to come at all, to be honest. She'd been acting like a walking mannequin and nothing had done much for her moroseness so far. Upon getting into the car, Lexi had remarked that it was almost Halloween, then proceeded to recite and sing most of "The Nightmare Before Christmas" during the five-hour drive from Arcadia to Detroit. It was cute, until she looked him dead in the eye and shrieked, "I am the clown with the tearaway face!" For some reason it made his blood run cold. He'd never seen the movie, but now the image of Lexi peeling grease-painted skin away from her skull was stuck in his head and wouldn't go away. The burst of fire and emotion that had leapt into her voice at that moment was startling, but at least it predicated an apparent return to normalcy.
"Where is she?" Ajax asked.
"At the reception."
"I didn't see her there."
Ian drained his glass of water. When they had reached Detroit, she'd been close to her old self and he had dropped her off at the reception before heading up to make sure the meeting room was set up. "Are you sure?"
"I'm positive. I was just there. She's not there; it's just all of the suits."
"Shit." He was on his feet.
"Maybe she went down to Hart Plaza. They've got the culture festival going on down there. She might have gone to get something to eat; they're only serving cocktail favors at the reception."
"Shit!" Ian said again. "Can you wait here for me, in case I'm not back by the time everyone arrives?"
"Do you want help looking for her?"
"No, I'll feel better knowing there's someone here. I'll be right back." He was out the door.
Hart Plaza was just a short run up the block. He was in no shape to be running, but hustled anyway. By the time he got there he had a stitch in his side, and his heart sank. On a normal fall weekend, Hart Plaza was a mostly-empty expanse of concrete and fountains, thanks in part to the chilly wind blowing off of the Detroit River. It wouldn't have been hard to find Lexi there. Today, the place was abustle with people of every color and culture, moving from booth to booth to sample exotic and not-so-exotic dishes for a minimal fee. Smells collided in the cool, damp October air. Shouts from children in the crowd and from the dozens of vendors' booths echoed on the high concrete walls and rolled along the ceiling in the underground section of the plaza. Ian felt like a marble in a loud, humid pipe. He pushed through the crowd, looking for Lexi. Realizing that they were just a short run from the Detroit River, Ian's gut went cold. Dr. Zheng had said Lexi was past her suicidal urges, but you never knew. Maybe Ajax was right, and she'd just wanted something to eat. That would have been a blessing in disguise. Getting Lexi to feed herself was just another of the wonderful challenges his friend Warren had died and left him with.
Dammit Lexi, Ian thought bitterly. You were perfectly capable of taking care of yourself when he was alive, and probably before you met, too. Get over it!
Lexi wasn't anywhere near the underground booths. She had drifted upstairs and outside, drawn by the sound of the cars passing on Jefferson Avenue. The cloudy mid-October certainly looked chilly, but she couldn't really feel it. It was a little over fifty degrees and she walked with her coat open, drifting through Hart Plaza like a sleepwalker. The cars were all she wanted to see today. Food smelled good, but she didn't feel like eating anything. Ian had been nice, but she didn't want Ian around, not today. He reminded her of Ren. Everything did, really. The air seemed to tremble with the memory of him, and it was too much. She wanted to be back in the house, in bed. Asleep.
When Ren had died, all of the texture had gone out of the world. Even after they said he was in the ground, everything remained shades of gray, every surface dull and featureless, every meal as tasteless as dust. Nothing had any relief.
There were snatches of life, at times. She could remember the brilliant turquoise stripes on their Packard Caribbean, the feel of new Converse All-Stars, the smell of mustard. And there were flashes. Her room would jump into color for a few seconds, as if it had forgotten, and she'd be able to see the green of Malice's eyes, and then--pop--it would go again, back to grayscale. Lexi had banged her head against the wall, the floor, trying to jar the color back, like you'd whack a TV with a failing picture tube into submission. That had mixed results. Mostly it upset Ian. Now she was outside, and she could see that it was fall, but none of the colors or the temperature or the smells touched her. It was like looking at a movie.
She took a tremulous breath, and focused on the narrow patch of Jefferson she could see between the bandshell and bus stop. A minivan went by--a Ford Aerostar. And after that a decrepit Pontiac Bonneville, then a GMC tow truck hauling a Dodge Neon. Cars. A faint smile touched her lips. She wanted to watch the cars. That would be nice. They still existed, without color or smell or taste. They were real.
She was only incidentally aware of walking that way, but soon she was at the road, right where Jefferson and Woodward Avenue met. Woodward dead-ended into Jefferson, four lanes of traffic coming straight at her and four going away, and Lexi sat on the sidewalk where she could see both streets and watch the cars turn and file past in front of her. The giant bronze fist that was a memorial to Joe Louis pointed north over her head. Wonderful. She watched the cars file by, new and old, domestic and imported, all of them in motion, none of them boring to her. The curb was cold under her butt. The cold felt nice. So did the air; Detroit had an industrial smell, almost like clean-cut metal, that she had always liked. She realized that she really could smell it, and it was wonderful.
And for a few minutes, she didn't think about Warren Packard, or the crash that had taken him from her. A knot deep in her belly loosened, just a fraction. She had wished that Ian would have let her drive herself from Arcadia, but he had insisted on making the five-hour trip to pick her up and bring her down to Detroit in his stupid Explorer. It would have been a nice drive, with the trees up north already changed and the colors just starting to change as she got farther south. She could have driven the Caribbean, in fact. Or the Edsel, whose name was Frank.
Lexi and Ren had named all two hundred and fourteen of the cars they'd collected. She'd gotten him started doing it, and the habit stuck. It was an easy way to remember them, as well as a welcome addition to the weird shorthand they had spoken to one another in. Lexi had liked having a secret language. She missed it, of course.
She watched the cars shuffle past instead. Ian hadn't let her drive because of the pills. Dr. Zheng--who wasn't Lexi's regular doctor, but they wouldn't call Josie for some reason, or maybe Ian had said she was too busy, she couldn't remember--had prescribed some pills for her, which were supposed to make her feel better. All they really did was bring a big pink cloud down around everything and made it hard to think, but that was better in a way. It was close to time for the lunch pill, and things were a little bit clearer right now. That was why she was thinking so much about Ren, and why it was easier to look at the cars and let them keep her from thinking. If only the pink cloud didn't make it hard to drive, she'd have been perfectly happy. Well, maybe she could drive with it. She was a good driver.
Lexi let the thought break up and admired a severely rusted mid-Seventies Oldsmobile that wheezed past. Good car to restore. There weren't a lot of Ninety-Eight sedans around these days, really. A moment after it was gone, she had forgotten it, but that was okay, too.
Without warning, someone sat on the curb next to her. "Hello, Ms. Crane," a voice as rich and mellow as good eggnog purred.
She angled her head casually, and saw that she was talking to a short, wide black man with rhinestones embedded in the frames of his shaded glasses. It was a gray day and he had no need for the shades, but there you were. He wore a sweater with so many colors woven through the fabric that it looked like a hallucination, and something about the weave suggested that it was brutally expensive. If nothing else it was mesmerizing; she hadn't been noticing colors for months, but the sweater seemed to dance and shimmer. Lexi wondered if maybe the rhinestones on his glasses were really diamonds. They would have matched the fat rings on his thick fingers, in that case.
He was smiling at her. She smiled back at him, a little lazily. "Hi," she said. Did she know him? She didn't think so. She had a good memory for faces, even if the names escaped her. She could call him Doug, she supposed. She and Ren usually referred to men whose names they didn't know as Doug. Unknown women were named Emily until further information was provided. It was Ren's quirk, but had melted into Lexi over time.
"What are you doing out here, my dear? Waiting for a bus to come and take you away?"
She liked his voice, and instantly wanted him to keep talking. "Um, I considered it," she said. "But then I don't know where I want to go exactly. So I was just car-watching, and thinking about fish."
"Is that a sport? Like bird-watching?"
Lexi nodded. "Only less dorky. And, um, more rewarding, too." Looking at the man, with all of his sparkly jewelry, it was hard to concentrate on what he was saying. Maybe it was the smell of his shoulder length, jheri-curled hair. Looking back at the traffic helped a little. There went a first-year Taurus SHO, and right behind it a Dodge Omni GLHS. Weird. She frowned.
"What is it?" the man (Doug?) asked.
"Hm?"
"What do you see?"
She didn't look at him. "Fast cars pretending to be slow ones. Two of them. They could race." She pointed to the SHO and the GLHS and glanced at her companion. He didn't seem to know what she meant. He wasn't a car person. Oh, well. "Both factory tuner cars," she said, then fell silent again. He probably didn't know what tuner cars were either. Ren would've. He would have seen the two cars as soon as she did, and…Lexi watched a brightly green Geo Metro speed past ("Three cylinders of pavement-ripping power!" Ren had sarcastically shouted once), and let the thought dissolve. The Geo seemed to turn gray as it moved away.
"You look like you need a friend," the man said.
"I have a few. They're just hiding." Or in the ground, a voice in her mind said suddenly. The knot in her belly tightened anew.
He smiled, flashing teeth with gold in them. "Would you like another?"
"Hm? Another what?"
"A new friend, of course. Or a fast car pretending to be a slow one, if you'd like."
Lexi bobbed her head a little, glancing at him and then back at traffic. A green and yellow Mayflower moving van was lumbering through the intersection, making a right onto Woodward, and she watched it go. It was a Peterbilt straight truck, and that was unusual too. She didn't tell the man this time. But she figured he could be her friend, even if he wasn't a car person. "I'd like that," she said.
"Well, I'm Curve." He held out his hand. "It's been a pleasure meeting you, Alex," he said as they shook.
"You can call me Lexi," she said. Some question bubbled in her brain, about how he had known her name, but the pink cloud was still strong enough to swallow it. All she noticed was that he was standing up as if to leave, and he was going to take his lovely voice with him. "Don't go. Please, talk to me some more. We can watch cars together."
He was standing. He was barely five-one even in expensive, tall-heeled wingtips. At five-seven, she would have towered over him if she weren't sitting with her feet in the gutter. He patted his pockets, then swore passionately. "God-dammit! I knew I forgot something. I forgot your gift."
She rolled easily with the nonsensical idea that someone she'd just met would have brought her a present. "What gift?"
"I always bring a gift when I'm meetin' someone young enough to be my grandchild. But I forgot yours. Let's go and get one. My car's right this way."
That sounded more or less okay to Lexi. "You're not old enough to be my grandfather."
"How would you know?" Curve said.
That was true; she'd never had one, come to think of it. Her parents had both been only children, and both sets of grandparents had passed before she was born. She liked Curve. He made sense, in a funny, rhinestones and jheri-curl juice way. Lexi followed him down the sidewalk toward the five shimmering glass skyscrapers that made up the Renaissance Center.
"Do you like this building?" Curve asked. "I remember before they put the damn thing up. Never have gotten used to it."
The round towers of the Ren Cen were an inseparable part of the Detroit skyline to Lexi's eyes. And it was called Ren, for goodness sake, how could you not like it? Oh, Christ that knot hurt! "How old are you?" she asked him.
"I don't know. Here," he helped her up the steep concrete steps leading to a raised taxi drive which went around the clustered skyscrapers. The walls that surrounded them funneled the air into a frigid blast. Curve used his free hand to shield his face from the wind; Lexi closed her eyes and let it tousle her hair violently. "That's my car, down there," Curve said, indicating a new Bentley Turbo R at the curb. The car's slick paint shone even in the cloudy light, and she realized that it was red.
"I had you pegged as a Lincoln person," Lexi said.
"Traded it in for this," Curve replied quickly, making her laugh. "Want to drive?"
"I'm kind of medicated," she said, even though she really, really wanted to.
"It ain't far. I won't tell anyone if you don't."
She didn't argue with that. Curve handed her the keys.
The big British sedan was as buttery smooth a drive as the last one she'd driven, its mailed-fist, velvet-glove power much more fun than Ian's Explorer could have hoped to be. Curve reclined in the seat, his short, stocky form completely at ease. Lexi traced her fingers lightly across the leather steering wheel and dash as she drove, enjoying the way the car felt. He directed her to drive north, and they headed a few blocks up from the Ren Cen, into a crumbling industrial district that was quickly being turned into upscale condominiums.
The new-looking awning over the door they stopped in front of said "El-Cue" and gave no hints as to what would be found within. Beautiful leaded-glass windows made wares in the window shimmer as if viewed through a kaleidoscope.
Lexi was still smiling from the drive. She hadn't driven in months, and her fingers and toes tingled with pleasure. Curve held the door open for her. El-Cue seemed to be a store of Franklin Mint-style gifts, mostly. The shop was dominated by glass display cases filled with crystal and porcelain miniatures. Curve went right to the counter. The clerk seemed to know him, and they had a brief, quiet conversation that Lexi didn't catch. Curve gave the man some money, and when he turned around he was holding a small, oblong box not much bigger than a hardcover book. "Now you've got your gift, Lexi," he said, handing it to her.
She took it. "Should I open it now?"
Curve shook his head. "Better get back, before we upset the chaperone too much."
Lexi wasn't sure what he meant for a moment. Oh! Ian. She stuffed the box into her pocket. "Oops, you're right, I didn't tell Ian I was leaving."
"Irresponsible girl," Curve said, but he was smiling. "Now let's get back and see if they saved my parking spot," he said.
Curve's parking spot was still there. "Look at that," Lexi said. "Parking..." The pink cloud suddenly swooped down, and she forgot what she was going to say. She struggled for a moment to regain her train of thought. Detroit, hotel, parking...cars...yes! Train of thought regained. "Parking doesn't last long down here," she said. "'Specially on special days."
"Then someone's smiling upon us today," Curve said.
Lexi guided the car easily into the space. Parallel parking was fun. "All done," she said. Curve was already getting out of the car. Lexi frowned, not wanting him to go yet. She wanted to hear his voice some more. "You're leaving already? Come with me. Come and meet Ian."
"No, I've got to run along. Your chaperone's looking for you. But we'll be in touch."
"Who's we?" she asked.
"Langdon Quimby and I."
Lexi laughed, and Curve smiled in response. "That can't possibly be a real name."
"Oh, but it is. When we meet again, I'll tell you more." He started off down the sidewalk, whistling. "Booth 138 has some great fried catfish, by the way," Curve said over his shoulder as he started down the sidewalk. "You ought to have a taste."
It was hard to tell if Curve was really there, or if the pink cloud had made him up. Lexi had the feeling that he was real, but she wasn't completely certain. Lexi waved goodbye, smiling and thinking about catfish.
In a blur of motion, the Bentley's door was jerked open, and a valet with a stud earring and a blond crewcut grabbed her arm. "Can I help you?" he snarled in a way that suggested he meant something entirely different.
Startled, Lexi recoiled from the hand and the voice. "I was just parking my friend's car," she said. With her free hand she took the key out of the ignition and held it out to the valet. "See?"
The valet turned and spoke over his shoulder to a man wearing an expensive-looking trenchcoat over an even more expensive-looking suit. It was Dobie Cassarell, with Victor in tow. "Is this your car, sir?" Dobie nodded. "Is she a friend of yours?"
Dobie frowned, still trying to puzzle outLexi's sudden appearance. For some reason, the valet took this as his cue to snatch the keys from Lexi's hand and drag her out of the car. He jerked roughly at her while she struggled with the seatbelt latch, and they compromised when Lexi came out of the car with the unlatched seatbelt wrapped around her arm and neck.
Dobie's surprise broke, and he shouted, "Hey! Hey! There's no need for that!" Victor stepped forward, inserting himself between Lexi and the valet, shouldering the younger man aside through sheer force of bulk.
"Would you like me to call the police, Mr. Cassarell?" the valet asked, looking up at the bodyguard who had shouldered him aside.
"No, thank you," he replied without taking his eyes from Lexi. His were pale blue; hers were brown, and a little unfocused at the moment.
She squirmed out of the seatbelt on her own, and got to her feet three seconds before her center of gravity made it off of the ground. Dobie Cassarell caught her as she started to fall over backward. "Thank you," she said. "I haven't had lunch yet."
"You should take better care of yourself."
"Funny," she said, "that's what the other guy said."
Dobie frowned. "What other guy?"
"The one who said that your car was his. Didn't you see him?"
Dobie and the valet shared a look. "We didn't see anyone but you stealing the car, crackhead," the valet snapped. Dobie favored him with a look of disdain. Victor was already moving to tip the young man and dismiss him.
Lexi had to think about that a moment. While she was thinking, she saw Ian pounding up the sidewalk toward them, coat flapping. "Ian!" she called and waved. She made a mental note to apologize for worrying him--because she had, she could tell by the look on his face--and promptly forgot it.
Ian's relief lasted just as long as it took for the situation to be explained, then changed to irritation. He took a moment to compose himself, pinching the bridge of his nose as he did so.
"You always remind me of Molly when you do that," Lexi said.
"Molly? Oh, yes, your friend." Ian remembered suddenly that Molly had left messages asking him to tell her if Lexi was coming down to Detroit for the meeting, in which case she'd fly out to do lunch with her. He had told her Lexi wasn't coming, partly because he didn't feel like dealing with Molly. She asked too many questions about what was going on, and he didn't have time for her. "Why on earth did you steal Mr. Cassarell's car?"
"Curve told me the car was his," Lexi said. She had sat down on the curb because she was still dizzy.
"Who's Curve?"
"He must be her imaginary friend," the valet interjected, "'cause she was the only person in that car."
"He's not imaginary," Lexi insisted. "He's just very short."
"Why are you still here?" Victor snapped at the valet, who immediately started walking toward the door.
"Get that kid fired," Dobie said quietly, still looking down at Lexi.
"On it," Victor said, and was gone.
"I'm terribly sorry, Mr. Cassarell," Ian said.
Dobie was smiling, though. "It's no problem." He took Lexi's hand as if to kiss it, and helped her to her feet. "Did you enjoy the car?"
"We've got to go," Ian said before Lexi could answer.
"Yes, we do," Lexi agreed. "I want catfish. There's a good place to get some back at the food festival."
"No, Lexi, we've got a meeting."
"Go ahead and have your meeting. It's all about numbers, and I don't care about numbers. I'm getting catfish, it's much more important." She spun on her heel, went around two hundred and fifty degrees instead of the intended one-eighty, and walked away, correcting her course as she went with her arms held out at her sides.
He couldn't leave her alone in the city like that. "Wait, Lexi, I'll come with you." He turned back to Dobie. "Sorry again. Thanks for making the long trip. Why don't you go on in, and we'll be there in a few minutes?"
Dobie nodded. "I've talked with Becka Packard, you know."
"Everyone has," Ian said. "You're friends with the family, too. I hope your decision not to sell your stock to her didn't cause any friction?"
He waved a hand. "Just business."
"Well, thanks for sticking with us. It's been a hell of a year."
"It certainly has." Dobie was looking over Ian's shoulder at Lexi, who had walked a few car lengths up the sidewalk, then sat down on the curb when she saw that no one was following her. "So, be honest with me. What do you think?" he asked in a low voice.
"Think?"
"About Becka's suspicions."
Becka Packard had more than once floated the notion that Lexi had run Ren off the road, killing him for the inheritance. There were no witnesses, after all, and the skidmark evidence was inconclusive. "It's absurd," Ian replied without considering. "Her pain's not an act. You don't see her enjoying her inheritance much, do you? And besides, Lexi doesn't have it in her to kill one person--let alone five. It was an accident, for God's sake."
"I'm sorry, I was just asking," Dobie said. "No malice intended. To be honest, I haven't seen Lexi at all. Not that I'd ever seen her more than once or twice, or from a distance, but without Warren she's vanished from the radar entirely. She even missed Goodwood."
"I didn't realize they were such fixtures," Ian said. He wasn't sure what Goodwood was, some car event no doubt, but he didn't ask. "She can't drive, you know," he murmured.
Dobie glanced at his Bentley, then looked at Ian. "I beg your pardon?"
Shit. Ian cursed himself for talking too much. Dobie reminded him too much of a friendly, higher-ranking executive, and he his easygoing manner was disarming. Small talk always came back and bit you in the ass with those guys. It was too late to laugh it off, though. "Not well, anyway. She's taking medication. For depression. It makes it hard for her to drive, and I'm glad she didn't wreck your car. Have you heard about the sale, Mr. Cassarell?" Dobie's raised eyebrow said that he hadn't. "The collection. Their cars." Ian knew that Dobie was a car collector; if he knew about the liquidation of Lexi and Ren's two hundred plus car collection, he'd spread the word. It would be easier than a loud, public auction. Ian had been looking for ways to advertise the sale by word of mouth. Ian glanced down the sidewalk at Lexi again. "She's selling the whole thing off. All of them." Actually, Lexi had no idea that Ian was planning to sell the cars off. He had no plans to tell her if she didn't ask. The stock buyout had eaten up a lot of the estate, and upkeep and insurance on the collection was siphoning off a lot of what remained. She was barely aware of the world around her anyway.
Dobie was clearly interested. "Are you serious? There are some impressive vehicles in that collection."
"I wouldn't know, to be honest. All I know is that it depresses her. Can't you imagine? They hand-picked those cars together."
Dobie nodded. "And restored half of them, too. I suppose I can imagine."
They were both looking at Lexi now. She was reclining on the cold sidewalk as if it were a beach, and looking up at the Renaissance Center. "I've been looking for a consultant," Ian said. "I don't know much about cars."
"After working in the industry for all this time?"
"Yeah, but I'm an accounting guy. One of the 'bean counters' you car guys love to hate. Warren was the car guy."
Dobie took out a cigar. "Do you mind?" he asked Ian, who shook his head no. Dobie lit up. "I know someone you might call, if you need a reliable appraiser. Have you approached any of the major auction houses? I'm sure they'll all want to host the Packard collection."
"Crane-Packard," Ian corrected. "No, I haven't. Lexi's had enough circuses for one year. We'd rather keep it quiet, have it at the house if possible. As quickly as possible, so Lexi can start getting better."
Another nod. "I understand. Why don't you give me a call Monday, and I'll have a name for you. Of course, you'll give me an early look at the collection, and a chance to offer early bids." It wasn't a question. "Take Lexi to get her lunch. I'll see you in the meeting."
He said a quick farewell to Dobie, then walked quickly up the sidewalk to catch up to Lexi. She stood up as he approached, and brushed dust off of her legs. He was in a good mood, having partially dealt with yet another of the estate's problems, but he didn't let Lexi know that. "Jesus Christ, you could have handled that better," he told her.
"Maybe Jesus could have, but he never met Becka Packard. I bet he'd have converted if he did, just so he wouldn't have to be in the same religion as that walking, talking, American Express Gold-toting Funyun. And I'm considerably more bitter than Jesus Christ was. So leave me alone."
"That was Dobie Cassarell, not Becka Packard, Lexi! One of your primary shareholders, I might add?"
She made a mouth with her hand and yapped it in Ian's face. "Bla, bla, bla, you bore me and I'm hungry. At least he let me drive his car. Now come with me to get food. I'm getting sad again."
"I can tell. You want your pill?"
"I suppose," she said, shrugging her outburst away.
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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Ian and his wife Sara live in a condo, which is just pleasant and normal enough to make me feel out of place. I have nothing against Ian and Sara, of course, but it's just so...ordinary. I close my eyes and smell the potpourri/pasta smell, and instantly picture the place: pale walls, high ceiling, skylight, track lights, nobbly carpet, big screen TV, leather section couch, glass-on-wood coffee table, tasteful silk flowers. I open my eyes and see that I only got one thing wrong; the coffee table is glass-on-metal. It's better than being outside at least. The air has a less vibratory quality, and it doesn't matter that the colors are gone from everything.
Sara greets me with walking-on-eggshells gentleness, as if she's afraid that saying the wrong thing will make me fly apart. She doesn't quite understand me, never has. Maybe that's as it should be. Ian and Sara are pretty ordinary too. Big-hearted, to be sure, but they've always tended to play straightman to the vaudeville act that Ren and I are. Or were. Swish-click, swish-click. I shake my head to make the thoughts go away, and I sit on the couch in front of Ian's giant TV. I don't remember him having it before but it's a good addition to the living room. TV is a good thing. I should connect mine, now that I'm thinking about it. TV sounds like an acceptable alternative to sleeping, and not much does these days.
Did we go somewhere today? We did, didn't we? There were numbers, and pitchers of water…a meeting. Wonder what it was about? I can't remember at all. I do remember that I had catfish. And Ian yelled at me, like he often does lately.
Oh, but it's mean-spirited to be thinking such thoughts about Ian and his wife after they've been so nice to me. I settle down in front of the television and peel off my coat and boots. Being yelled at doesn't bother me all that much. In the past it has, I've never been a big fan of being yelled at, but now I don't feel anything, not for real. I can feel my hands and feet doing the things I ask them to, and I can see the world moving around me but it doesn't touch me for real, and I don't touch it either.
Ian brings me a plate of homemade pasta primavera, a glass of juice, and my evening pill. Pink cloud time.
I take the juice and medication and say to Ian, "Crimson Permanent Assurance, hi-ho." He doesn't get it, which isn't a surprise. I doubt he's seen Monty Python's the Meaning of Life.
I pick at the pasta, and eat most of the noodles and none of the vegetables. Meanwhile, my thoughts melt into a comfortable hum. After a few minutes I've got Monty Python running through my head and I feel about as sentient as the pasta, and that's just fine. Just fine indeed. I don't have to think about Ren when I'm a great big spaghetto. 'Spaghetti' is plural, you know.
Ian and Sara eat in the dining room and talk. They sound cheerful, which is a good thing. Ian spends so much time taking care of me; not to mention working full time, and Sara has to be annoyed about that but never complains. Never never ever. Some time, somehow, I've got to repay that kindness.
I channel-surf until I stumble across some Disney animation featuring their ubiquitous talking animals. I recognize it immediately as The Aristocats, and settle in happily to watch. A cheerful tomcat named J. Thomas O'Malley is in the process of cozying up to a recently kidnapped mother cat named Duchess, who isn't in the mood for flirtation. "Oh, no more please," Duchess says. "I am really in a great deal of trouble."
O'Malley puffs himself up. "Trouble? Helping beautiful damsels in distress is my specialty! Now, what's the hangup, your ladyship?"
"Well, it is most important that I get back to Paris. So, if you would just be so kind and show me the way..."
I know O'Malley's lines so I say them with him. "Show you the way? Perish the thought! We shall fly to Paris on a magic carpet! Side by side, with the stars as our guide...just we two..." It's easy to remember the movie stuff. It seems to float on top of the pink goo that tries to trap everything else.
The shape of the room has changed. The twelve-foot ceiling is lower, and my pink cloud seems to have obscured the wall behind the television and the arty landscape photo that hangs on it. Duchess and O'Malley are actually in the room with me, no longer encumbered by the walls of a fifty-two inch Mitsubishi television. How cool! I'm sitting in the middle of the scene.
I start to notice that whatever Ian has given me has gotten me incredibly stoned, but then I see that my sister Alison is sitting on the couch with me.
Alison has showed up once or twice since Ren died. I hate to be uncharitable, because it's nice to see Alison and all, but if dead people are going to visit it would be nice to see Ren too.
Alison is wearing a white angora sweater, which has been the source of Crane household controversy twice: first when Alison insisted on having the thing even though we couldn't even afford an exterminator to clean up our roach-infested house, and then again when I ruined it by spilling red soda all over myself and Alison at a scary movie.
"Nightwing," Alison says. "The movie was called Nightwing."
"That's right. With the bats." Okay, it wasn't a scary movie, it was a stupid movie, but sufficiently scary to terrify...
"An eight-year old," Alison reminds me when I stumble. Normally I can remember things like that. Luckily, the pink fog is there to take away the desire to care about not knowing why I can't remember anything. I look at Alison's sweater instead. It's no longer stained, but that makes sense anyhow, because she's sitting here full-grown when both of us know full well that she was fifteen when she killed herself and the angora sweater got ruined three years before that. She looks good, taller than me and prettier too.
"So, you got out of the house for a while, at least," Alison says, looking around the condo.
"For a while." My mouth feels like it's connected with a loose cable but I do my best to tell Alison about the day's activities.
"Boy, you sound enthusiastic. Didn't you want to get out?"
I shrug. I did, but...or did I? Can't remember. "Most days I'd rather just sleep."
"Perchance to dream?" Alison says, grinning. She's much happier than when she was alive. Around us, the Disney cats introduce themselves to a pair of giggling, sunbonnet-wearing geese with English accents.
"Lexi," Ian calls, "could you turn the TV down a little? It's awfully loud."
I look at Alison, who nods in agreement. "Uncle Waldo! I do believe you've been drinking," I call back with a hint of an English accent. Doing the movie voices is easier than talking with my own words. I pick up the remote and spend some time looking for the volume button. It takes so long that I almost forget what I'm looking for, but Alison reminds me. The raucous laughter of inebriated talking geese diminishes somewhat.
"So what do you think Curve wanted?" Alison asks.
I have to think for a moment before I can pull up a mental picture of the man I met this afternoon. "Dunno. Didn't think about it."
"Maybe you ought to."
"It's hard to think about things. Everything's all mediciney, and I like it that way." I'd much rather concentrate on the antics of the animals on-screen, but if I ignore Alison she'll leave, and I don't want that either. "Maybe."
She's speculating anyway. "I'd say it was money, but it's awfully weird to try to ingratiate yourself to a rich widow by tricking her into stealing someone else's car. So what did he give you?"
"Huh?"
"The present, dingbat. What is it?"
Oh! I've forgotten it entirely. I lean over Alison to retrieve my coat, knock two pillows off the couch getting it, and fish out the package Curve gave me. It's a gift-wrapped box inside a plain paper bag. Alison motions me eagerly to open it. I wonder why she's so excited.
It 's a model racing car, silver, and about four inches long. Alison isn't particularly impressed. "Oh, boy, a toy car."
"No, Alison, it's a replica, not a toy."
"There's a difference? You're still going to play with it. So he knows you like toy cars as much as real ones, I see."
"But it's a BTCC car! It's Frank Biela's Audi, don't you see?" I show Alison the name on the one-forty-third scale window. "I didn't have this one--we were looking for it..." Ren would've been happy. The thought rips through the clouds around my emotions like a bolt of lightning, and is gone just as fast. Alison squeezes my shoulder as best she can, which isn't very well since she isn't corporeal. It helps anyway. "We...we have almost all of the 1/43 scale touring cars," I say. "The whole set. This is one of three we were missing. No, four. No, three. I don't remember."
Alison is still unimpressed, but she attempts a look of interest anyway, like she always did when I was five and doing exactly the same stuff at school that her teacher made her do. Then she changes the subject. "Do we know this guy whose car you took? Dobie?"
"Well, you don't," I say. She sticks her tongue out. Alison's pretty good-natured about being dead, as if all the nastiness in her bled out into the tub on that horrid day when she was fifteen and I was eleven. "His family's all cozy with the Packards," I add.
"No, no, we know him from somewhere else. A car thing."
"He owns a racing team, but he's not a good enough driver to race himself." The Aristocats' adventures capture my attention for a few minutes, swirling around the room as they are.
Alison tugs yet again at the edges of the television's spell. "Well, that explains why he was so nice to you once he figured out who you were. That, plus that rich-widow thing."
She keeps referring to me as a rich widow. Ren and I were only engaged, though. I know it didn't matter, we might as well have been married from the day we met, but it kind of bothers me to hear it all the time. "Quit calling me that, please." I think about the way Dobie acted though. I don't want to, but I can do it for Alison. "I guess you're right. He was nice."
"He married?"
"No. He's older than me, too, so people...um..." What was I going to say? Oh, yes, "people say things." No, maybe that wasn't it. Damn.
"How old is he?" Alison shifts, turning so she's almost facing me.
"Look it up. He was in GQ last spring. Or was it Esquire? It was GQ. I know he's pushing 40, but he hasn't knocked it over yet."
Alison raises a coquettish eyebrow. "Hmmm. I always did like older men..."
"He lives in Ile du Soleil. You'd have to visit him there."
"The tropics! Even better!" That makes me laugh. "Oh, good," Alison says. "I miss your laugh. You should do it more often."
I know I'm being childish but I slouch in the seat anyway. "Not much reason to laugh, these days."
"Well, the longer you let that sadness eat you up, the less you'll have to be happy about," Alison says.
It's too much; Alison is making me think too much. It hurts. IT HURTS. "All right, pesky pets!" I scream along with the movie. "You're going to travel first class!" A big fat bubble of scratching, heaving emotion wells violently in my throat, seeking release as a glass-shattering shriek of anguish. I bite down on it, squeeze my tearing eyes shut. It doesn't help. I see Ren, smiling and waving as he slips into Darkside in front of the hotel...and then next...and then next...and then next limousine sliding out of control and into the side of Darks, pushing both of them tumbling into the woods...
I have to say something or I'll explode. It has to come out. I shout, "In your own private compartment! All the way to Timbuktu! And this time you'll never come back!" Somewhere behind me a chair crashes to the floor as Ian jumps to his feet, followed by a gasp from Sara. "You're going to Timbuktu if it's the LAST THING I DO!" My voice cracks, and I can hear it as if I'm outside myself. It's a harsh and drilling contralto, and I like the sound of it.
I pound on the remote with my hand until the television snaps into darkness. Then I throw it at the TV, followed by a pillow. The Aristocats continues in my head, playing from some vault in my memory. It's almost over, actually. The evil butler is shortly vanquished by talking animals.
Ian's out there somewhere, in the fog that surrounded everything, somewhere beyond my eyes, which I haven't opened. I hear his voice going around my head in spirals. Sometimes it echoes around my head two or three times before the words make it into my ear.
"We need a man around the house," I say. On some level I'm aware that I've buried my head in the pillows on the couch, and that Sara and Ian are digging me out, leading me to bed. So terribly nice to me, they are. I make a note find a nice present for them, the next time I go out.
Swish-click. For once I'm dimly aware that time has passed, but I'm still not sure how I got back and home and in bed again and things still don't touch me. My bed. I like my bed. I kick the covers off and lie awake for several hours. I know it's several hours because the light walks slowly across the ceiling. It gets dark, but I still don't fall asleep. My bed isn't right any more. It's too big. After a while I crawl into the closet, among the clothes, and I sleep there.
Swish-click. One of the ghosts gets me out of bed again. She's standing in the doorway, and she turns and glides away as if I'm supposed to follow her. I don't follow her, but I can't sleep any more, either. I spend another night in the closet, and in the morning I discover that there's a false wall at the back of it. There's a hidden set of stairs that leads into the attic. Pretty cool. Ren and I never explored this house much when we bought it. Maybe that's what the ghost wants me to do. It must have been her house, after all. I spend the whole afternoon squirreling boxes of our things into the attic, and consider drawing a treasure map. I don't open any of them; too many memories inside.
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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Swish-click: Bathtub again. Cygnet's here and she's just thrown something into the tub; a cheerful yellow rubber ducky, it is. It appears to be brand-new, and it squeaks magnificently. "Quit losing weight," she says. "If you start making me look fat, one of us is going to have to die." I smile, but the color fades out of the ducky as I'm looking at it.
Somewhere off in the distance I hear the sounds of voices raised in anger, and one of them sounds familiar. "Is Molly here?" I ask Cygnet.
She nods. "She is, and is she peeesed. I wouldn't go down there, if I were you."
With my two bestest friends in the house though, I'd be an idiot for sitting soaking in the bath, so I get up. Cygnet doesn't care; we had gym together for two years, and I've seen her burn scars. "What's going on?"
"She's giving Ian hell. He didn't tell either of us that you were coming down to Detroit. I would've been at work that day, but Molly asked him to tell her when the meeting was, so she could get a flight out, and he lied and told her you weren't going to be there."
Oh, dear. Molly has put figurative heads on pikes for far less. "Well, he deserves it then. It would've been nice to see you guys."
"We shouldn't intervene," Cygnet says, "but let's eavesdrop. God! Look at all those ribs. You make me sick."
"It's not a good diet," I tell her. I wrap up in a towel and we sneak to the top of the steps. It sounds like they're in the living room, which is underneath my room, but the sound carries better through the foyer. We can't really hear Ian, but Molly's voice carries when she's irritated.
"Take me through your thought process here, Ian. I want to know exactly how it went. You lied to us because you didn't want to bother us, or because you thought it would be good for Lex not to see any of her friends? How is this helping her, exactly?"
Ian's response sounds like a mumble.
"What doctor? I've talked to Josie--she hasn't seen Lex since July…Josephine Hu, Ian, Lexi's physician. I know you've met her. So what doctor is giving you this wonderful advice on how to help her?"
I look at Cygnet, who's barely containing her laughter. I have a question, somewhere, but forget what it is.
"Okay, so which is it? Either the mysterious unnamed doctor thought she shouldn't see us, or Lex decided at the last minute to go and you didn't tell anyone. I'm sure I couldn't have gotten a flight on such short notice, but that was my decision to make, Ian, not yours. There are plenty of flights between Boston and Detroit and I suspect I could have found one. And Cygnet lives fifteen minutes away! You couldn't have called her?" Molly's voice rises suddenly. "Shut up! I don't care what she said, don't interrupt me."
"Trying to speak out of turn," Cygnet says quietly. "Classic male error."
"Why do they always try to argue?" I say. It's true, too. There is no arguing with Molly when she's like this, the best thing to do is shut up and take it; fighting back just makes her angrier and prolongs the thing. Ian's doing just what Molly's ex-husband used to do, interjecting just enough attempts at self-defense to keep her wheel spinning. "This could go on for hours."
"Should've brought popcorn."
I don't feel like listening to arguing though. I never did like listening to Molly and Rich fight, either. I creep back upstairs so I can put clothes on.
Cygnet follows and sits on my bed while I look for something to wear. "So," she says, "OJ and Tupac Shakur knocked you off the front pages of the tabloids, you know. You're going to have to do something drastic if you want that coveted spot back."
"What did Tupac Shakur do?"
"He died, sweetie. Not that you should do that, of course, if you commit suicide, I promise you I will get to hell so I can kick the living shit out of you. But anyway, yeah, someone friggin' shot him."
That's incredibly sad, but the fact that the world has been spinning without me is…something. It doesn't feel as horrible as I suppose it should, but it doesn't feel good either, it's somewhere in between. "Did anybody else famous go and get themselves dead while I've been napping?"
"Um, let me think. Ella Fitzgerald and Erma Bombeck pop to mind."
"Ella Fitzgerald?"
Cygnet nods. "It would be so much nicer if the shitty artists died once in a while. You missed two big plane crashes, too."
"Tell me something cheerful, creepo."
She rolls her eyes. "Clinton beat Dole, and there was much rejoicing. They cloned a sheep, they're making an electric car, Lollapalooza kicked ass, and you missed the summer Olympics in Atlanta. And you guys promised to get me tickets."
And just like that, I'm crying. We were all going to go to Atlanta, that's right. Ren promised Cygnet he'd take us.
"Aw, fuck, I'm sorry, I shouldn't have said--hey, hey, it's okay." Cygnet pulls me into a little hug and I sort of fall into her lap, wishing the waterworks would stop. "I was just joking, Lexi, it's all right."
It's not all right, though. It's never going to be all right again, and we both kind of know that I think.
"Besides, someone set off a big bomb there. With our luck they'd have blamed us."
"What about the electric car?"
"Huh?"
"You said they're making an electric car. Who's building it?"
"Oh, GM. I saw a picture of it--it looks like a suppository. You'd never get me in one." Cygnet drives a rusty old Isuzu Trooper. When I close my eyes I can picture it, midnight blue with flowers of iron oxide blossoming around the fenders and the leading edge of the hood. She has two bumper stickers on it. One says, "Don't Mess With Texas;" the other, "Visualize Whirled Peas."
"I feel like Rip Van Winkle," I say, pushing myself up out of her lap and wiping tears with the towel. "The world just went running along without me."
"It does that," she agrees. "And you look like Rip Van Winkle, too. When was the last time you shaved your legs?"
nine
Swish-click. I'm in the kitchen. The leaves have fallen; I missed a big chunk of fall. It's not that I don't remember the time passing any more, it's just that I'm outside of it, none of it touches me even though I'm there, and before you know it a week has gone by. If things of significance happen, they're far beyond the pale and off in the pink, and as meaningful to me as popcorn noises. I felt better when I was in Detroit. Watching the cars was nice.
Ian says I don't have to take the pills any more. Right after he says that, I pour myself a glass of funny-tasting orange juice. These facts are clearly related, but the fuzzy pink cloud makes it easy to not care. In fact, the more juice I drink, the fuzzier things get. I like that.
Today I have a numb sort of vague sense that something important is going on, something more important than anything else recently. There are people in our (no wait just my, Ren's dead, altho' I don't see why that means it can't be his house too) big old house, going in and out. I suggested to Ian that I would make bread for them, and he liked the idea. In fact, they ate it all, so I'm making more. Ian is bustling back and forth too, one minute on the phone, the next out in the living room, the next completely gone. He keeps disappearing and he doesn't hear me when I ask him where he's going. I just go on making bread; I like doing that. Last night I remember waking up hearing my father Bert talking out in the hall, but when I got up to go and see if he was really there, he was gone by the time I got there. His would have been a nice ghost to see, and I woke up sort of sad. He and Ren have been on my mind on and off and it's chewing away at the edges of my pink cloud without success. It's not quite a distraction. I drink more juice to make it go away.
In the middle of all this, someone from Late Apex magazine is hovering around me, asking questions for an interview. I don't mind that. Late Apex is a decent magazine. A little heavy on snottiness sometimes maybe, but a decent magazine, and the reporter is younger than the crusty old boys that I met from Late Apex about an eon ago, all of whom treated me like Ren's hood ornament or something. I can talk to this younger guy, whose name is Glen Grant, once the bread gets made and the cats get fed, or maybe while I'm taking care of those things. I can multitask, even with pink goo slowing me down. As if there's not enough going on, Terminator 2 and Beetlejuice are on at the same time, on different channels. So if something important is happening, it's going to happen without me, because my hands are full.
Glen has blond hair, a hairline that hasn't receded quite as far as Ian's and a fashionable little goatee that's more red than blond. Actually, maybe his hair is sort of strawberry blond. I can't tell exactly (no colors) but it must be. You never think of guys as having strawberry blond hair, but some of them must. He keeps up with me well, considering that he's a couple of inches shorter and has to follow me from kitchen to TV room every two or three minutes. On top of that there's always a cat hassling him because Teague and Amy-Ann like to demand attention from any guests who are demanding attention from me. I keep forgetting what I was talking to Glen about. He's patient with me. He stops and scratches Amy-Ann behind the ears whenever he gets the chance, and that makes my tortie purr (which sounds like a pleasantly filthy innuendo but isn't). He's wearing a white polo shirt and black jeans, and they are already liberally cat-furred.
Right now Glen wants to know something about the house. He must have asked, anyway, because I'm talking about it,. "It's kind of a wreck right now," I say. "If I had known there was so much space I could have gotten more furniture," I say. No, that wasn't what I meant to say. "It's not as clean as it could be." That's right, I wanted to tell him that I would have swept up more of the dust if I had expected guests.
He just smiles. "I think it looks great. It won't take much to make it an amazing place. How many rooms do you have here? I got a chance to peek in the library and ballroom, but I haven't been upstairs."
"There were um, three bedrooms on each side upstairs, but there was a fire or something so I knocked out the walls on my side and made one big room. That's my room." That was the last bit of renovation--the only bit of renovation--we did before Ren died, but I don't tell Glen that.
Glen grins. "Space for a car in there?"
"Hmm, maybe. But...there isn't one. I might put one in the library though.." There's something else I want to say, but I can't think of what it is. Glen's frowning. "Downstairs so I could take it out...and drive. When I wanted."
He nods in understanding. "Hell, you've got space for a mini-museum in that ballroom."
"I'd rather dance in there…" I lose myself for a moment in kneading dough. It's easy to do. Dancing would be fun, too. It seems like there are a lot of things that would be fun if I could bring myself to do them. Some part of me is convinced that I'm not allowed to do things any more, and I'm not sure whose permission I need to be asking.
"How old is the house?" Glen asks.
"It was built in, um…" I draw a complete blank until a Ford Model A pops into my mind. Yes, the house was built in the first year for Model As. "1928. It was empty when I, when we bought it. Had been..." The dough captures my attention again. Squash, fold, fold, squash. It feels nice. I like making bread. I wish I could smell it but I can't seem to.
"So," Glen says, drawing my attention out of the dough, "let's talk cars. Who did the car thing first, you or Warren?"
"Technically, he did it first, but that's just because he was born first. I already had the disease when we met."
"What was your first car?"
This is not hard to remember, surprisingly. Words tumble out of me, as if Glen has pressed a button on a tape player. "An '82 Subaru wagon. Four-wheel drive. Yellow. I went for practicality more than sport. I named it Buttercake and drove it all through high school, into college. By the time the rust got terminal, Buttercake had about three hundred thousand miles on her. I got a new Loyale to replace her. My first new car, a '92 Subaru wagon. It got wrecked within a month, of course. Believe it or not, the guy I was dating when I first met Ren was chasing me at the time. I'd have never hit that ice cream truck otherwise."
Glen tilts his head, and Amy-Ann meows at him. He wiggles his fingers and she pushes her nose into them. "You left this guy for Ren?"
That's not right at all, and I shake my head. In fact I made a point of not leaving Darron for Ren, because I didn't want to be that chick. "He got increasingly paranoid about my friendship with Ren, and over time that wrecked our relationship. Not to mention my Subie, my dignity, and both our houses, among other things. After we reached the point of seriously irreconcilable differences, that was when I started going with Ren."
"Okay, that's a lot of information all at once. How did it wreck your house? And your...dignity?"
"His house got wrecked when Ren drove a Jeep into it, as some sort of boneheaded vengeance, after Darron--the prior boyfriend, in case you hadn't guessed--and three of his friends trashed my house, killed my cat, and had a bit of a gang-bang party with me, this after I dumped a bowl of chili on Darron's head because he slapped me during an argument. The fact that we were at the Radisson at the time means more to him than it does to me." It all falls out of me, one thing after another, a massive information-dump, and if I was thinking I don't think I'd have told him all of that but I can't seem to shut up and am feeling apathetic enough that it doesn't occur to me that maybe I want to keep the rape to myself until I've already babbled it out. On the other hand, it startles the hell out of him, he's predictably horrified, and I like that he's reeling emotionally and not sure of what to do next. It puts us on common ground.
It's a few seconds before Glen can speak properly. "What...wait...he did WHAT? When did all of this happen?"
"Ask the car, silly--it was in '92." I watch the bread for a while. Glen falls silent. When he doesn't say anything for a while, I ask him, "Have you ever lost someone you loved a lot?"
"Yes," he says, "but not in the same way you did."
The admission instantly makes me like him better. I turn and give him the biggest smile I can. He smiles back, but looks like he's just bitten tinfoil.
Someone taps me on the shoulder; I turn and see Dobie Cassarell. "Good afternoon," Dobie says.
"Hey…" I say, trailing off with my hands in the mound of dough. What's he doing here? Is he here?
"I just wanted to stop in and say hello before the big event," Dobie says. "How are you holding up?"
"Up?" What is he doing here, anyway? Does that mean Becka Packard is here too? I don't want to see her, but her being here makes no sense anyway, since Becka vowed never to set foot in this house because of the pain it caused her, reminding her of Ren. I can't remember when she said that but I'm sure she did. And not only was that an utterly silly thing to say, but it was just like her, because even though Ren bought the house with me he hardly even came here before that, before he, before Vermont, and who cares, it's her loss anyway and I certainly wouldn't make bread for her…
"Really?" Glen asks.
Oops, I must've said that out loud. "It's…the truth. She hates me, you know."
"So I've heard," Dobie says. "Have no fear. Danny's here, but Becka isn't. He was excited to see the house."
Why is Danny here? He hates me as much as she does, with the added bonus that he's jealous of Ren. I manage not to say this out loud, but before I can protest that I don't want the little blueblooded plague monkey in my house either, Ian appears out of nowhere and puts his hand on Dobie's shoulder. "Lexi's got her hands a little full, guys," he says.
My mood changes like a card flipping over, and I forget all about Danny Packard. It's a weird feeling, but thinking or worrying about it is hard, so I don't. I pour myself more juice to make it easier not to think about it. "Of dough," I agree with a giggle, and hold up the soft mound I'm kneading. "There's some in the oven already, and then this one..." I tell Ian. "Twenty minutes until bread."
"That's great," Ian says, escorting Dobie out of the kitchen. "I'll be back for it."
"What they need," I tell Glen after they've gone, "is jelly. Butter and jelly. Strawberry jelly. Or blackberry, from that place in Frankenmuth." He seems to think it's a good idea.
Outside the window, I see another ghost. She's one of the three that appeared at first, not the tall woman who's always trying to lead me from one place to another but the shorter Chinese woman. She's out in the backyard, standing in a pile of leaves. I get the feeling that she's beckoning to me but she doesn't move.
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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Glen watched Lexi for a while as she pinballed unsteadily around the kitchen, working on baking another of her delightful, uneven loaves of bread. When she rushed out of the kitchen again to check on her TV shows, he waited for her instead of following, grateful for a moment to pull a chair up to the table and lay his notepad down. Table and chair both appeared to be thrift-shop refugees dragged in for lack of anything better. Some of the rooms in Lexi's big old house still contained dusty but solid antique furniture, presumably left by the previous tenants and spared rot by the cold northern Michigan winters. Other rooms were filled with unpacked boxes, empty, or sparsely furnished with Salvation Army stopgaps like the kitchen, which was at least made twenty times more friendly by the smell of freshly baked bread. It was cool in spite of the huge Depression-era gas stove that took up most of the back wall.
Most of the staff at Late Apex had more or less written Lexi off once Warren died and she shuttered the company. The court fight had been of only trivial interest to the hard-core car guys, most of whom had met Ren at one event or another and spoken highly of him as a collector who drove his toys instead of shrink-wrapping them. True, she drove the cars too, but old preconceptions died hard, and old cars were a "guy" thing. Period. As proof, here it was, eight months after Ren's death and Lexi was auctioning off the collection. Two of Glen's editors were here for the sale too, but neither of them had wanted to talk to Lexi. She wasn't interested in keeping the fantastic collection; that was all they needed to know about her.
But there had been a funny phone call, as they'd been making plans to come to the auction, from a friend of Langdon Quimby's named Curve. Glen knew Curve and some of Quimby's other friends, but had never met Quimby himself. Quimby wasn't interested in cars, but for some reason he was interested in Lexi, and suggested that Glen ought to be as well. Quimby's "suggestions" often had journalistic merit; he had mailed Glen Kirk Kerkorian's business card in a Baggie the day before the '95 New York Auto Show, before Kerkorian's surprising hostile takeover attempt of Chrysler. With that in mind, Glen had told his editors he was interested in doing a sidebar on Lexi, and they had dispatched him with skepticism as to its chances of seeing print in Late Apex. Fair enough.
Things had gotten strange once he'd found her. She wasn't anywhere near the auction, which was taking place at a warehouse some distance from the house, and Ian Warnock had insisted on okaying the interview, as if he was Lexi's lawyer. Agreeing to cooperate seemed like the quickest way to talk to Lexi, as only Ian knew where she was. Before he'd left Glen alone with her, Ian had taken him aside and asked him not to grill Lexi about Ren, or about the collection, especially the auction that was going on, and something definitely wasn't kosher about that. Ian's explanation that Lexi was having the auction so that she wouldn't have to think about the cars or Ren was a little weak, too. It made more sense that he didn't think the house was a good venue. Lexi's house, while beautiful in its unrestored state, was downright creepy. Even early in the afternoon when the sun was at its height the house had more than its fair share of dark corners and shadows. There was also the sense that something was watching him all the time. Glen almost wanted to say that it felt like the house was watching him. Lexi lived in one of those houses that adolescents in small towns snuck into only on the most desperate of dares. Glen wouldn't have been surprised to find that some of the kids in Arcadia had done exactly that in her house, either before or while she lived here.
The oddest thing was Lexi herself. She was clearly stoned out of her mind. She had freely apologized for being "off," so she wasn't being drugged against her will, Glen didn't think, but there you were. He had written off the interview for Late Apex as soon as it became clear they couldn't talk about the auction, but judging by her emotional state he might be able to sell the story to someone else. No one had ever interviewed Lexi Crane by herself since she'd broken apart after Warren's death, but she was kind of a character once you talked to her a little. Cute, too, in spite of a haggard appearance born of not going outside or feeding herself well for the better part of the year. She was wearing a pale blue T-shirt with a picture of a hearse on it and a pair of well-worn jeans.
And, contrary to the other car guys' opinions of her, she knew her stuff. As she came back into the kitchen, he got her talking again by asking, "TR-6 or Tiger?" He didn't even have to tell her that the TR-6 was a Triumph, or that the Tiger in question referred to a sporty little Sunbeam.
Her misty, distracted air vanished when they were talking about cars. It was uncanny. "Not entirely fair. Of course I like the TR better; it's closer to my age. And it looks better."
"Matter of opinion," Glen said, grinning.
Lexi shrugged, transferring her dough to a loaf pan and covering it with a towel so it could rise. "Daimler SP250's a fairer comparison to the Tiger anyway, since they're both V8 beasties and about the same age. And I like the Daimlers better, too." She even pronounced it correctly: "dame-ler," referring to the British company that had no connection to the German manufacturer, which was spelled the same but pronounced "dime-ler."
"Oh, my God, you're kidding? That ugly thing?"
"Some things are so ugly they're cute," Lexi said with a secretive smile. "And they make good noises."
It happened as she opened the oven's door to take out the bread that was finished. Glen later guessed that the rush of oxygen had somehow ignited a cloud of unburned gas inside the ancient stove. Lexi put her hand on the door and it blew open in a flash of orange-blue and a rolling blast of noise that shook the walls. All of the burners and pots on top of the stove were blown into the air; one of them put a sizable dent in the tin ceiling. A roiling curl of flame enveloped Lexi, lifted her off her feet, and threw her five feet into the wall next to the refrigerator. For a moment it seemed as if the stove had reached out a giant flaming hand and slapped her away...
And then it was gone. The fire blew itself out before the pans and burners had finished crashing to the floor, before Glen had quite reached his feet to begin looking for the fire extinguisher. From somewhere else in the house he heard a male voice cry out, "Jesus H. Christ!" and running footsteps beginning to approach.
Lexi was sitting in a heap next to the wall. Glen took two steps forward, swept the stove's dials to make sure the gas was off, and turned to her. Eight years of amateur racing and track work showed in his crisis management skills, and he realized that he was ready to throw himself on top of her with a blanket if her clothes were on fire. Luckily, there was no need. She didn't even look scorched. Her eyes were closed, her feet splayed, hands limp on the floor at her sides. The kitchen smelled heavily of spices and burning paper.
"Lexi?" he asked.
Ian had just gotten Dobie Cassarell back into his Mercedes, safely out of the house and on the way to the auction with the promise that they'd talk more when they got there, when he heard the noise. It sounded like something heavy had fallen from a great height and crashed through the roof, and a rush of cool air from the back of the house seemed to support this theory. It must have been some kind of explosion. Panic burst in his stomach, and Ian was running for the kitchen without a second thought, the auction forgotten.
The scene was disarmingly normal, except that Lexi was sitting by the wall next to the refrigerator. No hole in the ceiling. No flaming fragments of flesh rended to bits by an explosion. The journalist was hovering over Lexi, touching her wrist lightly. "What happened?"
"The stove blew up," Glen told him. "I don't know if she's--"
Ian was already kneeling next to Lexi, calling her name softly, taking her other wrist in his hand. Glen thought that he looked more like a farmer tending to a prized cow than a concerned friend, but maybe that was just shock warping his perceptions a little. Lexi didn't respond to the touch. "What happened?" Ian asked again.
Before Glen could answer, Lexi's eyes popped wide. She took in a long, drawn-out breath through her teeth and recoiled from Ian, banging her head against the wall.
"Lexi?" Ian said softly. "It's me. Are you okay? The stove--"
With a garbled noise, she started twitching and kicking in jerky, violent bursts, her eyes unfocused. The flailing took Ian by surprise. She kicked his feet out from under him and he tumbled backward.
"Shit," Glen said, "she's having a seizure."
Ian crawled forward again and knelt next to Lexi. He grabbed her wrists hard, trying to hold her still. When that had little effect, he pulled her into a bear hug. Lexi threw her head back, hitting him hard in the cheek, and he squeezed tighter. Violent spasms shot through her body as if she was being electrocuted, and he couldn't hold her still despite his weight advantage. When had she gotten so strong? "What do I do?"
Glen pulled the trash can away so she couldn't kick it, making more clear space. "Let her go! Don't hold her down. Roll her onto her stomach and leave her be. She'll fall asleep when she's done, and then you can carry her upstairs and put her to bed."
"Shouldn't I put my belt in her mouth or something, so she doesn't choke?"
"No, just let her be," Glen said with a great deal more calm than he felt. Some large part of his mind was standing back to watch what happened next, ready to act.
Ian watched Lexi beat limp hands against the floor, then looked at Glen. "How do you know she'll be okay?"
"Seen it happen a lot. My cousin has epilepsy."
"Lexi doesn't."
"Are you sure?"
"Positive. I'd think her doctor would have told me. She's not taking any medication for that."
"She's taking medication for something," Glen said, a hint of accusation in his voice. He didn't mean for it to be there.
"I beg your pardon?"
"Nothing."
Ian was silent for about five seconds, and then he kicked the floor. "I can't stand here and watch this. I'm going to move her."
When Ian took a step forward, Glen put a hand on his shoulder. "No. Let her be."
"She doesn't have epilepsy. You have no goddamn idea what's wrong with her and I'm not going to let her kill herself!"
As Ian's level of agitation rose, Glen felt calmer still. "A grand mal seizure is a grand mal seizure," he said. "Once she's done, we can move her. If you try to before that, she's going to hurt herself. She's going to turn her wrist or her ankle, or break her hand hitting the floor, or break her own nose hitting the wall. Is it possible she's having a reaction to whatever she's taking?"
Ian took a long breath, and let it out slowly. Glen was right. He'd have to get Lexi checked out. Damn this woman for being so difficult! The silence was broken only by Lexi's sharp, erratic breathing and the sound of her hands and feet pounding against the floor.
After a few minutes Lexi's twitching and kicking subsided. Her breathing relaxed. "Now," Glen said. Ian suddenly realized that Glen had been holding him the whole time. "She's probably asleep."
He was right. "I'm going to have to call her doctor to observe her again," he said with a sigh.
"Tell you what," Glen said with a smile, "I'll check on her bread for you. She'll probably be out for a few hours. I'll conclude the interview some other time, if that's okay." Next time he intended to ask Lexi straight out if he should be deferring to Ian or not, too.
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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I awake from a dream of suffocation. As I scratch my way back to consciousness and discover that I can breathe again, I open my eyes and see Malice curled up in the bed next to me. The longhaired black cat looks back at me with eyes that I know are green, but don't look green right now. My thoughts are pleasantly pink and fuzzy and insubstantial, like Faygo Redpop froth. "'Lo, cat," I say. Malice yawns. "What were we doing, anyway?" I can't remember, exactly. Ian was...inside and outside. And there was someone else, a writer, a Chinese girl, Dobie Cassarell, no, none of those was right. No, maybe all of them were. I roll my hands into fists and whack my temples lightly. I was making bread, that was it. Making it for...myself. No, someone else. It's no good, I can't remember. Something to do with Late Apex magazine. I consign it to the corner of my mind reserved for unimportant things and slide out of bed. Malice doesn't follow.
Downstairs, Dr. Zheng is in the library, or what will be the library when it's finished. If it's ever finished. I don't like Dr. Zheng, as much as I dislike anyone at least, which isn't very many people if you don't count Becka Packard, who is to evil what Rolls-Royce is to basic transportation, or Tiffany Burke, whom I went to high school with. Either way we don't get along well, especially not when Ian has him stay in my house for days on end to watch over me. I feel like a bug in a microscope with him around, and I don't always like feeling like that. I feel like I could deal with him better if I didn't have to take the pills and deal with the pink cloud that goes with them, but he's rigorous about giving them to me on time. Besides which, mustering the energy to think and act and get rid of him would just be...just...something.
"Are you hungry, Lexi?" Dr. Zheng asks.
I like this room. The shelves in the walls were there when we moved in, but the wallpaper and wood trim in the room had suffered thanks to a pair of windows that had been broken since the Sixties. There are boxes of our books and other knicknacks and several crates stacked against the outside wall. Dr. Zheng is looking through one of the boxes, and I drop into a tatty wingbacked chair that should be red. He asks if I'm hungry again, and I tell him, "Him sad," perfectly matching the strange pidgin accent that the dialogue from Mad Max Beyond Thunderdome is supposed to be spoken in. "Brain broken! This my vehicle! You...pedestrian!" It's a shame he never saw the movie, and thus doesn't appreciate the artistry of my mimicry. I do like that he reads way too much into everything I say, though.
Dr. Zheng sighs a long-suffering, patient sigh. "You really should eat something," he says. "You didn't have very much for lunch. You're losing weight."
"That's Latin, darlin'," I say, affecting a drawl and talking to an imaginary person next to me. "Apparently Mr. Ringo is an educated man." I drop my voice to a threatening hiss. "Now I really hate him." That one's from Tombstone. I get up out of the chair and turn in a less-than-graceful half circle, surveying the room. I wish I knew why it's easier to think of movie quotes than it is to actually talk.
"I don't understand what you're trying to say, Lexi."
Suddenly I have a clipped French accent. "Too bad. You could warn them, if only you spoke Hovitos." Doesn't he recognize anything? Has Dr. Zheng ever even seen a movie? Just one? Come on! Raiders of the Lost Ark? Everyone's seen that, haven't they?
I stand in front of my chair, incidentally aware that I'm swaying slightly back and forth but unable to stop myself, and look down at him for a minute. He's about an inch shorter than me, has a darkish Chinese complexion like that token Asian henchman who gets killed in just about every Mel Gibson movie, and he's always wearing a gray suit with a vest. On top of that he's losing his hair, just like Ian is. He's too ordinary by far and it makes me want to wear yellow, which, now that I think of it, might be fun to do regardless. Unless, of course, I'm already wearing yellow. I look down at myself. I can't tell. I don't think I am.
The doctor doesn't waver under my scrutiny. "I'm going to make some soup. Would you like that?"
I channel Brandon Lee in The Crow. "I see you've made your decision. Now let's see you enforce it."
Dr. Zheng frowns and takes a step back, then turns and marches off to the kitchen. If he had seen The Crow, he'd have known that it wasn't a threat at all, although there was no line he could throw back at me. I miss trading quotes with Ren. Maybe that's why I'm doing it. Even though I wasn't thinking about him--I wasn't, dammit--it's still a fun game with the doctor, who takes everything I say so seriously, even if I'm talking about space ships. I think he writes down everything I say. He probably thinks I'm completely insane and I haven't been much in the mood to try to convince him otherwise, either.
I can hear the doctor's footsteps all the way to the kitchen, on account of the nice Italian shoes he wears all the time, even though the driveway's muddy (he wears little rubber shoelets that slip over them). I also hear a cat padding down the stairs and turn my head just far enough to see Nance trotting through the foyer on his way to the kitchen, expecting a handout that isn't going to come. Dr. Zheng doesn't give the cats treats. He rarely acknowledges them.
Upstairs. I want to be curled up in my bed, so that's where I go. Halfway up the stairs the phone rings. I hear Dr. Zheng answer it.
Clock-clock-clock, he's coming out of the kitchen to the foyer. I rush the rest of the way up the steps, so I can be at the top when he gets there. My house has a grand sort of foyer, with a big central staircase that splits halfway up to go left and right, to each wing of the house. I feel like looking down on the doctor from the landing, like a faded but still powerful dowager empress, or something of that nature anyway. My feet are listening to me, but my knees are half an order behind, so I trip once. Dr. Zheng doesn't seem like he heard the ungraceful thump, though. "You have a phone call," he says, holding the cordless phone up as if I could reach down with a stretchy Plasticman arm and grab it from where I'm at. "It's Glen, the reporter from Late Apex magazine."
"Three seconds, break neck!" I shout, loudly enough that Glen can no doubt hear me too. "Who runs Bartertown? MasterBlaster runs Bartertown!" No way is either of them going to understand that, but somewhere beneath all the pink mist I want to be inscrutable today. Only Ren would've understood me. Only he was ever allowed to on days like this. Why does Dr. Zheng have to stay here? Sometimes I need to be alone. I turn and run for my room, and my legs obey me this time. It's a perfect exit and I'm very happy with it. I even slam the door of my room behind me, to give Zheng something to write in his silly journal about.
This is my room. Since I've spent so much time hibernating in here, it's the most thoroughly thought out one in the house, most of which is still sort of trashed-out apart from having basic weatherproofing and electricity. Well, most of it has electricity. My room used to be three rooms. Ren and I were going to share it, swish-click, swish-click I am not doing that right now, no. This is my room, this is my room, this is where I am and I want to stay here, I really do. The walls are unrestored--the maroon and green paint is cracked and flaking off in trapezoidal curls, and there's minor fire damage where the damaged wall was torn out. My bed stands under a nine by four-foot antique mirror that was there when we moved in. The silver has darkened, but the glass is undamaged and I like it. A heavy, half-filled bookshelf blocks what used to be doorway to the other bedroom we cannibalized. It shares space with an art-deco armoire and a much newer bureau of uncertain heritage or design along the wall across from the bed. My bed is flanked by two doors; one leads into a deep closet, the other to a staircase that goes straight to the kitchen.
The best thing about my room is the turret at the back of the house, whose second story creates a sizeable rounded bay window at the outside corner of the room. I put a desk in the turret, and stood the computer on it, but it isn't hooked up yet. I haven't decided if it it's going to stay there, and haven't devoted any thought to it.
I fling myself into the bed (it's a queen-size bed with three feather ticks and two down comforters, so I could jump into it from a helicopter if I wanted to) and make a perfect one-back landing between Malice and the mail, which I must have collected earlier but don't remember. It seems like I'm working on two or three things at once, like I always used to when Ren was alive, but I just can't remember all of them at any given time. None of it (the mail, not the cat) is interesting (the cat is always interesting) except for a manila envelope with a Detroit postmark. It has a mix CD, from Cygnet. She makes them for me all the time, which isn't a surprise as she's a DJ at the coolest radio station in Detroit and she lives for music. She's been sending me CDs that I'm sure are calculated to cheer me up. Sometimes they really do.
"My bag is in the hat," I sing to my cat as I rip the package open, "it's filled with this and that." Malice blinks and says nothing. She doesn't like Marilyn Manson that much.
The envelope contains nothing except a months-old copy of a New York newspaper from the day that Ren died. I have a moment of clarity, and think, What a perfectly awful thing to send to me! I'm actually insulted.
It reads like this:
Warren Packard Killed In VT Car Crash
AP--Warren Packard, scion of the multimillionaire Packard family, was pronounced dead at the scene of an automobile accident that killed four people in upstate New York Wednesday evening. The incident came as a shock to members of an automotive community that had barely finished celebrating the public introduction of the Crane-Packard sports car at the New York Auto Show. Packard's death thrusts the future of America's newest car company into uncertainty.
Police said the crash occurred near Roxbury, Vermont, some time after nine p.m. Packard and Alexis Crane, his fiancee and partner in founding the car company, were transporting display materials and a show car. Reports from the scene suggest that the Ford F-350 driven by Crane struck Packard's car and a Cadillac limousine driven by Gerry Okurowski of Fashionable Transport in Boston, Massachusetts. Packard's car and the limousine were forced off the road and into a water-filled ravine. Packard, Okurowski and the limousine's three unidentified passengers were killed. Also killed was truck driver Ernest Murchison, of Middlebury, whose truck was traveling in the opposite direction and struck the Crane-Packard display trailer. Police say alcohol has been ruled out as a factor in the crash and will release further details pending an investigation.
The $42,000 Crane-Packard sports coupe and roadster created a stir when it was unveiled to the public at the New York Auto Show Wednesday morning. The automotive press was excited by both the theatrical stage presence of the company's founders and by the car's Corvette-beating performance figures. The initial production run of twenty-five cars was sold before noon.
Neither Crane nor the Packard family could be reached for comment on the future of the company.
Apparently no one knows exactly what happened, other than me, since I was there. Why did everyone else have to go and die? There are diagrams based on Vermont state police analysis of the scene. They get a lot of things wrong. They think that Deus rear-ended the limo and made it run into Ren, and that didn't happen at all. I fall asleep thinking about that.
I dream of walls. Cream-colored tile walls, to be specific. My point of reference is very close to the tile, as if I have my nose pressed right up against it as I move slowly along. The air is cold. My feet are wet. The tile races quickly along under my nose. I push myself away from the wall, wanting to see more of my surroundings, and find that I am in a tunnel, lined walls and ceiling with cream-colored tile and indistinct ahead and behind. As I move down the tunnel, the light (if there was any) moves with me. I can feel myself moving slightly up, then slightly down, then slightly sideways. The tunnel widens, becomes a great hall with a dirt ceiling and a tiled floor. Frozen puddles dot the floor, but I can't feel my feet touching them. I move across the hall, whose walls remain indistinct, and I come to a closed wooden garage door with a brass knocker and handle.
Raise the door or knock first? I choose to raise the door. Inside I see only headlights, massive headlights that rush out as if freed from a cage. There's no time to jump out of the car's way, and as it runs into and over me I find myself suddenly inside, behind the wheel. It's an old car, but I can't quite place what make it is. A big sedan, anyway. 1930s for sure. I can smell potpourri. The road ahead is dark except for the twin tunnels of white speared into it by the headlights. The road curves gently, and the car turns with it. The headlights turns with it too--it has Pilot Rays, I realize, those old foglights that connect to the steering rack and turn with the front wheels. What a great thing! I've never seen them work before, but there they are. Super-cool. I'm on the verge of identifying the car by its hood ornament, but it's way too dark to see it well.
An imperceptible shift, and I'm not driving any more; I'm in the passenger seat. I look toward the driver's side and see a woman in her late thirties, her auburn hair shot through with gray and pulled back into a loose knot at the back of her head. She's wearing clothes that match the car's time period, as far as I can tell. The woman looks back at me; in the dim light from the dashboard's dials I can tell only that the woman is handsome, with sad eyes. We drive on without speaking, into the dark and then the dream drifts on to other things.
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
twelve
Molly set her laptop on Lexi's dining room table, plugged the machine in, and slapped her notepad on the table. The sound echoed in the room, a flat smack that denoted irritation. Ian jumped, but she wasn't actually annoyed. Of course, having him walking on eggshells around her didn't bother her; since the dressing-down he'd gotten the last time she'd been here, he had been positively rabbit-like. That was fine with her. "You're still following me around," she said, glancing at him over the top of the PowerBook's screen.
"I'm just curious," he said. "I expected you'd have all sorts of ghost-hunting equipment, not just the notepad."
She refrained from rolling her eyes. It had taken Ian long enough to warm up to the idea of her coming to Lexi's house for a short visit at all, and she was determined to be cordial, even while she was making him twitchy. He'd avoided her calls for weeks after she'd dressed him down about the missed meeting in Detroit, and while she was glad he was afraid of her it made it awfully hard to get in touch with Lexi. Lately a man who claimed to be Lexi's doctor had started answering the phone most of the time. "Phone jack?" she asked, holding up the modem's cord.
Ian nodded and took it. Molly carried a twenty-five foot loop of the stuff; you never knew how far it would have to stretch sometimes.
She was at once glad Ian had let her come up, and annoyed that she felt compelled to ask his permission. It was Lexi's house, after all. Unfortunately, she couldn't get through to the lady of the house. Molly wanted desperately to talk to Lexi, apart from the occasional addled late-night phone call, so she'd decided to pull some vacation time ahead and take a Christmas shift on the newsdesk to make up for it, if she had to.
Of course it was looking like it would be for naught; when she arrived, Lexi was barely lucid, loopy on antidepressants. Ian had introduced her briefly to Dr. Zheng, a florid little Chinese man who had assumed the mantle of live-in doctor for Lexi, and then she'd gone right to exploring the house for evidence of Lexi's ghosts.
"So what happens next?"
"It's very exciting, Ian. I'm going to sit here and transcribe the notes I took while we walked through, while it's still fresh in my mind. You'll be able to feel the tension in the keystrokes."
"But what are you writing about? We didn't see any spooks," he added. There was slightly mocking skepticism in his voice.
She ignored it. "No, we didn't. It doesn't matter. I want to describe the house. What it feels like. What it smells like. The way that the original wallpaper feels under your fingertips as you walk down the hallway upstairs. The fire damage on Lexi's wall. Every old house is different and I want to take my readers into the moment." She typed in her dialup number and let the modem's screech change the subject. "So, isn't the doctor expensive?" she asked.
She had hoped that Ian would be taken by surprise, but he merely folded his hands on the table in front of him. "It's better than having to rush to the emergency room in town, if something happens," he said. "The funds from the auction are paying for it."
"And how's Lex taking it?"
"Taking what?"
"The cars being gone," she said, pushing her chair back. Connection made, she clicked open her mail program, fingers dancing on the trackball. She disliked having to ask Ian things she'd come up here to talk to Lexi about, but decided to make the effort to trust him. He was looking out for her friend, after all. She needed to let the Detroit thing go; he'd made an honest mistake, and it wouldn't happen again. If she kept treating him like an asshole for it though, things certainly wouldn't get any better, and Molly wanted to be on the list of people Ian would call if he needed help or advice. Grudges were a bad habit of hers.
"Ah, that," Ian said. "As well as could be expected, I suppose. We're trying to get her to sleep less." Neither of them really wanted to talk about Lexi--at least not to one another--so the subject faltered and died. Molly fussed with the hair at the back of her neck, looking through her email. Newspaper stuff, newspaper stuff…here was a note from an editor saying that no, thank you, her ghost column didn't sound like it was for them. And an email from Glen Grant. Molly frowned. The name was vaguely familiar, and curiosity brushed the sting of the rejection note aside.
"So, how do you do...whatever it is you're going to do? What other tests do you run?"
She smiled. "There aren't any tests, Ian. All I do is pass on the stories about the ghosts. Kind of like modernizing folk tales." Oh, now she remembered. She'd met Mr. Grant at the Crane-Packard introduction, in New York, he was another car journalist, and Lexi had mentioned that she'd done an interview with him, or was going to. It was hard to tell what was in the present or past with Lexi lately. "I'll spend the night and keep my ears open," she told Ian, plucking at her earlobe for emphasis, "and that's about it. I'll also contact the town hall, or whatever passes for one, and try to get the history of the house. Maybe I'll be able to figure out who the ghost might be."
"Purported ghost," Ian corrected her. "Lexi says she sees ghosts everywhere," he sighed, shaking his head in disbelief.
Molly nodded, dividing her attention between Ian and Glen's email. He had gotten her contact info from the business card she'd given him, and wanted to ask her about Lexi--specifically, what kind of treatment she was getting. He added in a postscript that it was off-the-record; he'd seen something that concerned him was all. "Seen anything yourself?"
"I'm sure I haven't."
"No need to be shy." Her lips curled in a teasing smile.
"No," he said, meeting her eyes but not matching her amusement. "I haven't seen anything. You do realize that she likes to make up stories, don't you?"
"Yes, I do." His tendency to be condescending was one of the things Molly disliked about Ian. It made it hard for her to remember how big a help he'd been these past few months. While he talked she keyed a rapid response to Glen Grant: Ask me anything. It was coquettish--she remembered Glen being moderately attractive, in a semi-bookish way--and of course she could decide whether she was going to talk about Lexi behind her back or not once she knew what he wanted to know. She sent the email and said, "Lex does make stuff up sometimes, but we've shared experiences before, and she wouldn't have me up here on a wild goose chase."
Ian nodded, unconvinced. "You say you've seen ghosts together?"
"More than once," Molly said. The things that she and Lexi and Cygnet seen as teenagers flitted through her mind, and she decided not to share the details with Ian. "More than once," she repeated.
"And then newspapers buy your stories?"
"Are you asking lots of questions because you're curious, or because you're trying not to give me the chance to ask any of my own?" She looked from the computer to Ian and was satisfied to see a slightly guilty look on his face. "Yes, newspapers buy them. In fact I'm up to twelve papers a week now." Yeah, twelve positive responses from three hundred query letters, a sarcastic voice in the back of her head droned. Molly ignored it. "People like to hear folk tales."
"Do you make a lot of money at that?"
"I have no plans to quit my day job, if that's what you're asking." Molly stood up and looked around the dining room, idly clicking the "Send & Receive All" icon as she did. She stretched her back, looking at the ceiling. There had once been a light fixture over the dining table, probably something ornate judging by the molding that remained, but it was long gone. The ceiling and walls of the dining room were stained dark with candle-soot.
When Molly brought her head back down, she caught Ian's eyes jumping away from her breasts. She said nothing; most men did it, and it wasn't the first time she'd seen Ian looking either. At least he didn't talk to them. "So what did you sense?" he asked. The mocking tone was back.
"I told you, I'm not a medium." There was already an email; Glen had responded. He must be at his computer. "So tell me more about this Dr. Zheng," she asked. "I thought Lex was off the suicide watch."
Glen's question was startling: Does Lexi have a history of epilepsy or other neurological problems? She had a grand mal seizure while I was interviewing her, and Mr. Warnock seemed unaware of any long-term health problems. She was heavily medicated and I was concerned that it might be a reaction.
"She is" Ian said. "But I can't stay here with her all the time. I've got to go back to work, and she's not ready to be left alone."
"I understand," Molly said. "How has she been reacting to the anti-depressants? You said Dr. Zheng had her on something new?"
"She's been fine," Ian said, pushing his chair back. "No problems at all."
"I just wondered. She used to have funny reactions to some things when we were younger." This wasn't a complete truth, since Lexi's ability to get slightly intoxicated on massive amounts of sugar wasn't something Molly considered particularly funny.
"There hasn't been anything untoward," Ian said. "I've got a phone call to make. Will you be using the phone line for long?"
"Just a couple of minutes," she said.
"Oh, before it slips my mind--when Lexi wakes up, if you get a chance to talk to her, I need you to ask her about a few things."
Molly raised an eyebrow.
"I'm just tying up loose ends, and there's a lot of Crane-Packard inventory missing. Parts, mostly. It's been inventoried, but none of it is at the factory. I was hoping Lexi might know if she and Warren did something silly with it."
Something about the way he said it annoyed her. "Yes, because abject silliness was the business model that they followed." On her computer, she typed while she talked: I've never known Lex to have a seizure of any kind, and I. (sitting right in front of me) says she's had no adverse drug reactions. Is he lying? Now I have a question for you: why is he asking me to ask L. where the inventory of C-P parts is, because it's not in the warehouse? And even if I knew--if she wouldn't tell him, why would I? She sent her response as Ian stood up, suddenly afraid he'd walk around the table and see what she was writing about him.
"I didn't mean to be insulting, I'm sorry. But you have to admit that they could be unorthodox."
"Indeed. Why can't you ask her?"
"She's been playing games with me. I can't tell if she's keeping things from me on purpose, or because of…" Ian let the sentence hang. "Anyway, I thought she might be more comfortable talking to you about it. It reminds her of Ren, and you know how she gets."
Ian's excuse was lame and she didn't believe it for a moment. There was something going on. She didn't know what, but something wasn't kosher. Molly kicked herself for sending the email to Glen. She'd met the man once, and the last damn thing Lexi needed was another reporter intrigued by what was going on in her life. They'd only just started to get rid of the first thousand or so. Still, something wasn't right. She'd have to email Glen some more and find out what he was thinking, exactly. Maybe they could do lunch some time, and talk at length about Lexi. Swap ideas.
The idea had more appeal than it ought. She wanted an excuse to talk to Glen some more, and she had no idea why. There were better people to talk to, however--mutual friends she was more acquainted with. She started writing an email to Ajax Jaxon.
thirteen
Lexi woke up some time in the middle of the night--she could tell, because she'd fallen asleep without pulling the curtains and northern Michigan's uniquely black night sky seemed to have leaked into the room. She didn't wake from a nightmare, but calmly. She could feel Malice sleeping on her chest; the cat woke when she did, and looked down into her face. Lexi's eyes adjusted quickly to the dark, and when they did she was looking at a ghost.
Was she quite awake? Maybe not. The fact of a ghost in her bedroom bothered her not at all. Should it have, though? She'd been seeing so many ghosts lately, although none of them had glowed cool blue like the woman at the foot of the bed did. She was mistier than any of the others had been, too. Fuzzy, almost. Lexi could make out the woman's face, except for her eyes--it could have been the woman from her dream, except that she couldn't see if the eyes were sad--and her upper body became clearer as she watched, but the woman's legs never coalesced into anything more solid than mist.
"Nihao," Lexi said, not that the ghost would get a reference to anime, but there you were. Malice looked at the ghost and stepped primly off of Lexi, tail very discreetly fluffed (quite an impressive display for a long-haired black cat) and a low growl in the back of her throat. "S'okay, cat," Lexi said softly. Malice stopped growling.
The ghost drifted backward across the room, then through the door that led to the kitchen.
Lexi didn't think; she followed the cool blue light downstairs. She half-expected it to be gone when she got there, but it was in the dining room, drifting slowly around the table as if it were setting places. It moved nonchalantly, as if it didn't care if Lexi followed or not.
As she passed the refrigerator, the phone rang. Lexi nearly jumped out of her socks. She grabbed it off the hook without a second thought (or a second ring) and then promptly lost it. She couldn't feel the phone in her hand, but she didn't hear it hit the floor, either. It took her a moment to focus in the dark and see that the silly thing was in her hand after all. So the drugs were still working.
The ghost moved in the dining room. It had finished its circuit of the table and was moving toward the ballroom. Lexi took a few steps in that direction, moving as far as the telephone cord would let her.
Oh, right, the phone. It was saying, "Hello? Lexi?"
She lifted it to her ear. "Nihao," she chirped again, not too loudly lest she wake the doctor.
"Hi, Lexi, it's Ajax. I was hoping I'd catch you awake."
"General Ajax!" she said happily. "How are things at the front?"
"Not too bad. Listen, I heard from Molly, and she had some questions. I'm glad you're awake still."
"Still?" Lexi couldn't see the clock on the wall.
"It's almost two. But listen, do you know what's going on at the factory? Molly told me there were questions about the remaining inventory of cars and parts, so I took a drive by there, and saw--"
"What, you just happened to be in Detroit?" Ajax wasn't usually the type to make random road trips. Nashville was a bit of a haul for him. Maybe he could come to Arcadia, too.
"I'm up for the holiday," he said. "Do you know if anything's happening at the plant?"
The factory. Oh, yes, the Crane-Packards. Lexi felt the beginnings of a howl at the back of her throat. It was almost Thanksgiving, they should've had about a thousand cars built by now. She fought it back, forced the feeling down. She had to get herself back into now. Into the real world. The one without Ren, the awful place with no colors or sounds. "It's late," Lexi said. She was happy to hear from Ajax, so happy, but it was hard to get the happy to the surface. "I haven't..." She lost her train of thought completely as the ghost passed out of sight into the ballroom. "There's something strange and wonderful happening, Ajax."
"What's going on?"
"I don't know," she said dreamily. "I haven't figured it out...if it's real or not. I'll let you know." She squinted and could just barely see the blue glow fading in the ballroom.
"Are you okay, Lexi?"
"More or less...more more than less," she replied. "Just pre ock. Pre. Preoccupied," that was the word. "Can I call you later?"
"Sure." Ajax sounded disappointed.
"I'm sorry. I just--" She wanted to talk to him, too, but he could call back tomorrow. The ghost wasn't waiting. "I...have to go, 'kay?" She left the phone on the counter and walked away from it.
The glowing blue woman was going out the front door when she reached the ballroom. Night air delightful and crisp on her face, Lexi followed her out into the dark. It was the middle of the night in October, about forty-five degrees in Arcadia, Michigan, whose biggest retail outlet was a very small party store which doubled as the post office, and Lexi Crane was outside in pajamas and socks, chasing a ghost. It was a good life.
No, chasing wasn't quite the right word. She was following the faintly glowing, faintly woman-shaped specter, and it was leading her down the weed-choked circular driveway, past Dr. Zheng's Saab, and toward a dilapidated carriage house whose drive was so overgrown it had all but vanished. Clay roof tiles had suffered from years of neglect, but the walls looked more or less solid. The doors were another matter. When the ghost passed through the ancient wood, Lexi was able to slip through a Dolph Lundgren-sized gap rather than test the rusted hinges. She'd never explored the carriage house, come to think of it.
The weak nighttime light died completely once she was inside. The concrete floor was uneven (and cold!) beneath her feet, and the ghost was gone.
"Well, what?" she asked the dark. "Going to jump out for a surprise birthday..." She could see her breath clouding in front of her. No, she couldn't, that was her imagination, she couldn't see anything, and besides, it wasn't that cold. It was quiet, though. All of the summer bugs were gone, of course--the woods were sparsely populated with animal rustlings and the ssshhh of bare-branched trees socializing.
She put her hands out in front of her and took a careful, sliding step forward, mindful of her toes--she hated stubbing them--and any sharp object she might encounter. She walked for a long time, moving slowly but finding nothing. She was beginning to think she'd gone farther than the opposite wall (you are entering a new dimension...) when her fingers touched dusty, vertical metal. It wasn't the far wall of the carriage house, which would have been brick in any case. Lexi pressed her fingertips, then palms to the cold surface, knowing right away from the slick glass and painted steel that it was a car. A shiver of excitement went through her. A car! In her garage! It had been there all along, probably calling her, and she'd been too busy--preoccupied really, or was that the same thing?--to go and look for it.
She traced the vehicle in the dark, creating a mental map of its shape with her fingertips. It was old--she could tell by the mostly flat, very upright side panels, and, after a moment, from the way it smelled, like dust and ground oil and something else she'd never been able to place. Kind of like an antique shop, a good one. There were running boards, too, and they led up to big fat fenders at both ends. Lexi's mind sketched out a long-nosed touring car, 1930s or early '40s. If only she had thought to bring a flashlight! The grille was fluted at the top--the notched corners made her guess that it was a Packard, and that made her heart hurt and giggle with joy at the same time. Ren would have been so happy, but he was dead. Lexi ran her fingers over the sculpted chrome of the hood ornament and down the broad, vertical slats of the grille. Yes, it was a Packard.
"This cah belongs to the Pah-kee-stah-nee ambassadah," she said, doing a poor Michael Caine imitation. She sat on the floor in front of the car and rested her head on the blade-like edge of the bumper. Lexi Antoinette, she thought. She fell asleep like that, and dreamt of a guillotine descending with impossible, grinding, scraping slowness down a hundred-foot execution frame toward her throat. A crowd cheered through tinny speakers, and Ren was the red-hooded executioner. It had all the elements of an awful nightmare, but somehow it wasn't.
The blade never did reach her neck. She woke up curled against the car's front tire on the cold floor. Sunlight squirmed in through the cracks in the ceiling and doors--the car was a Packard, after all. A '39 Twelve, to be exact, a massive touring sedan. Judging by its condition--dust, bird and mouse poo, flat tires--it had been in here since before the drive had succumbed to weeds. But why was it still here? Twelves were among the most desirable Packards; surely if someone here had owned one and then died, some relative would've dragged it out and sold it off during the speculation wars of the Eighties. Lexi sat up and considered the Packard for a while.
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
fourteen
Lexi was so excited and pleased about the Packard in the garage that she ate breakfast. Dr. Zheng was already up, and didn't seem to notice that she was coming in from outside rather than from her bedroom. He did notice when she opened the cabinet and poured herself a bowl of cereal, though.
"Good morning, Lexi," he said, trying and failing to act as if he weren't shocked, as if she'd stop if he made a big deal about it. He did make a note in his journal. He made lots of notes in his journal. Sometimes she wondered if he was going to write a whole book about her. She didn't care right now, though, because she was happy about the car and in the mood to eat. Breakfast, and then she'd go for a drive. A very nice morning indeed.
She slid into a chair across from him. "So this is Paris," she said, and shoveled a heaping spoonful of heavily-honeyed Rice Chex into her mouth.
"Actually, it's Michigan," Dr. Zheng said patiently. "You're in your house in Michigan."
"I've been here before. I think it was in a dream..." Dr. Zheng said some other things to her, but she was tuning him out by then; her thoughts had moved past breakfast already. At some point she was given a glass of nasty juice, and had to drink the honey-flavored milk that was left in her cereal bowl to wash away its bitter taste.
After eating she got up and went up the staircase next to the fridge, the one that led directly to her room. Her intent was to take a shower, but by the time she'd made it to her room the pill had begun to put fuzz on everything. Lexi sat on her bed for a moment (Malice, Nance, and Amy-Ann were all in it), which turned into almost an hour. She had a waking dream that she had fallen out of an airplane and was tumbling slowly through the clouds, which were all pink. Some of them purred as she went past them. What was she planning to do, once she got to the ground? Go for a drive, that was it.
The thought of driving spurred her back to her room, to the here and now, if that was what you could call it, and Lexi was suddenly a swirl of manic activity, rushing back and forth about the room, throwing on clothes (and simply throwing others) until she had a pleasing outfit. On this day, that meant black jeans (which had been tighter the last time they'd been on, it seemed), a red turtleneck under a black T-shirt under an expensive red designer shirt that had belonged to Ren under a big bright yellow jacket, her yellow Doc Martens, and a black cloche hat to top it all off. If she concentrated hard enough she could almost see the colors of her clothes. Almost. Cygnet had left a "cheer-up" mixtape for her, and she played it loud-ish. She sang while she dressed, and attempted to dance a little bit, too, but fell down twice.
Dr. Zheng listened to Lexi sing and jump about while he wrote; her voice carried down the stairwell. He wished that he had thought to bring a tape recorder, so he could remember the things she said, to better analyze them later. At the moment she was singing in a distinct, nasal voice: "Six-foot-two and rude as hell, I've gotta get him in the ground before he starts to smell..."
She seemed to enjoy juxtaposing violent imagery with her generally cheerful mien; there was a lot of anger in her, judging by that, the violent movies she enjoyed watching, and the horrific novels that lined her bookshelves. She wouldn't talk about the source of her anger, but Dr. Zheng had made the obvious connection that it stemmed from Ren's death, and she was entering--or deep into--the anger phase of her grief. That it always manifested itself as malice toward fictional characters was interesting. He expected her to displace onto him, because he was convenient, but she was more likely to bang her own head against the wall than to lash out at him. And if the images she enjoyed reciting for him were any indication, that was a good thing.
"We had our words, a common spat...so I kissed him upside the cranium with an 'luminum baseball bat, my name is Mud!" she sang. Definitely full of malice...wait. Dr. Zheng flipped backward through his notepad. One of her cats was named Malice, wasn't it? Yes, there was the list of their names. And she clearly hadn't renamed it after Ren had died. He smiled to himself. Yet another wrinkle to the puzzle. Lexi's peculiar mixture of disconnection from the real world and attention details was something he'd never encountered before. Although she had no mental retardation to speak of, Dr. Zheng had watched Lexi recite from memory entire movies that she'd seen days ago, and that was the sort of thing that he'd only seen in autistic patients. As far as he knew, Lexi didn't have an eidetic memory, either.
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
fifteen
Halfway down the stairs the radio station in my head (at which Cygnet is the official DJ, thanks to the mixtape she sent me) switches from Primus to EBN-OZN: "So I'm feeling really cavalier, and I say 'now call me, if you want to...yeah. Call me, if you want to. So she rang me up, and she says, 'Hey! Do you wanna go out?' Ha! Do I wanna go out!" I feel like I'm momentarily ahead of the goo in my brain, and I like it. If I slow down the pink cloud's going to catch up again, so I swish through the kitchen, barely touching the floor. I grab an apple, my glasses, and Dr. Zheng's keys out of the fruit basket as I go past it and then I jam right on through the dining room, the ballroom, the foyer, and out the front door. I'm going for a drive.
It's snowing, just a little flurry that's probably going to continue for some time and the calendar in my head tells me that it's the middle of November. Where did the year go? Dr. Zheng's car is a Saab 9000 Turbo, which makes me happy even though it's painted either silver or white, instead of red like Saabs are supposed to be. The door handle obeys my fingers with a light but expensive double click, and then I'm inside, smelling that crisp leather-smell, that Saab-smell. The pink cloud recedes even more. The Saab-smell clears my mind and I want to drive. And, for the record, the car is silver, not white.
Where to go? It doesn't matter. I want to drive, need to drive, to go, to move, and the key turns, the car gives a little shudder--kwith-thithvrrrrmmm--and comes delightfully alive. I squeeze the cold steering wheel and let the wonderful living mechanical feeling vibrate through me. The low Saab exhaust-burble makes me smile. The car will know where to go, off through the snow. I hope Dr. Zheng put on snow tires. Probably not. I could ask him, seeing as how he's on the porch yelling, yelling my name in a pink cloud and tinted glass-muffled voice like a curious backward echo--"...lexi? lexi get out of there, you shouldn't..."
Silly old Dr. Zheng's shouting is unimportant, though. I hate it when people shout at me. I lock the doors with my elbow and feed Cygnet's tape to the player. He yells too much; I'll listen when I come back. If I come back. Will the fuzz let go of me long enough for a decent drive? My left foot wiggles on the clutch, right on the gas. So far, so good. Right hand on the e-brake, push the button to release, then on the shifter. Left on the wheel, resting lightly, not clutching. This is the position I belong in, this is the first thing that's felt right in weeks, in months, in all this swish-clicking time since Ren died. I put the Saab into gear and it gets a lot easier to think, to see from here, yes indeed it does. The tape is just starting that EBN-OZN song, which is why it fell into my head; I sing "A E I O U sometimes Y," and back up.
Gravel crunches and clatters against the underside of the car as I swing it around in a reverse J-turn that's not as graceful as it could be because I haven't been practicing. The pink goo trapping my thoughts surges briefly, then falls completely away as the world spins around the car. The falling snow is getting heavier and it makes the air look opaque. I shift from reverse to first, reach out by instinct and twist the knob that my fingers touch, and there are lights. In the lights, I see my gate, not as fancy as the Packards' gate and rusted permanently open. I put my foot down and the Saab listens, after a customary hesitation. Turbos always lag a bit, and Saabs are notorious offenders. Ren and I have a Saab somewhere, painted properly cherry red and named Spirit of Indulgence, because Ren bought it on a complete whim. And Molly has a Saab, too, a convertible. Also red. Good karma, that is.
I give the car a little bit of foot and Dr. Zheng's Saab launches, faster than I remember Saabs did. The engine catches the rev limiter and then we're out the gate and bouncing across cold dry asphalt, hurtful bright light and a blaring horn as something--a pickup truck, a heavy-duty diesel grumble--blurs past, a hairline miss. Yeep, I didn't see him! I spin the Saab in a half-circle to complete the avoid, and it stalls. Whoops.
Dr. Zheng is running down the driveway in his expensive little Italian shoes, still yelling my name. I restart, get the car pointed in the right direction, and the Saab charges forward again, faster still on the harder surface, needle climbing and yellow lines running under the car, delightful feeling, fast, white-frosted air and trees and mailboxes flashing by in silhouette. I can feel the road through the steering wheel and I can talk to the car with my hands and feet. It's delicious, oh goodness it's delicious, grounded flight, one of the best sensations in the world. This is what talking with Ren was like, what being with Ren was like, each of us knew what every little motion meant and responded and we were both in control at the same time. There's less pink fuzz around my thoughts now, in fact it seems to almost be gone except for a wriggling sort of dopey feeling like Dramamine. And there's snow coming out of the sky now, too, big blurry polka-dots of it. Snow! Yes, snow! I can hear my laughter mingling with the car's.
I drive aimlessly and fast. A left turn, a right turn, then straight for a while. The roads are mostly straight up here. The Dramamine-y feeling doesn't go away, and sometimes my reactions are muddy, a half-second slower than they should be. That will just have to be fine, since I can't do anything about it. If the road gets twisty, I'll slow down. Dream Theater is singing and I sing along to sharpen my brain. Clouds roll by, and I roll with them.
The sheep comes as a complete surprise.
I clip over a little rise at about sixty and there's a SHEEP standing in the middle of the road and looking back at me.
A sheep?
Here?
How doesn't matter; I'm closing on it too quickly for the question of how. Too quick for the stupid thing to run, in fact too quick for it to react at all. My foot pops off of the gas, a reflex, and I dodge past it on the left. As I go past I get a glimpse of an open gate, a dog running down the drive toward the sheep, a farmhouse that looks old enough to be hand built, and maybe someone sitting on the porch.
Then things get interesting. I'm not completely right with the swerve; my reflexes haven't caught up to my brain and I swerve out way too far, right across the lane and into newly fallen snow. I fight the wheel as the handling gets greasy, stay off the brakes even though I'm going too fast. There's a rumbly sort of scrape beneath me as a strip of fresh snow turns to ripped-up brown grass under the car. I overcorrect back onto the road, a hundred feet past the sheep, dog, gate, and house, still going too fast to touch the brakes and too far sideways to steer, and then just like that I'm off the right side of the road at a bad angle, too fast too fast ohhwww and a hard bounce, world spinning banging around the car, lights on snow telephone pole tree road dirt tree and STOPPED looking up at mostly sky.
For a moment I think there's another ghost in front of the car, but it's only falling snow and steam swirling, making a dancing pattern in the lights.
Oh, poop, I just wrecked Dr. Zheng's car. Somehow, though, I don't feel badly about that. Not sure why. Have I turned into a sociopath?
The Saab is quiet, stalled, cocked at a wrong wrong wrong angle in the ditch. It's not coming out under its own power. I've done this before and am pretty familiar with the process. At least the airbag didn't pop. "Sorry, Saab," I tell the car.
Now, there's the mystery of the sheep to solve.
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
sixteen
By the time I push the door open and struggle out of the car, the sheep's gone. The road's empty and silent except for the not-quite sound of snow falling. Tracks from my back-and forth fishtail skid are already vanishing under snow, but the sapling I crunched might not recover so quickly. It's almost serene. The Saab's damage I can assess with a glance; a tire peeled off the rim but no wheel damage, the wheel itself cocked, which means I snapped a suspension piece or two, part of the front bumper knocked into little bits and scattered across the street, and a healthy dent in the left front fender. Ick. I don't want to think about that right now. I walk back up the road to the drive from which the sheep presumably issued. Sure enough, it's there, and the dog I saw is chasing it up the drive, nipping expertly at its heels as it drives it back into its pen.
The house is the centerpiece of a very small and increasingly snowy farm; small pastures on either side of the fence, house at the end of the drive, and a petite barn out back. Beyond the barn, the woods lean close, just like they do behind my house. It's a quaint house, with rolled-over eaves suggesting a thatched roof and irregular stone walls, and there is indeed a person on the porch, sitting and clapping.
I wave on my way up the rutted drive. I'm getting mud in my shoes.
He's in his late fifties or early sixties and he's in a wheelchair, with a big, flat triangle of stiff yellow and blue fabric on his lap. He's got a beard--more of a glorified goatee really--long but neatly trimmed, and the hair poking out from under his Union cap matches it. The thing on his lap is a kite, I see as I get closer, and there's a small table next to his chair with a teapot, four mugs, and the usual tea accouterments on it. The table looks handmade. The porch smells of tea and cinnamon and I like it here already.
"It's a little snowy for kites," I say as I reach the porch. I stop short, so the snow can keep falling on me. I like the little individual flashes on my skin as the flakes hit, like cold sparks.
"I'm mending Ramona, not flying her," says the man, picking the kite up again. I realize that for a moment I was half-afraid he would be a ghost, and I'm glad he's not. His face crinkles up charmingly when he smiles. He has a Scottish accent so light it might be an intentional affectation, and I like that, too. It explains the sheep, in a perverse way. Livestock sounds and smells drift through the nonsound of the snow--more sheep, and goats, too. "Have some tea?"
"Do you have lemons?"
"Always."
"Sugar cubes?"
He smiles. "Tourist?"
"Hm?" I look around. Oh, he means me. "Oh, not me. I live over..." I point in the direction of my house, which isn't in sight of course. "It's a big old haunted house, with two towers that are unrelated to Tolkien. One's round and one's square. Tea would be good. Lots of lemon and sugar makes it like hot lemonade."
The man smiles. "You're the lass who moved into the old Maddox place, eh?" He sets the kite aside and pours me a cup of tea with a care that's almost dainty. "William Charles Stirling, at your service."
"Alexis Andrea Victoria Margaret Corinne Crane, at yours," I reply, ascending the single step to the porch. My legs are a bit shaky, as if my body has already forgotten how to get around without wheels. I sit on the stoop and turn halfway so I can see him.
"What a title! Are you royalty?"
"Nope. Creative parents. But why do you have four extra mugs, Sir William?" I ask. He hands me a cup of tea. It is practically hot lemonade. Lovely. I give him a big smile.
"Just in case a lass like you drops by. She can't escape whilst I'm bumbling about inside looking for a cup, you see," he says. "And one smile like that makes it worth lugging the extra tray out here. That's a smile a man could go to war for."
"It happens..." The pink clouds are pushing back a little bit, and I get lost in the falling snow and tea for a bit. A View-Master scene change tries to happen, but I stop it from happening. The tea keeps me in the moment, it's almost as good as hot chocolate. But why am I here, again? There was a car, a dog..."The sheep!"
"Ah, that stupid old ewe's fine, don't worry about it. She deserved the scare. She's back in the pen."
"Do you live here alone? Except for...um...the animals, of course."
He's smiling, with a gleam in his eye. "Of course. Been here by myself for going on forty years now. The kids say I'm the local crazy old wizard, since there's no witch, if you don't count yourself. But that's just because they know I'll chase 'em with Ramona, if they don't stop trying to ride my sheep." He picks the kite up again, and I can see that the ends of the delta are tipped with pieces of flat, hook-shaped metal. There's a whetstone on the tea caddy; Sir William has been honing the edges.
"It's a kite with claws..." Am I really here?
"Linoleum knife blades, actually," he says.
"That's deeply, deeply sick," I tell him. I'm leaning farther and farther toward the kite, and make a point of straightening, lest I fall completely over. "I have just decided that I like you a lot."
"Why, thank you, Miss Alexis. Should I call a tow truck for your car?"
"It's not mine," I say, trying to concentrate. He called my house the Maddox place. "So...you know something about where I live?" I ask. "Did you know it's haunted? What's the kite for, besides chasing kids out of your yard? What makes me a witch?"
Sir William looks at me. He has grey-blue eyes under rather bushy brows, and I realize I've been calling him Sir William as if he was a knight, because but for a sword and armor, he looks like one. An aged one, but noble nonetheless. I wonder if he minds. At length, he says, "Shall I answer one at a time, or all at once?"
It's getting hard to concentrate without the car, and I have to let the words roll around in my head for a moment before they make sense. "Sorry. One's good."
"You certainly know how to keep an old man entertained. What do you want to hear about first?"
"The kite." My butt is cold; I shift to a more comfortable lean.
Sir William tells me about his fighting kite Ramona, and of summer afternoons spent slicing children's kites out of the sky down by the lake. "You might think I'm just an evil old codger, but the boys line up to challenge Ramona whenever I'm there. One lad built a box kite with metal framing, no less. Ramona cut him down in two skirmishes." I laugh. A lot. I can't wait for summer. "You planning to leave your car out there?" he asks, nodding toward the road. Dr. Zheng's Saab is barely visible from the porch, a smear of silver on the white and brown landscape.
"Oh, right. I should call Dr. Zheng and tell him about that."
"Dr. Zheng is...?"
"It's, um, his car. He stays at the house. With me. He's not my regular doctor." I stand up and turn in a half-circle; the motion pushes the pink clouds back again. "My regular doctor is Doctor Hu," I tell him. Why I mention Josie is a mystery to me, it just falls out of my mouth. "Is there a phone?"
"Tinpot, phone," Sir William says. The Australian sheepdog that I noticed earlier has been sitting at the foot of the porch this whole time, and he pricks his ears, rises and trots up the stairs. The door has a modern-looking lever-style handle, and just like that the dog lets himself into the house. "Tinpot takes care of 'most everything," Sir William says. "I cook and clean, and the dog handles 'most everything else."
"I can cook," I say randomly. "I could make lunch."
Sir William looks carefully at me. Maybe I'm crazy, and I've come to poison him and take his car. That's what it looks like he's considering, with that assessing look. "That sounds all right, then," he says, wheeling his chair around.
"What do we have?" He leads the way to the kitchen, which has low counters and a high ceiling and walls with lots of postcards and photos on them, and I poke around until I find fixings to bake a dish of macaroni and cheese. Fresh Wisconsin cheddar, yum! I tell him about Molly's mac and cheese recipe, which is wonderful just like everything else she cooks, and once lunch is in the oven I use the cordless phone that Tinpot brings to call Dr. Zheng. He seems annoyed when I tell him where I am, and even more annoyed when I tell him to bring a tow truck.
"Tinpot, fetch my reading glasses and scrapbook, if you could," William says. "I'd like to show Lady Lexi some things, while that damned fine-smelling dinner bakes up."
The dog is back in a few minutes with Sir William's scrapbook, and we adjourn to the den. I guess it's a den, anyhow. Sir William has a couch and an empty spot under a lamp where a wingback chair would be, that's clearly where the wheelchair parks. There's no television, just a fireplace. There is a big vacuum-tube style radio in the corner though, with books piled on top of it. The room smells like tweed, and there's a china cabinet that appears to be full of Scotch. He settles me onto the couch and Tinpot arrives with Sir William's glasses carried delicately in his teeth. Sir William praises the dog and ruffles his fur gently.
"That's so cool," I tell them both. "I don't like dogs on principle. But he's not a dog, I like him."
I get an over-the-glasses wink. "Let's see what I know about your house," Sir William says, opening the scrapbook. "It was empty when I homesteaded here, but since I quit walking I sometimes paint the town with a ravishing older lady by the name of Constance Smith, Connie to her friends. She actually lived in that very house, as a boarder during the Second World War." Sir William looks at me over his glasses again. "Convenient, eh?" He puts the glasses back up, holds up the scrapbook so I can see what's in it. The pictures are black and white photos of my house, maybe in the Forties, mixed in with pictures of other local homes.
"It was built in 1928," I say. "That's all the realtor lady knew."
"That ain't all Betty knew," he scoffs. "That's just all she told you. I'll give her a tongue-lashing for that when I see her. She means well, of course."
"I wouldn't have been scared away just because it was haunted, though."
"Is it, now?" The glasses go down again, "Now that is something. Have you met your tenant?"
"Sort of. There are more than one. I haven't seen the Chinese girl for a while, but there are at least two others. I think one of them is the lady of the house. She floated 'round the bed last night."
Sir William grunts. "Five'll get you ten that's Marion. Marion Maddox was always the lady of that house, and always will be, I'm sure. It was her husband's money that built the place, but it was her soul that made it come alive. They built it as a party house, Marion and Henry did. They lived in Chicago, a young pair of partiers who made it through the Depression with their lifestyle intact. Happy couple, I'm told. Marion loved it up here so much she spent most of her time at this house, and when Henry died overseas in '32--bad heart, they said--she sold the Chicago house and moved up here full time.
"She married again in '37, to a fellow by the name of Brantley Foster. He was in a similar business as Henry. Couldn't tell you what it was. It took him on a lot of business trips, from one side of the country to the other, overseas during the war, even. Hard to see why Marion married him; from what I hear she almost never saw him.
"A few years after that--this would have been on around 1940--it turned out that was just as well. Something happened to Marion. Until '40 she was as she had been married to Henry Maddox. She brought her friends up from Chicago and in from New York City to have their parties, and she went and saw them. Great fun. That year, though, she stopped going out. Came up to Arcadia and stayed here. Stopped entertaining, too. I wasn't there, so I can't say for sure, but Connie says that Marion told her friends she didn't want to see them any more. She wrote to them, but that was the only contact she'd have with them. Says she treated Brantley like dirt, too. Yelled at him all the time, wouldn't let him stay in the same room as her. Funny stuff.
"That's about the same time Connie started boarding with Marion. She shooed all of her friends and husband away, and then took in a boarder. The other strange thing, Connie says, was the building. Five or six years she had workmen up at that house, coming and going. Connie says they worked mostly in the basement, and Marion couldn't abide having them around. Wouldn't let them be in the same room as she was, if they were up in the house. Connie was a boarder, but she wound up being a companion for Marion, too."
"What did she build?" I ask, thinking of the passage from my room to the kitchen. There are other passages, too.
Sir William shakes his head. "I don't know. I wasn't there. And Connie never said. We could go over and ask her one day, I suppose. You're fixing the house up, of course? Restoring it without destroying it?"
I nod. "What did Marion drive?"
"Funny question. I have no idea. Connie said that Marion used to take long drives, all around the state. And all of that stopped a couple of years later, when the war got going. I imagine the work stopped because she couldn't find the boys to do the work. Why she quit going out, I don't know. Connie did the shopping for a while, with the car, and when she moved on, she says Marion had a boy deliver her groceries.
"In the summer of 1946, a salesman found his way out to the Maddox place. Lord only knows how or why he thought he could sell something to the town recluse. Didn't matter, since he never got the chance. No sooner did he get out of his car and set foot on the porch, than Marion comes out the front door with a pistol in her hands. A damned flintlock, if some stories are to be believed. She yells at him, throws curse words at him. No one knows for sure what was said. He gets back to his car and throws himself inside, but she gets a shot off at him anyway.
"The bloody pistol explodes in her hand. She lost the hand, and flying bits of the gun mangled her face. She was blinded instantly, and died before the doctor could be fetched, right there on the porch."
"Well, that's an unpleasant ending."
"I never said it was over," Sir William says. "Poor Brantley comes home to a dead wife and an empty house. He does manage to retire on her inheritance, and not a year passes before he's living there with a sixteen-year-old Chinese girl named Opal."
"So that's who she was..." I don't mean to say that out loud.
William doesn't pause. "This particular girl had a bad time in that house. From what I hear, she hated it here, hated the house, hated the weather, and, after a while, hated Brantley as well. They say she came into town to do the shopping dressed to the nines in traditional Chinese clothes, and she was bitter as nails to everyone she met. She barely spoke any English, and made no effort to learn. Poor Brantley; some guys have no luck with wives. Opal died in 1950. Choked to death on a sunflower seed, on the porch, I'm told."
"Note to self; stay off the porch."
"Here's the funny thing; folks I've talked to swear up and down that old Brantley found himself another young girl not long after Opal was buried. But when he moved out of that house in '55, he was traveling alone. Girl just up and disappeared. No one even knew her name."
There's an engine in front of the house, a wheezy Chevy big-block from the sound of it. Dr. Zheng has arrived. I go outside to meet him and get there as he climbs out the passenger side of a rusty red and white Chevy tow truck. He's barely polite. It hadn't occurred to me that he would be, but he's actually really pissed off. "What the hell is the matter with you?" he hisses.
"Hardly professional," I chide.
"Take this," he snaps, holding out a little pill cup. I keep making fun of him for using them, but he insists.
I take it from him, but don't put it in my mouth. It just means more pink clouds, and maybe I'm not in the mood. I want to stay with Sir William for a while. Dr. Zheng is staring at me, waiting. I hold up the pill between two fingers and say, "Prostognockis!", quoting the first Three Stooges doctor scene that pops to mind. He keeps staring. "Cotton!" I try, getting an equally blank look. "You remember, don't you? You're old enough for the Three Stooges. They're tree surgeons, and they get mistaken for real surgeons. But of course, it pays well, so they take the job anyway, and make a huge mess of things. You don't remember that one?"
He just keeps staring sternly, even though I've just told him exactly what's on my mind.
"You make me sad," I say. I put the pill in my mouth and swallow it dry, and immediately wish I hadn't. Why did I do that? It's just going to make me loopy again, and I don't want to be loopy. "See you tomorrow," I say, and sit back down on the stoop. The pink clouds coalesce quickly, saving me from crushing grief which wasn't all that crushing. In fact, I was fine, wasn't I? No, not possible, I can't be fine, Ren's gone...I'm going to go talk to the goats, that's what I'm going to do. Swish-click.
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
seventeen
Lexi hadn't slept under the covers of her bed since Ren had died. She couldn't bear being under there alone, couldn't sleep like that. When it got too cold to lie on top of the blankets, she grabbed one side or the other and folded them over herself. The scratchy top surface of the duvet didn't evoke the same depth-charge explosion of loneliness and insomnia. She'd tried sleeping with the blanket upside down, but her subconscious wasn't fooled.
It was like this; when Ren had died, this empty space had opened up inside of her, a great howling whirling vortex of nothing. It was always there, swirling around threatening to suck the rest of her in, threatening to tear her to pieces. She'd been over and over the similes; it was a tornado in her head, it was a hole in some massive psychospiritual dam that was leading slowly, inevitably to its collapse, it was a drain she was swirling around and around, but never going down. It was just a void. Some days she barely noticed it, thanks to the pink clouds. This morning she had nothing to do but stare into herself, into that primal scream frozen in time. It seemed to get larger, as if it would swallow her whole if she didn't at least do something, find some task or busywork or some other sort of armor. But there wasn't any armor. There was nothing to do but move.
So when she awoke, early, wrapped up in a duvet taco, she threw the covers off and started to run. Lexi didn't have anywhere to run to, so she just charged out of her room and down the stairs and into the library, where she surprised Teague and Amy-Ann who were stalking some piece of fluff and scattered when she burst into the room. Lexi went right past them. Moving wouldn't make the storm in her head go away, but if she could go the same speed it would cancel out, and she'd feel better. There were a lot of thoughts behind the storm, and she wanted to see them. She needed to move without stopping, for as long as it would take to bring her back off of the edge. Through the TV room, then down the back hall and into the kitchen, where Dr. Zheng was sitting at the table. Lexi paid him no mind, turning, turning, grabbing the jamb of the secret staircase to her room and pounding up it until she was back where she started.
When she jumped across the bed she nearly stepped on Malice, who barely moved, and she kept going out into the hall again. She was on the edge of that vortex now, she was looking into it and couldn't see anything on the other side, and when she couldn't see anything on the other side she wanted very much to die. Lexi didn't want to kill herself, just to die--and maybe that was the only way to fill the void. She didn't like feeling that way, so she kept running, to come down from that frightening boundary, to get back to where she could see the rest of herself on the other side of the crater Ren had left. A drive would have helped, would have been even more motion, but Dr. Zheng had made sure she couldn't get the keys to his rental.
This time she ran down the stairs to the first landing and then up the other side, to the other half of the house. There were no stairways to the first floor from here, but there was the attic. Lexi jumped for the cord dangling in the middle of the hallway, pulling the trap door down with her weight, and she grabbed the stairs and unfolded them, scrambling up the old wood as if she were being chased by demons. She was in the attic in seconds, able to run the length of the house if she wanted to, without stopping. And she did. The attic had been partly finished, with a floor and some insulation, and she had discovered stairways into her room and two others as well, hidden under their own little trap doors. They led into the closets.
Lexi ran from one end of the attic to the other and back again twice, three times, and then jumped up on a garment box full of pillows and linen and turned it over. Pillows scattered in a silent, bouncing wave. She could see down into the vortex if she looked inside now, could see all the way down for the first time, and coiled at the bottom was a snake made of anger, a black scaly thing that took up the entire space with its coils. She had subconsciously known it was there, somewhere back in her pink fog, had known that it had been there for years, even before Ren had died, maybe since her father had died, but it rarely stirred, rarely had the energy. Now it was restless, feeding on her hurt. She needed something to weigh it down, something to channel its energy into because if it got strong enough to come up out of that vortex she wasn't sure if it would destroy her or whatever else was convenient.
It was calm now. She could feel the snake down there, but it wasn't moving. Lexi didn't want a pill this morning, needed something else to keep her from going round the vortex, and there was something in her mind, something she'd dreamed about. The basement, that was it. Something in the basement. Of course, with all the snow, she wouldn't be able to get into the basement; the only door was outside, and it would be buried.
No, that wasn't right either, was it? Was it? Lexi couldn't remember. There was some bogle chattering in the back of her mind that she had to get into the basement still. She scanned the attic, all of the shelves part-full of things she and Ren had collected. Too much of it was in boxes; she needed to get it all out. Later, though. On the way downstairs, she ran her fingers over Ren's saxophone, and took a moment to take her compound bow out of its case. The red fiberglass made her smile. It was a nice bow. She and Ren had both gotten them to play with, and then entered several four-by-four obstacle course contests which included canoe and target shooting stages, just for an excuse to use them. Ren had been a horrible shot; she was somewhat better. Funny thing was, with guns they were the opposite; she could barely hit a target with one of Ren's pistols. Practice was the key, of course, but Ren's guns were the first things Ian had taken out of the house--thank you, suicide watch happy-squad. Shooting the bow would be nice; that was a thing that would keep her occupied. She drew it a few times, testing her somewhat less-than-optimal strength. Exercise; she needed that, too.
But first, the basement. Actually it could prove to be exercise on its own. She took the attic staircase that led into her closet, and from there slipped down the secret staircase to the kitchen, walking where she knew the creaks weren't. There was some vague memory that maybe the ghosts had been showing her both hidden passages and how to avoid the creaks, but she couldn't remember exactly. She went into the TV room, thinking of the basement. There was a snow shovel on the porch, she knew, so she could dig a path if she had to. But there was something else...there was cold air blowing across her ankles, that's what it was. There weren't any windows that low, so the air was coming from someplace. The house had drafts, but this wasn't one of the regular ones.
She wiggled her toes in it and followed the funny little breeze to the wall. Knowing why and not knowing why at the same time, she pushed on the wall, and a door popped open. Had she known there was a door here? Of course she hadn't. There was something vaguely familiar about it.
Behind the door was a hall with mirrors for walls, ceiling, and floor, and beyond that a staircase leading into--surprise!--the basement. It came down in a little wine cellar, which she and Ren hadn't explored when they'd been in the basement prior to buying the house, and thus they hadn't known there were inside stairs at all. But it was a good thing to know.
The basement's dirt floor was frozen solid. Lexi got a funny prickle in her toes and a shiver up her back as she walked on it, and imagined that there were murder victims buried underneath her floor. The thought made her smile without managing to be truly creepy.
The basement itself was strange; she and Ren had been down there. The floor was still dirt, but the ceiling had been finished, with lath and light fixtures. It was divided into rooms, but the walls themselves were deteriorating rapidly. She could probably knock most of them down with some healthy body blows. There were metal house-jacks in place in a few spots, where it looked like structural bits were getting weakened. Time to pour some concrete, Lexi thought. Come summer, anyway. The thought of serious home improvement made her smile, too.
Closer to the ramp that led up to a large door going outside were more crates, a wall of four by five by nine-foot wooden blocks. Forty of them, to be exact. They were stacked two high, almost reaching the ceiling, and they masked the enormous basement's size. They contained Crane-Packard stuff. Yes, of course, that was why she'd come down here. She had the parts to build at least twenty-six more of the V8-powered sports cars. There were twenty-four Crane-Packards built, and these were the bits for their brothers and sisters, everything needed to build them except the frames, which were at the warehouse. They hadn't even gotten halfway through the supplies. Lexi decided that she ought to build at least one more. Ren would like that. She promptly forgot about the cold that was numbing her feet through her socks, and about breakfast.
There was a crowbar on the dirty floor, where it had been dropped who knew how many months ago. She picked it up--it was a cool, ultralight titanium crowbar that Ren had ordered through some catalog. He had always liked silly things like that. Somewhere, she had an umbrella with vent on top, to prevent it from blowing inside out, from the same catalog. Lexi pried the side of the crate closest to her open, and saw naked engine shortblocks neatly packed in wood and sawdust, and smiled. "Hel-LO, nurse," she said.
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
eighteen
Swish-click. I wake up in the middle of the night. My pill has worn off completely, taking the pink clouds with it, and I want to dance. Dancing seems like a good way to end a rather eventful day (which, technically has already ended, but this is not a time to argue with myself). There's no sign of my ghost, and I hope that learning her story hasn't chased her off. I like the idea of having a haunted house; there's something comforting in it.
I don't turn any lights on as I make my way downstairs. Skulking about in the dark is fun. At least one cat follows me, but I can't tell who. I find my way to the ballroom. The stereo is on the floor in a corner. I put it in there some time ago, and set up a speaker in each corner of the room, but never got around to hooking up the subwoofer or dancing. What a waste of a ballroom!
Tonight is the night to fix that. My eyes adjust to the dim light, and I can see well enough to load the CD changer with one of the CDs Cygnet sent me. She's sent me songs for myself, and songs for Ren, and I can dance to all of them. I squat in front of the stereo in anticipation.
The first song to play is Oingo Boingo. The first strains of "Dead Man's Party" fill the ballroom, and then the whole first floor as I turn the volume up, up, up. Dead man's party, indeed. Perfect! I'll dance for Ren, that's what I'll do. Maybe then he'll come and visit, like so many other dead folk have been doing. Surely he knows how badly I want to see him.
It feels good to move. I'm rusty--it's been too long since I used my body, and I'm distressingly out of practice. For a while my feet don't know where to go; they usually pick a path unerringly. Oh, well. I stretch and twist, following whatever steps come to mind next in a corkscrewing path across the long wood floor. I wonder how long it's been since my ballroom was danced in. Too long, in any case. The kinks begin to loosen as I relearn the familiar tricks of balance and motion. I had forgotten how much fun it is to dance. "Don't run away!" I sing along with Danny Elfman, "it's only me!" Ren liked this song--so do I. I can't even remember which of us this CD belonged to originally.
Before the song's half through I'm jumping and half-running from one side of the ballroom to the other, my feet sketching complicated patterns on the parquet. I heel-toe, I step and stomp, I pop-turn and bounce. I'm inspired by Janet Jackson and Ray Bolger and Curly Howard. More songs follow as the player picks music at random from what was in there; Shriekback, Hanzel Und Gretyl, Cibo Matto, Siouxsie, and other wonderful, bouncy or moody or twirl-able things. It's a good thing. It's a very good thing.
I know when Dr. Zheng arrives, because he turned on every light on his way downstairs. He watches me dance for half of a song. It inspires me to move even more, knowing that someone's watching. On some level I think (hope) that Ren is watching too, but if Dr. Zheng is my audience, that's good enough. He needs to see this, if he wants to know more about what's going on in my head. It would be fun if he'd dance too, but I doubt he has it in him, really. It takes a special sort of madness to dance to 16 Volt, anyway.
Halfway through a really cool song called "Motorskill" Dr. Zheng turns on the ballroom lights and walks toward me. He's actually purple. His short black hair (what's left of it) seems to be standing on end, and he's purple with rage. Apparently Dr. Zheng isn't a four-in-the-morning person.
He comes like a bull, not speaking (not that he'd be audible over the music anyway), fists clenched at his sides. He's a few steps away when I see the hypodermic in his right hand.
"Don't do anything I'm going to refuse to forgive you for," I tell him. I'm not yelling, but my voice is pitched such that it carries over the music.
Dr. Zheng lunges at me; I bounce backward, but he grabs my left wrist in a painful grip and yanks me back toward him, pulling me onto my knees. I try to stop the hand with the needle, and he kneels forward, dropping his weight on top of me. I don't like being physically overpowered; it makes my heart race in a bad way, makes me want to panic. Bad, bad, horrible things have traditionally happened after I am outmuscled, and some part of my brain goes into reptile, kill-or-flee mode. Not that it does me any good. His arms are stronger than mine. I close my eyes, squirm, buck, and finally scream, but my arm is bent inexorably back and a sharp pain in my shoulder tells me that I've lost. Zheng lets me go and steps away, then turns the music off.
"You stupid, stupid shit," I say, my voice as calm and deliberate as I can make it through rapidly encroaching numbness. My vision is already getting blurry. This isn't a pink cloud; it's a warm, wet down comforter, enfolding me, crushing me with its weight and blotting out the light. Everything shrinks into a dot, like an old TV, and then winks out. Unfortunately, I'm not conscious long enough to formulate an immediate plot for revenge.
There's no View-Master swish-click this time. I just open my eyes, and it's later. I'm awake, the sun is up, and it's hard to move. Nothing's holding me down, not that I can see anyway, but the goo seems thicker than usual. Heavier. I think about getting up, but nothing happens. I'm lying flat on my back in my bed, under the covers, and I'm hungry and I have to pee and it seems like I've been here for a long time, but when I issue the order to get up, whatever happens isn't enough to make anything move.
I close my eyes for a moment, and it's nighttime again. I know I've missed my pill, and the pink cloud is gone, but I still can't move. I'm still hungry, and my bladder is about the size of Jack Nicholson. I listen, but I can't hear Dr. Zheng. And I still can't move. If I concentrate, I can lift my arms a bit, but it's not like they're connected to me. I feel like a psychic trying to lift a couch ten feet away with her mind. They weigh too much, and I let them drop back down. There's only one thing left to do; I wet the bed, and there's nothing quite so angry-making as having to consciously piss yourself, in your own bed no less.
I can't move, but I can be mad. That doesn't take any moving. It seems like I should've let it go by now, that it was a long time ago, the little fight in the ballroom, but it wasn't long enough and I can't stop being mad. All I wanted to do was goddamn dance. That was all.
That.
Was.
All.
One little thing, I'd been miserable and unhappy and had decided to do something about it, inspired by Sir William and my little drive in the snow, and he had shot me full of drugs. That was wrong, it was wrong wrong wrong, and I can't stop being mad about it. The more I try to not think about it, the angrier I get. Driving calmed the angry-snake down, and so did dancing, until Dr. Zheng stopped me, and now it wants to turn on him instead. I can't stop wondering why he'd stop me from doing something that makes me feel better. Isn't that what he's here for?
And another thing occurs to me, too: It's my goddamn house. Guests who do not want to be awakened at three in the morning should sleep more soundly, or elsewhere. I never promised to be a good host. I'd like to be an entertaining one, but I don't promise quality. But first and foremost I need to know why I can't do the things I want to do in my own house. I suppose lately I haven't been trying, and I also suppose that's on account of the pink clouds they've been feeding me. But the clouds are gone now, I'm in my room and my wrists hurt where Dr. Zheng grabbed me, and I can't move. I close my eyes again.
Swish-click. I wake up, someone has changed my clothes, and I am even angrier. It's a vibrating, humming kind of anger that makes me curl my fingers and toes. It makes me want to scream, to run around in circles and hit my head against the floor. This is what the angry-snake feels like when it's loose. I haven't felt like this since before I met Ren.
I'm not alone this time. The ghost is here, the older woman I saw in my dream of the car. Marion's her name, that's right. Sir William told me about her. She's standing by the hallway door, which is open, and I can't see the expression on her face. I get out of bed and she disappears.
The blood rushes to my head as I stand up, and I see spots. I think I've fallen over, but I haven't, I'm in the hallway and headed downstairs and the angry-snake is free. I have a handful of AA batteries, eight or nine of them, but I don't realize they're there until I go into the kitchen, see Dr. Zheng sitting at the table writing in his notebook, and throw all of them at him as hard as I can, without even saying good morning.
He ducks his head and batteries hit the table and his chair and the wall behind him, bouncing and zinging everywhere. He jumps out of the seat, barking something in his authoritative doctor voice. I don't listen to him. There's an open toolbox on the floor of the dining room, and I grab a half-inch drive ratchet wrench and throw that at him next. I'm out of practice, because that one misses too, although it does smash the purple cookie jar on the counter (and the ginger snaps in it) to bits with a satisfying ceramic explosion.
"Tremble!" I scream at him. "Tremble, and depart!" That's my favorite line from all of Shakespeare.
Dr. Zheng is purple again, but he's running away from me, through the kitchen and down the back hall of the house. I stomp my foot at him, and the whole house seems to shake. I hear something go crashing to the floor somewhere.
I don't run after the good doctor. I go up the secret staircase in the kitchen to my room, and listen to him. His little Italian loafers clatter on the hardwood floors, up the steps and to the room he's sleeping in. He slams the door shut when he gets there, and then there's a big shuddering crash, like he lifted the bed up and dropped it. He yells something. Maybe he's grabbing another needle full of the heavy-duty drugs for me.
I won't let him do that, though. I rummage around in the boxes in my room. Soon I've got a roll of pennies and a hammer, and I walk to his room like I haven't got a care in the world. It's so much scarier to just walk when you're mad. My dad never yelled or got angry. He just did his thing, quietly and calmly. It's hard to be like that when you're pissed off and there's a giant boa constrictor of rage whipping about inside you, but I try.
Dr. Zheng hasn't opened his door when I get there, so I put the hammer down and throw myself against it a couple of times.
"Lexi, calm down!" he shouts through the door.
He must think I'm trying to break it down. I'm not. I'm shoving pennies into the jamb, stacking them up close to the latch. Every time I throw myself against the door it makes just enough of a gap to slip another penny in there before it flexes back into place. Five or six is usually enough to wedge it tight enough that the knob can't be turned any more. It's one of those great college-dorm pranks that I paid good money to learn. Who'd have thought it would have a real-world application? I get eight of them in there, and tap in a ninth with the hammer. Another nine at the bottom, and now Dr. Zheng won't be going anywhere until I let him out, which will probably take a crowbar.
That's just as well, though. I really, really want to hurt him, but I know it's not a good idea. If I see his face I'm going to throw something at it, something that'll do some damage probably, so it's best to have his face where I can't see it for a while.
I can't believe he wouldn't let me dance. There's something not right about him. The angry-snake is still lashing about inside of me, so I start running. I run outside, barefoot. There's still a bit of snow on the ground, but that's okay, the cold doesn't bother me too much. I have tough feet; I've always walked barefoot when I could, regardless of the terrain. I run down the driveway to the road, and then back to the house, past the garage on the way. Then I run all the way around my big house, looking at the leafless gray woods and the tufts of dead grass that poke up through the snow and feeling the cold air charge through my lungs.
After two circuits of the house, the snake is going back to sleep. Good. Good. I go inside, my lungs and toes burning. The first thing I hear is Dr. Zheng shaking his bedroom door and calling my name. When I shut the front door, he stops.
I go to the kitchen and make myself some hot chocolate. While I'm doing that, the phone rings. "Wonderland," I say, my voice chirpy, "This is Alex speaking."
"Hello, Lexi. It's Glen Grant, from Late Apex magazine. How are you?"
I remember him. I'm actually kind of happy to hear from him. He's better to talk to than Ian or Dr. Zheng, anyway, and he doesn't make me think of Ren, unless I try. "I'm flying high on caffeine, Yellow Number Five, and a variety of other complex carbohydrates, Glen, thanks for asking. I've just barricaded my doctor in his room and the asylum is mine. I think I'm going to eat an entire cheesecake as an encore. How are you?"
"Not nearly that active, that's for sure. So, listen, I was wondering if we could continue our conversation some time? We talked a few weeks ago, but not for very long, and there are some other things I wanted to chat with you about. People magazine is interested in doing a story on you."
"Really? What a silly thing to do. I fully endorse it--let's try it at once." I laugh. Mixing one little movie quote in with everything else reminds me that it's nice to be talking in my own words, too.
"Great!" He sounds relieved, for some reason. "So, how does next Tuesday sound? I'll drive up there."
"What day is it today? I suppose I'm not going anywhere anyway, so it doesn't matter much. What're you going to drive? Bring something cool."
"Let me see. We've got a 911 C4 from Porsche here at the office, that we're doing a drive report on. How's that?"
That makes me giggle. "It'll get you in the door. I'll show you how much fun it is to drive a Mini in the snow when you get here. We'll race."
"It's a date," he says. There's some tone in his voice I can't quite identify, like he doesn't believe I'll give him a ride.
"Oh, no it isn't," I tell him.
I think about cars for a while after I get off of the phone. The house is quiet, so I put on one of Cygnet's CDs, but I don't dance this time. My thoughts are running in directions that I've been trying not to let them run in, and it hurts, but not in a way that I want to escape from. I wander through the house. My feet are getting cold, and at some point I started crying but I'm not sure exactly when that happened.
I'm standing in the library, with its big built-in bookshelves on all the walls, and the books that Ren and I brought with us still in boxes. Too much of my house is still in boxes but it's not time to unpack it, something's not right. I feel unfinished, like a house with a frame and drywall but no doors or windows, and I can't go out in the world like that, with the wind blowing through me. But unpacking isn't going to fill that hole, I don't think.
I sit in the wingback chair and look at the library some more. I remember talking with Glen before now, and telling him that I was going to put a car in there, and now when I picture the library with the books on the walls and nice warm, soft light from the ceiling fixtures and new carpet and proper paint on the walls, I can see the car, too, and it's one of ours. It's a Crane-Packard. Ren and I designed and built twenty-four of the little bug-eyed cuties. I could put a CP in the library.
I could build a CP in the library. Most of the pieces to do so are in the basement, thanks to that hilarious shipping error. It'd be too big to get through the door when it was done and I'd have to knock out a wall to get it outside, just like old psychotic Henry Ford did.
That's the sort of project Ren and I would've embarked upon after an evening of homemade fried chicken and store-bought marshmallows (or store-bought fried chicken and homemade marshmallows, depending), and the idea makes me smile. I could do that, couldn't I? Some part of me wants to look around for someone from whom to ask permission, but there isn't anyone I need to ask. It's my damned house. I already told Dr. Zheng that this morning. I can build a CP in the library if I want to.
I could build a CP for Ren in the library. Maybe then I'd see him, like I see Marion and Alison and the others who won't name themselves.
That's what I'll do.
I smile again, and slide down to sit on the floor. From some dark, cat-cozy recess, Malice slinks out of the dark and climbs into my lap, purring. I think she agrees that it's a good idea.
The house is quiet except for my music and Dr. Zheng's plaintive knocking on his door once in a while. Screw him. It's his turn to starve and piss himself. I get up, eat some fruit, clear out some space in the library and drag a few small boxes of Crane-Packard parts up from the basement. Then I cry again for a while, and fall asleep in the wingback chair.
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
nineteen
Glen Grant sighed. He'd put it off as long as he could, but it was inevitable: eventually, he had to put his Austin-Healey away for the winter. Upon arriving home from the office, he tackled the task methodically, thinking more about dinner than what he was doing as he drained the car's fuel, put it up on jackstands, and carefully plugged the air intakes and exhaust pipe with steel wool to keep rodents at bay. He went through a mental checklist, then pulled the Healey's cover snug and went into the house, shutting off the lights behind him. His condominium's garage was two cars deep and one wide, and with the Healey now stored behind his vintage Triumph racer, he wouldn't be opening the garage much until spring.
It was a yearly ordeal, prepping the little cream-on-blue roadster for its season-long nap, and it never failed to bum him out. The very sight of the snugly-covered car in the garage spoke to him of time's passing, and of opportunities not taken. It always felt like the year was over. It might as well be 1997. At just this moment in fact, Glen would have cheerfully skipped Christmas through Easter and everything in between, just to get back to a season in which it was an option to take a drive in the Healey.
He tossed a desultory pot pie into the oven, trudged to his study to check email, and saw that Molly Snow had already responded to the email he'd left twenty minutes ago. Answering her question about the missing Crane-Packard inventory, he'd told her that Ren had mentioned much of it being accidentally shipped to the Arcadia house. Didn't Ian know it was there?
"Doubt he noticed anything," was Molly's typed reply. "When I walked the house, it looked like he was seeing some of the rooms for the first time. He hasn't explored the place at all." The response was time-stamped only a few minutes before; she must be at her computer.
He responded quickly: "I got that impression too, when I was there. Any idea why he wants to know about the inventory?" He sent the response and waited, impatiently clicking the "Get Mail" button four times in five minutes, then getting up to check on the pot pie which he knew full well wasn't ready yet. By the time Molly's response arrived, he was tempted to simply send her his home phone number and ask her to call him. She might get the wrong idea if he did that, though. And it would be a long-distance call besides.
"He said he was tying up loose ends. Seems feasible. But I never got to talk to Lex about it & my hinky-meter is starting to go off a little."
My grandmother used to call things hinky, he typed quickly, grinning, then deleted it when he tried to picture her response. She might laugh, but she might be insulted. Best to stick to the matter at hand—he did have something to tell her, after all. "I took a drive by the former CP factory yesterday," he wrote. "It's not empty. The sign has been taken down, but there were trucks there. CP owned rather than leasing; do you know if they sold it?"
Knowing the response would be several minutes in coming, Glen turned on the television. The evening news had just gotten to the sports cast, and he muted the television, wishing he had something to do with his hands. He had a couple of Stromberg carburetors that he was rebuilding for a friend, but they weren't clean enough to bring into the study. Glen had the soul of a grease monkey, but was determined to keep his house from looking like a stereotypical gearhead's pad. There was no engine on a stand in the living room, nor any partially-rebuilt components taking up space on the kitchen table. He kept the works-in-progress on the workbench in the garage, and on the rare occasion that he did bring something inside to work on it, he had a rubber mat to put down, to protect the furniture and the carpet. Too much trouble for tonight.
Besides, to get the carbs he'd have to go back out to the garage, and the Healey was in the garage. Glen pulled a book--a history of Jaguar--off the well-stocked shelf that surrounded the computer desk on two sides and leafed idly through it, mostly looking at the pictures, until Molly's response arrived.
"The warehouse belongs to Lex & is being leased," was her reply. "As far as I know, anyway. I could ask I. but he's avoiding me again. Asked another friend of L's—former stockholder—to call but she was too druggy to tell him much. I don't like this. I don't suppose I could talk you into trying to find out what's going on at the warehouse?"
Glen smiled. He'd just been thinking that it might not hurt to drive by again. He wasn't an investigative journalist by any stretch and had no idea how to go about it, but taking a quick drive past the place might not hurt.
A second email from Molly arrived a moment later: "P.S.: Isn't it just excruciating waiting for messages to arrive? Next time we ought to just pick up the phone, so this doesn't take all night."
He tried to imagine the expression on her face as she typed that, and pictured a wry grin. Impulsively, he typed his home phone number and sent it before he could second-guess himself. Molly responded in kind. Instead of actually calling though, they spent another half hour firing messages back and forth, exchanging facts. By the time his pot pie was done, Glen knew that Molly lived alone outside of Boston, had a house that exceeded her means and a new Saab convertible thanks to a crafty divorce settlement, and played tennis to stay in shape. She knew corresponding details of his life—his condo, his daily commute to the magazine's offices in Detroit, his summer vintage car races and road trips. Emboldened by the discussion, he even bragged about his skill in heating up pot pies, which made Molly write, "On one hand I'm glad to see a bachelor feeding himself; on the other, JESUS WEPT, MAN, DO YOU KNOW WHAT'S IN THOSE THINGS? Hie thee to an Italian grandmother, at once!"
They got briefly onto the subject of movies, but as she began listing the films she'd enjoyed recently—Sling Blade, Feeling Minnesota, Emma, The English Patient just last weekend—he was forced to admit that he hadn't been to the movies since seeing Twister almost six months ago. Luckily, Molly had seen it too, and they bantered a bit about special effects and Bill Paxton's ability as a leading man. Glen even talked a bit about his notion that the tornado chasers' cars could be considered supporting characters, and she seemed to find that interesting. Well, it was impossible to gauge interest based solely upon the words on the screen, but she didn't dismiss the idea out of hand like the guys at the magazine had, either. In fact, she alluded that she might even want to sit down and watch it with him when it came out on video, to see what he was talking about.
That led them to an exchange about the significance of trivial objects to different people, which led them back to Lexi. "She comes alive when she talks about cars, I'm sure you've noticed," Glen typed.
After the delay, which he was getting used to, she replied. "Absolutely. Dammit, I'm worried about her. "
"I'll see what I can find out about the warehouse," Glen replied. "And I'm going up there on Tuesday to do an interview. Hopefully she won't be incoherent."
Waiting for her response, he took his bowl to the kitchen sink and ran water in it. When he got back, Molly had replied. "Say hi to her for me. And why don't you call me when you get back?"
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
twenty
The front door opens some time near dark and Ian comes in. He brings me a tasty-looking bowl of applesauce complete with a swirl of cinnamon, before he even takes his coat off, and I'm so touched that I've eaten half of it before I notice the nasty pill-taste. "What did you have to go and do that for?" I ask him. "You could've just given it to me."
By this time Dr. Zheng has heard Ian, and he starts banging on his door again. Ian looks up, with a frown. "Charlie called me and said you threw something at him."
"Of course I did," I tell Ian. "He shot me up with some kind of drug that knocked me out for two days. Take him with you when you leave, or I'll throw something else at him."
Ian looks at me with a half-smile, like I'm kidding, but I don't think I am. He goes upstairs to free the doctor, and I stay in the wingback chair and wait for the pink clouds to come back. I hope they don't, but they do. Yarbles.
Swish-click. I'm still in the chair, and it's even darker outside. There's a big crack-crash upstairs, and the sound of coins falling all over the floor. I laugh a lot.
Pink cloud time. I dream of Marion again. I'm standing on a hill in the woods, probably somewhere behind my house where there are seven hundred acres that belong to Marion and now, presumably, to me. She's kneeling on the ground, which is covered by years' worth of fallen leaves, and she brushes some of them aside to reveal a stone square in the dirt.
I kneel to see also, and see that it's not stone, it's mortar. Old, old mortar. Marion brushes at the dirt and leaves around it, and it falls away like sand to reveal that it's the top of a chimney, sticking out of the ground. I look into the chimney, but it's full of dirt as well. I open my mouth to ask her why, why there's a chimney buried in the ground in her (my) woods, but nothing comes out and the dream breaks up.
Still in the chair. My legs have fallen asleep, but it's daylight again. The clouds are angry and solid gray, like they're full of snow. They probably are. The library is cooler than usual, and I have a disconnected thought about getting some kind of weatherproofing for the windows. The thought is sucked down into pink goo.
I hear voices in the kitchen, so I get up and walk through the TV room and down the back hall to hear them. It's Ian and Dr. Zheng and two voices I don't know.
"What did she do?" a female voice asks. It's a whispery voice.
"She was twirling in the ballroom, as if she thought she was in a nightclub. Perhaps it would have been more constructive to ask her why she was doing it, but at the time I saw that she was out of control and she was going to hurt herself if she continued. I restrained her. When she woke up, she attacked me," Dr. Zheng says. "She's talked threateningly before, but this is the first time she's become violent. She threw a wrench at me. When I went to my room to get another Thorazine shot for her, she locked me in."
Thorazine? He gave me Thorazine? I almost get mad all over again, but my pink cloud keeps the angry-snake hidden and asleep.
"She jammed pennies into the doorframe," Ian says. "It wedged the latch in so tight I had to knock them loose with a hammer and chisel."
The other unfamiliar voice, loud and very everyone's-buddy like John Goodman's, says, "I'll keep an eye on my loose change." He sounds like he's trying not to laugh, too.
"Your car keys, too. She stole my car Wednesday." That's Dr. Zheng.
"I thought she was on downers?" That's the new voice.
"She is. She got about five miles before she wrecked it. I wish I could stay, to work with her some more. I've got a journal article partly written, but I'm afraid that her hostility toward me is going to make it impossible for me to do any further study. If you could send me updates though, I'd appreciate it. I'll leave her file and my notes, so you can read through the patterns that that I saw. I'm not sure what caused her to finally turn on me, but maybe you'll see something that I didn't..." That's Dr. Zheng again. It's getting hard to follow the conversation.
"As long as she gets her pill, she's fine," Ian says. The female voice asks another question, and he answers it, but I lose track of what they're saying until Ian says, "The plan is to get her out of this house and closer to Detroit. I'll be able to care for her better there." What? I don't want to move closer to Detroit. Not that I don't like Detroit, but I like my house, too. When did I agree to move to Detroit? I don't think I did. They seem to drop into mumbles again. "Help yourself to anything in the fridge," Ian says. "I can tell you how to get to the store. We have a lot of the basics already, but you should stock up before the snow really sets in." He's right about that. I look out the back windows at the steely storm clouds again. Ren and I moved up here partly because of the snow. I hope for a brutal, evil snow. A snow that'll wipe out the whole world, figuratively.
"It's already snowing," the woman says. "A little late to tell us."
"No, it's barely started. It's supposed to be a bad one. We're leaving tonight, so we don't get snowed in."
Amy-Ann brushes past my legs, rubbing her scent on me, and then goes into the kitchen. Ian and the new guy say something about touring the house, and I hear three sets of feet clump off toward the foyer, then upstairs.
When they're up, I go all the way back around the house, through TV room and library and foyer and ballroom and dining room, and enter the kitchen from the opposite side. The woman whom I heard talking is sitting at the table. She's tiny, with short dark hair and cool low-budget goth-girl clothes and makeup. She turns to look at me and her eyes are a wonderful deep dark blue. I think she's close to my age, but with her small frame and round face and big eyes she could pass for anything between thirteen and thirty and I like her instantly. I want to say something to her, but the pink goo makes it hard and that's kind of frustrating.
She gets the first word. "Hello, Miss Crane. I'm Nicole. I'm Dr. Sharp's assistant. We're going to be replacing Dr. Zheng."
That makes me smile, and she smiles back. There's something funny and contradictory about a smile on a goth girl, but it works. I also like that Ian is getting rid of the rotten doctor. "Welcome...to my little winter wonderland," I say. "That would make me...Alex. Alex in Wonderland."
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
Twenty-one
"Is Alex in Wonderland your full name?" Nikki asked.
Lexi said nothing for a long moment, slowly processing the question, then straightened a little bit, looked over Nikki's shoulder, then at her. "No. No, no, no. My full name...is Alexis Andrea Victoria Margaret Corinne Crane." She pressed her lips together in an expression of pride. "I have enough names for a..." A what? She'd forgotten. Sir William had said something amusing about that, but she'd lost it. Stupid pink cloud. She was happy that Dr. Zheng was being replaced by this little gothic pixie; at least they could probably dance together. And juice would be nice. Yes. Lexi turned toward the kitchen mid-pause, and went to the refrigerator. "I want some juice." She stared into the fridge for a moment, focusing on the pitcher she wanted, then grabbed it with both hands, as if it were trying to move away from her, and hauled it out onto the counter.
Nikki watched her as the pitcher wobbled and weaved as if it and Lexi were opposed ends of a magnet. She put her sketchpad back in my bag and got up to help. "Where are the glasses?"
"I don't know...a box. Some box. Somewhere..."
There was a glass in the sink, so Nikki washed it out and poured some orange juice for her. Lexi was returning the pitcher to the fridge when Ian and the new doctor came back into the kitchen. "This place is amazing, Poppet," the new doctor said. He was about Lexi's height, but fat. He was an all-over kind of fat, rather than just being beergutted, and looked like he'd have played football in high school simply by merit of being dense and hard to knock down because he certainly couldn't run far. "You're gonna--oh, hello," the doctor said upon seeing Lexi. "I'm Edward. Edward Sharp."
"Doctor Sharp," Ian said.
Lexi stared at them both, slowly putting it together in her mind. "Mister Doctor...Edward Sharp," Lexi said. She said each word carefully, turning it into a little cadence. She began repeating, "Mist-er Doc-tor Ed-ward Sharp" to herself.
Dr. Zheng returned to the kitchen with a briefcase and collected his journal. "Are we all set, then?" he asked.
Lexi drained her glass of juice and banged it on the counter, irritated by the very sight of him. She wobbled a little off-balance when she did so, and had to put a hand out to steady herself. "I'm...going back upstairs now. I'm tired." She added something about the door not hitting Dr. Zheng in the ass on his way out, but she had turned on her heel and gone through the secret door that led to her room before realizing that she'd forgotten to say it out loud.
She stayed in her room for another hour or so, to avoid seeing Dr. Zheng again. The new doctor came up to check on her, but thanks to the pink clouds she didn't remember much of that conversation. Suddenly she was back in the kitchen, eating a cheesecake from the inside out--she scooped the middle out methodically, turning it into a cheesecake ring--and Nicole (who wanted to be called Nikki) was asking her if she wanted to eat. There had been grocery shopping, and there were bags all over the counter. Good. Supplies to last them through the coming storm.
"No," she said. "Not a bit. I've hardly eaten all day. A little here, a little there. I shall waste away to nothing if I keep this up." Lexi spread her arms and tilted her head back, looking up at the ceiling. She frowned. "There are cracks in the ceiling," she said, as if they had appeared just to irritate her and were somehow Doctor Edward and Nicole's fault. Doctor Edward and Nicole. Sounded like a name for a punk band. She started to lose her balance then, and flapped her arms to keep from falling.
"It's still a nice house," Nikki said.
"It has its moments," she replied, not looking down. The pink cloud had receded in the past hour, and she felt better. Hopefully they wouldn't ask her to take another one.
"I could get you a cherry cheese Danish, if you want."
"Oh, stitch that," she said, still looking at the ceiling. "I don't need a silly Danish, or a pecan spinwheel either. I am not hungry," Lexi said. "But cats are hungry. It's time to feed cats." She wandered over to the sink, looked into it for a long moment, then squatted so suddenly it looked as if she'd dropped into a hole. A bag crackled, the unmistakable sound of a pet food bag, and brought all six cats at a run
"Fuck me," Nikki said, momentarily losing any semblance of professionalism. Lexi smiled to herself, liking Nikki better instantly. "You have more cats than I thought."
Lexi laughed. "I am the Queen of the Cats," she said in a regal voice that didn't go at all with her skimpy clothing. She looked down at the cats with a pleased smile on her face, the ghost of the sunshine smile she had flashed earlier.
"What are their names?"
That was a good question. Nikki was proving to be much nicer than Dr. Zheng, or Mister Doctor Edward. Lexi squatted and began introducing her to her cats. Nikki squatted too, and started getting cat fur on her dark clothes. Eddie came back in with four more bags of groceries, looked at them, at the cats, raised his eyebrows, and went back out again. "This is Amy-Ann," Lexi said, indicating the tortoiseshell who had inspected Nikki earlier. "The grey tabby next to her is Teague, and the big Maine coon," the cat whom Nikki had seen sitting on the rail, "is Nance. Teague and Nance are--were--Ren's cats." Her voice cracked a little. Lexi touched the corner of her eye with a finger, dabbing at a tear Nikki couldn't see. "Mirror is the white cat with the mismatched eyes, Audrey is the longhaired calico, and this..." Lexi stood up, held out her arms, and the last cat in line, a long-haired black cat, jumped right up into her arms. "This is Malice," she said. "Malice is my familiar," she added with a grin.
Nikki looked into the cat's pale green eyes for a long moment. "She's pretty," she said finally.
Lexi hummed in agreement and let the cat jump to the floor. "You look uncomfortable," she said.
"I was in California a few days ago. My body's still adjusting to the weather." Nikki tried not to glance at Lexi's thighs and feet as the other woman was wearing only an oversized yellow T-shirt and matching panties, but failed. In the glance she noticed a tremendous keloid scar running up Lexi's right shin. It was straight, like a surgical scar, but the area on both sides was stippled by irregular pockmarks. "Aren't you cold?"
"Yep. Freezing. You?"
"The house is creeping me out a little bit, too."
"It'll do that. Wait till it gets dark out. It's haunted, you know. Oh, and some of the wiring is bad. Mice, I think."
Nikki grabbed the first grocery bag close to her and started putting the cold things in the refrigerator. "I'll bet the lights in the room with the fucking canopy bed don't work."
"How'd you know? Oh, Mister Doctor Edward must've told you. Is he really a doctor? I don't think he is. I don't think any of them are. Or were. I just wonder too much, too many things." Her mind changed the subject. "I hope it snows more. I like snow."
"I don't."
"Not even to look at?"
Nikki shrugged. "Only to look at."
Lexi handed her a can of frozen orange juice. "I like being cold. It's easy to warm up when you're cold, and it feels good."
"I prefer to stay comfortable. Then I don't require relief."
"Relief, whatever. I just like the changes in scenery."
Eddie came back with more bags of groceries. "Did I interrupt?" he said. "Heard you talking all the way out at the door."
"We were talking about you," Lexi said suddenly. "We've figured out your little ruse, and it's not going to work, not for a minute." After delivering this nugget, she turned on her heel and disappeared into the depths of the house once again. She wanted to see what Mister Doctor Edward and Nikki drove. That would tell her a lot about who they were.
She went outside, putting boots on but not bothering with pants (a nice side effect of the pink clouds was that they seemed to keep her warm as well), and cleaned the snow off of it. The snow was really starting to come down now, but Lexi saw that their car was a brand-new Lincoln Town Car, silver. It was a better choice than a Cadillac, anyway. It had all-season tires instead of snows on it, too, so it'd be nigh-undriveable until the snowplow came. She'd have to loan them one of her trucks if they wanted to go anywhere. If they weren't as annoying as Dr. Zheng, she wouldn't mind doing that, either.
Marion was outside too. Lexi saw her go into the garage, a faint glow in the dark that disappeared through the rickety door. She followed, peering through the door and expecting to see the ghost sitting behind the wheel of her old car, but Marion had disappeared from sight. For a moment Lexi wondered where she could have gotten to as the garage had no back door, but duh, ghosts could vanish at will, it wasn't strange at all. Assuming you didn't count the ghost herself as strange, of course.
The wind had picked up, whooshing through the leafless trees with a mournful moan. Lexi could hear the upper branches clicking together as they swayed. The falling snow obscured the sky completely. She stood in front of the garage and let some of it melt on her face. Yes, it was going to be a hell of a snow.
Back inside, Lexi left her boots by the door (tracking snow across the foyer's marble floor would just lead to a slip and fall) and bounced back upstairs. She tumbled into bed for a few minutes to warm up, which was one of the best parts about going out and getting cold and wet in the first place. That, and warm, hot baths.
twenty-two
I'm lying in bed and thinking about baths. It's been a long time since I took one, and we've even got a lovely clawfoot bathtub that's too small for Ren but just right for me. Not that it matters anymore, to him. There's a fluttery feeling in the back of my throat like a tear, but it doesn't condense into one. There's a glass of orange juice on the armoire and I can't remember if I put it there today or yesterday, or if I didn't put it there at all.
I can hear water running in the tub.
It's probably not my imagination. Of course, a lot of things are these days, so I don't rule it out. I get up to see anyhow, though, and take the glass of orange juice with me. I hit my head on my door as I open it, too. It doesn't hurt but it's sort of annoying. I should stop drinking the funny-tasting juice, which I know are the pills in liquid form.
Curse the pills again; if I could keep my thoughts free of pink goo I could've figured out who was taking a bath without taking a walk. It's Nikki. She and Dr. Sharp are the only other people here, and Dr. Sharp isn't the bath type. If asked, I would say that he's the type to...hey, Nikki's talking to Malice. I can hear the cat meowing. She's left the door open a crack, and she's walking back and forth getting ready for her bath and talking to the cat. Malice is a talkative cat, very easy to talk to.
"Okay, then, I'll tell you a story," Nikki says, "but only if you promise to keep it a secret, okay? This is how Nicole Kerry Saxen comes to find herself about to take a bath in an old house in Michigan."
Well, that's funny. I'd have thought Nikki was just here working for Dr. Sharp. The story is apparently more complex than that, though. Then again, everything usually is, isn't it? Ian mentioned something about moving me down closer to Detroit, and I can't recall him asking me if I wanted to move. I like this house. I haven't much wanted to be anywhere else, since...well, since Vermont. And apart from that trip to the food festival in Hart Plaza, I haven't really had much fun being dragged out when I didn't want to go out, either.
There are a lot of strange things going on. I need to call Molly. When did I call her last? I can't remember if it was yesterday or on her birthday in August.
I'm too caught up in my own thoughts to eavesdrop on Nikki's story. When I tune back in, she's talking about being kidnapped by her own uncle, of all things. It's an interesting story, but it's hard for me to concentrate on it without any pictures to feed my mind.
She's still talking about herself in the third person, which is a neat, gothy affection that's somehow just like her. Even though I just met her, I think it's just like her. "Nikki made new friends at her new school, although she didn't traditionally go in for the popularity contests. Around November, death took all of her new friends in a single spectacular car crash, and put Nikki in the hospital for four months. Brad and Janet and Trish and Jack and Mark and Erin and Tom all died. Nastily, too. They were fucking roadkill. But Nikki survived. She was becoming convinced that she could survive anything, whether she wanted to or not."
I find myself nodding. I can understand that. I want to go in there and pat her shoulder and tell her I understand, but from the glimpses I get of her as she moves back in forth in front of the door, she's already mostly undressed. I don't mind people hanging around when I'm undressed, myself, but I am not most people. Malice trills at her though, and that seems to be answer enough. Good cat. If I were there, I'd trill too. Nikki starts running water in the sink, probably to wash her face, and I miss some of what she says.
"And then," she says when the water stops, "Taiisha found her."
Ooh, now that sounds interesting. I scoot closer to the door to hear better. Malice gives her a sad meow--that cat speaks English, I've known this for years--and Nikki agrees. "Yes, I know. Taiisha took Nikki into the desert, and trained her. She said she had been watching Nikki, watching what the world was doing to her, and that she would make her stronger. She was willing to kill Nikki to do so. Training, living, and torture became synonymous during the two years that followed. And Taiisha did make Nikki stronger, in the most terrible ways." She's so comfortably, unconsciously melodramatic it makes me smile, it's a perfect way to tell a story and with her little whispery voice I almost wish she'd been here at Halloween to read ghost stories to me and Cygnet. That would've been fun.
Nikki moves in front of the door and I get a glimpse of her through the crack. She's taken off her shirt, and her arm and shoulder are covered with nasty, spiralling bruises. Apparently she isn't making her story up. She starts to peel off her skirt and undies, and I look down the hallway. I can see a light from downstairs, where Doctor Edward probably is. I haven't heard anything about him yet in Nikki's story. I wonder if he knows who Taiisha is. Maybe it's his secret name, but I don't think so. He doesn't look like a 'Taiisha.' The pink clouds make it hard to think much more than that. "And now after this long dance," Nikki says, "I am become death, destroyer of worlds." Hee, hee! She's quoting Oppenheimer, that's so cool. Creepy, judging by the way she's looking at herself in the mirror, her face a mask of they'll never find your body, but cool, too.
"Are you confused?" Nikki asks. For a moment I think she's talking to me, but she's turned away from the mirror and is talking to Malice. I think. "This is what that means. Taiisha gave Nikki a task. That's how she ended up with Eddie Sharp, to whom she was delivered." Ah! That's where Doctor Edward comes in. "Eddie thought he had met her by chance, and he took her in." She turns the water off, sits on the edge of the tub, and tests the temperature with her fingers. "He didn't know it, but he was in for a nasty surprise, when the game was finished. Meanwhile, Eddie taught Nikki things, too."
"Doesn't sound like there was much left to learn." I don't mean to say anything, it just falls out of my mouth. Nikki shoots to her feet like she's being electrocuted. She seems to turn around in mid-spring and lands with her feet wide apart, hands coming up like she's getting ready to put a fist through my head. Now I really wish I hadn't said anything. I didn't mean to come so far into the room, either. "No more horrible things, anyway," I say. "Maybe you learned something pleasant--oh, don't stop, keep telling your story. Malice likes stories." When the cat hears her name, she hops off the edge of the tub with a little feline burble and walks over to rub my feet with her head.
Nikki grabs her skirt off the floor and holds it up in front of herself. "Go away!" she screams.
I really ought to, but somewhere back in the pink clouds there's something I have to ask. "Go away for now or forever?" I hope she doesn't hate me. It's just...I just...something.
"Just go!"
I do. Nikki slams the door behind me. I wander back to my room.
Swish-click. I'm sitting on a stack of pillows with most of a mass airflow meter and intake for a Crane-Packard in my lap, and I'm listening to the noises the house makes. There are quite a few of them; I can hear the wind fluttering in the flue, and the refrigerator, and the tiny chirps and sighs the floors make when everyone moves. I can hear Mister Doctor Edward up in his room, and I know Nikki's coming toward me before she arrives. She wasn't so angry after the bath incident that she won't talk to me, which is nice. Sometimes I notice she's got a funny, guarded way when she's around me though. I guess that's to be expected. Still, she's willing to chatter aimlessly with me, and I like that. Not everyone's capable of chattering aimlessly, you know, but she does quite a decent job of it.
After Nikki's satisfied that I'm not going to either spill her secrets or kill myself in the next half hour or so, she goes, and I have a sudden urge to call Molly.
"The dead have risen, Miss Molly Snow, and they're walking the earth," I say when she answers the phone.
"Are you telling me something I already know, Lexi, or are you talking about yourself?"
"I'm talking about the snow. Did you get snowed on?"
"Good God, did we! I think a foot and a half fell last night, and Boston didn't even get the worst of it. I hear that Detroit is completely shut down. Like, calling-the-National-Guard shut down. I tried to call Cygnet, to see how things were, but she's not at home."
My sinuses suddenly hurt like I've been crying. I miss my friends. "Up here it's business as usual," I say. "Snowmobiles in the woods, everyone socked in for a long winter's nap. We have provisions! We need no National Guard. It's a goddamn winter wonderland, is what it is. I'd go make a snow angel, but I just washed my hair and I'm not wearing panties."
"That sounds like the Lexi Crane that I know," Molly says. "It's good to hear you so chipper."
"So how's life, apart from the snow?"
"Pleasant. Busy. You?"
"No, not me, for a while. It's been too much me for too long. I want to hear about you."
"If you feel that you must. Most important business of the day is that I have a name for the column, finally. What do you think of 'Porch Swing Tales?' It's not too predictable, and it's not a goddamned pun."
"I like it. How many papers are buying it now?"
"Eleven. Mostly little newspapers. The biggest one's got a circulation of maybe fifty thousand. Of course, Dad still thinks it's a dumb idea."
I snort. "Well, he would. That's what he's for. He's probably still mad that you got divorced instead of having a cute little kid like Katherine and David's."
"Are you being sarcastic?"
"Forty percent." Molly and I deal in percentages a lot. It's a habit and I can't remember which one of us started it but I know it was in a math class we both took around eighth grade. The teacher looked like Bette Davis.
"Just checking. Anyway, I don't expect to be rubbing Dad's face in my success any time soon. Not that I'm going to stop, of course, I like writing the column, and the subject matter. But it's not going to pay the bills by itself. And, to be honest, it's nice to have something else for him to go on and on about--the 'my daughter has been married and divorced before thirty, woe is me' shtick has been done to death, it's getting stale. It's gotten so that I can barely stand to see them every Sunday."
"So don't go. Sillyhead."
"My mother would rend her clothes and take poison if I didn't show up to dinner. You know that. It's an Italian mother thing, so you'll just have to accept it. Besides, they're the folks, what'm I going to do? I love them to death, even if I do complain."
"I know."
"As long as they're getting the subliminal message that they wasted all of their time doting on Peter, I'm happy. A little martyrdom doesn't bother me a bit."
"How's the big brother? Still on parole?"
"Last time I checked," Molly says. "I got your pictures, by the way."
"What pictures?"
"The ones you sent, of the factory?"
"What factory?"
"The Crane-Packard factory. Are you being silly, or did you honestly not send them?"
"If I did, I don't remember doing it. Did I leave a note?"
"None at all," Molly says. "It was just a bunch of Polaroids in an envelope with a silly name on it and your return address." I hear paper moving, and guess that she's just grabbed the envelope. "Here it is. Eight…no, ten Polaroids, I presume all taken at your factory."
"I don't know if it's technically mine any more, actually." Is it? I can't remember that, either. "What's in them, though? This could be a fun mystery."
I can practically hear Molly frown over the phone. "I don't understand. Are you sure you're not screwing with me?"
"Ninety-six percent. I might've done it when I was all loopy, but I haven't been down there lately. And I don't own a Polaroid camera, either."
"You…? Shit."
"So what's on them?"
She's quiet for a moment. "Front of the building. Two of the side. Two of the trucks out back, and boxes being loaded. Two more of men on the loading dock."
"They must be new pictures then, from whoever's using it the place. We never shipped anything out of there except whole cars."
"You didn't?"
"No. Of this I am positive." And I am, too.
Molly can tell from my voice, and doesn't ask if I'm sure. It's nice not being treated like something broken, even if I am somewhat. "These pictures show boxes, going into trucks."
"Was it maybe taken before?"
"No, your paint is on the walls." That's right, Ren and I painted the place black and white and red. I can suddenly picture it. "There are some pictures from inside, and the Crane-Packard logo is still there. I can't tell what's in the boxes."
"I think Ian said something about renting the place out."
"He told me it was empty."
"Did he? That's just silly, 'cuz it obviously isn't. What do you think it means?"
"Depends on who sent it."
"Well, who sent it?"
"According to the envelope, someone named Langdon Quimby. That can't possibly be a real name."
"That's what I said." It just falls out of my mouth and I have no idea what I'm talking about.
"Huh?"
"I don't know. It's vaguely familiar though, that name."
"Friend of yours?"
"I'm pretty sure I haven't baked bread for him yet."
"Oh, well then he's obviously nobody. By the way, Glen Grant likes your bread."
"Glen Grant? The journie?"
"Yup. We've been talking back and forth, on email. I called him a couple of times, too."
"Is it love? Is it?"
Molly bursts out laughing so suddenly I don't think even she expected it. "Don't be stupid," she tries to say, but she's laughing too hard. Her laugh makes me laugh, and we giggle together. "Anyway, that just reminded me that he mentioned having your bread when he was up there to see the collection and talk to you."
Our cars, yes. Glen visited to interview me, and we talked about Daimlers and Triumphs. He likes old British cars, and he's never ridden in a Corvair and I was going to let him drive ours. The laughter sublimates into mist, like dry ice dissolving. "Tell me another story."
"Was that a massive mood swing I just heard?" Molly asks.
"Yes."
"Are you on any pills?"
"Not right now."
"Good. I'm proud of you. For what it's worth. What do you want to hear?"
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
twenty-three
There was a long silence, during which Molly couldn't hear Lexi breathing. She was using the cordless and had walked downstairs while talking, to check the doors and have a glass of wine. She left the lights on behind her--Rich had always bitched about that, her turning on all the lights at night, but it was her house now, not his, and she left them on because she could. Molly could picture Lexi lying on top of her covers, staring at the ceiling. "I don't remember his funeral," she said. "Ren's." Silence again. "I don't remember it," she said again.
Do you want me to tell you about it, sweetie?" Molly asked gently.
"I think so."
"It was very beautiful, of course, for what it was. And long. Becka and Gil spared no expense, as usual. There were close to two thousand people present for the service. They even had it at St. Patrick's on Fifth Avenue. Cygnet and Katherine and I went with you. Even Rich offered to come along, but I told him we'd be fine without an ex-husband in attendance. Gil read, and then the bishop read, and then there was about an hour of personal recollections. Ian got up and spoke, too. And Danny actually tried to hit on me again. Well, to be specific, he flirted with my tits, but I assume he meant to speak to me as well. Becka actually told him to come away from us, as if we were contagious."
"Where was I?"
"Dead to the world. You were a very somberly garbed zombie. You didn't speak--not counting talking in your sleep, which you did a lot of--from the day he died until a day after the funeral. Do you remember?"
"No."
Molly looked out her bedroom window, at her snowy backyard. The shed and deck were hills of white, their contours completely obscured. From here, it was gorgeous. She didn't like the cold, but it was hard not to feel at least a little bit powerful after a blizzard when your name was Snow. She was glad she'd changed it back after the divorce. To be honest, she'd never been happy taking Rich's name. Molly Fradette didn't roll off the tongue at all. She couldn't see herself as a Fradette. "You were almost catatonic. Like a big doll. We were very, very worried about you. And you won't be the least bit surprised to hear that the Packards treated you like shit. We wound up sitting with their servants, you know. That was as close to the family as we were allowed to get. Cygnet was going to pick a fight about that, but I told her she'd just get arrested, and she backed down. After the service there was a long procession out to the family graveyard on the estate, and that was that. They were gracious enough to allow us little people onto the grounds for the graveside service, but we weren't invited to the memorial dinner. They actually had a security guard shadow us as we left. Sorry if I sound bitter, but it was disgusting."
"S'okay. I don't remember it at all, so you can feel bitter on my behalf. I don't mind." Lexi sighed. "I suppose I'm not too sad I missed it, then."
"And yet, you still sound disappointed."
"I think I was hoping to feel as though a great weight were lifted, or some sense of closure or something. Some sort of pap like that." She sighed again. "But I don't feel anything happening. I'm still...just unhappy and incomplete and more than a little pissed off. I think I need to go listen to Circle of Dust, or some old Metallica."
"Whatever does it for you, Lexi."
"I don't know what does it for me any more. I feel like I'm in an elevator, and I can feel it going up and down, stopping at the floors. Sometimes I can even hear what's going on out there. But the doors never open."
"Oh, Lex," she sighed.
"I started building a car for him."
"For Ren?"
"Yes." Lexi's voice took on a bit of its normal color. "He needs something to drive in the next world, doesn't he?"
"I don't know if they have cars in heaven, Lex."
"Well, if they don't, then he wouldn't have stayed there. So it's for wherever he relocated to. And maybe making it will help me feel better. It feels like it will. Okay, it's time to go. I'm going to change moods again."
"Are you signing off?"
"Yes. I hate talking on the phone, it makes me lonely. I'd rather be able to see what your hands are saying too."
"Tell me how you're feeling, before you go."
"I'm about two-thirds," Lexi said. "You?"
"About the same," Molly said. Her mind was on the Polaroids in her hand, and on Ajax Jaxon's number in her speed-dial.
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
twenty-four
Ajax looked at the mountain of snow that separated his car from the sidewalk in front of the former Crane-Packard factory, and wished he'd never left Nashville. The timing could hardly have been worse; it was unseasonably cool at home, true. Meanwhile, Detroit had just gotten socked by the kind of blizzard that inspired people (like him, for instance) to move to the South and never come back. He had his ski gear on, so he wouldn't freeze to death, but still didn't relish the notion of getting out and climbing a snow pile.
"What the hell," he said to himself. "It's just frozen water." He got out of the car, climbed over the snow to the sidewalk, and slogged up the walkway, which bore only a single set of footprints and hadn't been shoveled.
The factory's front doors were locked, unsurprisingly. He looked through the glass doors, and saw only the empty lobby. The art had been removed from the walls, and there was a thin layer of dust on the floor. It was a different world from what it had been like six months before, with fresh paint on the walls and a freshly minted office staff in residence. More than at any other time during the whole saga, he felt like he was looking at the corpse of the company.
Around back, the story was different. Ajax was outside the chainlink fence, which was topped with coils of barbed wire, but he didn't need to get inside. The loading dock and rear drive were plowed and partially cleared, and a pair of rented trucks was parked there. The factory's back doors were open, and there were two men dragging pallet jacks in and out, laden with boxes.
So, there hadn't even been janitorial staff up front, but there was plenty of activity in the back. That was more than strange. The men with the jacks went inside, and Ajax moved toward the gate, so he could get a better look. As he stepped over the last snowbank separating him from the drive, he dug in his pocket for his cell phone and dialed Molly.
"It's me," he said when she answered. "I'm at the factory."
"In Detroit?" Molly asked, surprised. "What's--"
One of the men came out onto the dock again, and Ajax sidestepped, keeping the truck between them as he crouch-walked closer, trying not to make too much noise. "No time to explain. What did you say they were doing with the factory?"
"Ian never said," she replied. "Storage space they rented out, was all he told me."
"He didn't know what was being stored?"
"No idea."
"I'm curious to find out," he said, keeping his voice low. He heard motion in the truck he was crouched in front of, and wondered what he'd do if the driver came around to the cab and decided to drive off.
"We don't need to," Molly said, an edge of caution in her voice.
"It doesn't feel right," Ajax said. "I just want to take a look." The truck creaked as the man in the back stepped off, and he heard the pallet jack rolling back into the building.
"Don't get yourself in trouble, Ajax."
"It's what I do," he whispered, scooting around the side of the truck to the edge of the loading dock. From here, he couldn't see much inside, could only hear the echoing of the pallet jack inside. He pulled himself up quickly and peeked in the back of the truck at the palleted crates that had been loaded. "We've got big metal packing boxes," he said.
"Where are you? Ajax, you're breaking up."
"Bear with me." Wood crates would have been nailed shut, but these were metal units, like suitcases. Ajax flipped the latch on the topmost one and found it unlocked. He lifted the lid, saw fitted gray Styrofoam packing nestled around a smooth green cylinder. "Well hell," he said, and closed it quickly. The latch clacked loudly closed, and the sound seemed to echo into the warehouse. Ajax moved quickly to the rear of the truck again.
"What's going on?" Molly asked. "Dammit, Ajax, you're pissing me off."
"Sorry," he whispered, edging into the shadows inside the warehouse door. The men with the pallet jack were returning. "Can you hear me?"
"Yes."
"I'm not an expert, but I think that the box I just looked in had a bazooka in it."
"A what?"
"Some kind of anti-tank weapon. The men who were loading them are coming back now, I can't talk. I'll call back in twenty minutes," he said and hung up the phone, then switched it off in case Molly called him right back. It wouldn't do to have the phone ringing in his pocket. Ajax crouched behind a forgotten oil drum as the men with the pallet jack rounded a corner of the empty shelving units, pulling another pallet full of the gray metal boxes.
Adrenaline pounded in his blood. He needed to look in another of those cases, to see if there were any numbers on the devices inside. It wouldn't do to assume he'd seen a missile or something and blow the whistle, only to discover that it was an unfamiliar piece of photographic equipment or some such, of course. Ajax grinned. This was almost as much fun as outing illegal toxic dumps.
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
Twenty-five
"Why won't you eat?" Nikki asked Lexi while they were dawdling in the library. Nikki was looking through Lexi's books and discovering that they read a lot of the same things, too--King, Barker, and Straub, to name a few. Lexi had been dragging more car parts out of boxes, and had decided to arrange them in the library. She'd moved boxes out of the way to create a car-sized space in the middle, and had an assortment of parts Nikki would have called junk, except they were clearly new. After an hour or two of arranging, Lexi was taking a hot chocolate break in a sunbeam. The snowstorm had broken for an hour or two, and the sun was dazzling on the white world outside.
"Hm?" Lexi swirled a melting marshmallow on her spoon. She enjoyed her hot chocolate.
"I said, why won't you eat?"
"I'm...not hungry," she said, immediately losing interest. "Why won't you let anyone be your friend? Catholic girls are scary."
"What?"
She looked away, apparently drifting off into the mist in her mind. "This film has been modified from its original format to fit your screen," she said.
"No," Nikki said, a little more forcefully. "What did you mean by that?"
"God, Minerva! I was just joking!" she burst out. Nikki suddenly figured out what she was talking about. The two of them had watched Hudson Hawk that morning. Bits of dialogue kept spouting out of Lexi instead of coherent conversation, like steam escaping from her mind. Nikki guessed that it was the pills they had her on. She wasn't sure she liked the effect they had on Lexi, but on the other hand if she was loopy, she probably wouldn't tell Eddie what she'd overheard.
"I'm going to the kitchen," Nikki told her. "Do you want anything?"
"All I told you to do was follow the Hawk. It's not like I said 'teach our nation's children to read.'"
"I'll take that as a no," Nikki said. She left Lexi to her hot chocolate and car parts.
Lexi watched her go, surprised that Nikki was irritated. Maybe she thought the quote game was part of her pink cloud. Both Nikki and Eddie were under the impression that she'd been bothering to take the pills for the past couple of days, when actually she hadn't had one since the day after they had arrived. Well, that wasn't true, there had been one, but she had thrown it up. Thinking too much hurt, but Lexi had things to do, a car to build. She listened until she could hear Nikki in the kitchen, then picked up a partially assembled mass-air meter, singing under her breath. "Would you like to swing on a star? Carry moonbeams home in a jar..."
She decided to take a break, and got up to go and play in the snow. There was about two and a half feet of it, just like she'd wished for, and it had been there for three days and she hadn't even gone out and jumped in it yet. What a waste of perfectly cool weather.
She got out in the cold and the white as soon as possible. Some neighbors had come by on snowmobiles the morning after the big snow, to make sure that she was okay, and she walked on their tracks first. The tamped-down trails had been almost covered by newer fallen snow, though, so she jumped off to slog through the heavy stuff. It clung to her pants and pushed back at her in a delightful way. She was sweating with delightful exertion before she got halfway around the house.
Around back the snow was deeper, as the land sloped away from the house slightly. Lexi listened to her feet crunching in the stuff, and scooped up a snowball. She looked back at the house, noticing for the first time that it looked a lot like the Addams Family's house from the back.
A voice echoed in the woods, faintly. It was coming from the front of the house. Nikki was calling her. Lexi continued her circuit of the house at a slightly quicker pace, to see what she wanted.
Nikki smiled back when Lexi smiled and waved, but she was angry underneath it. "Lexi, come on back inside, okay? It's cold out here." She was bundled in a big dark green coat that looked bigger than she was.
Lexi said, "'Actually, it's Rome,' she said, as if it made a difference. Are you cold? You look four times bigger in that coat. It's cute. But you should have a hat on," she said, fully aware that she wasn't wearing a coat...or shoes. Her socks were soaked with snow, but they were Ren's, they had some sort of neato-mosquito wicking ability that kept the cold away from her feet even when they were wet, at least for ten minutes or so. "I shall jump around in the snow and then go take a hot bath. You like hot baths too, don't you?"
"Inside," Nikki snapped. "Now."
"Why won't you let anyone be your friend?"
"Stop asking me that."
"Oh, did I ask that before? I can never remember what I said out loud." Lexi turned and looked out toward the road. "I need..." she said, then cocked her head, listening. "There's a car coming!" She began bounding through the snow toward the road. She was clumsy; she fell twice. The snow was so deep the world turned white, and she was buried until she was vertical again, and it was so shocking-funny she couldn't help but laugh. She stumbled to her feet, looked back for Nikki and saw only another divot in the snow where the other woman had, presumably, fallen also. When Lexi reached the end of the drive she jumped up on one of the open gates so she could see better.
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
twenty-six
Now why on earth is there an oldish Buick station wagon plowing through the snow with its right front wheel missing? It's about the strangest thing I've seen (excluding things I dreamt or imagined) all day, and I watch as it grinds to a stop in front of me.
The cold's beginning to creep through my socks, so I stay on the fence hoping to preserve some of their heat-retention ability for the run back to the house. A bearded man gets out from behind the wheel, and a woman with flowing dark hair looks out of the passenger seat, her eyes shielded by sunglasses. "Nihao," I say to both of them. "Aren't you forgetting something?"
"We hit a fencepost," the driver says. "The wheel came right off. I was trying to get to a phone. Is there a town near here?"
I have to think about it a moment. I know there is one, but it's... "Six miles," I say, pointing west. "I wouldn't drive it that far like that, you'll just hurt it worse." All of a sudden I'm bristly at the notion of having people around, but my mouth says the right thing without waiting. I'm not feeling particularly pink-cloudy and I'm surprised when I hear myself say, "Want to use my phone? I've got hot chocolate, too."
"That would be fantastic," the man says. He seems confused that I'm out here without shoes or a coat, and that's just fine. "I'm Martin, and this is Gray." The woman nods.
"I'm Lexi. Nice to meet you." My face is wet with melting snow. I really should go back inside soon. "It's going to get stormy, too. Hope you didn't have anywhere to be quickly."
"We were hoping to get to Traverse City," Gray says. She has the most wonderful Italian accent, better than Molly's grandmother's.
"It's our one-year anniversary," Martin says. Gray looks at him as if she didn't expect him to say that. "Dating, that is," he adds.
"Of course it is," I say. "Mr. Murphy might have ruined it for you, though. Or not. Come inside, have a spare bedroom if you need one." I hop down off the fence and lead the way back to the house. I'm getting used to the idea of having guests for the night. Taking care of people is pleasant. Halfway there, Nikki's just getting out of the snow, brushing herself off and sporting more wounded dignity than Amy-Ann did the time she fell in the toilet.
"Fuck," she says under her breath.
"Oh, dear," I say. I think you need snowshoes."
"Taking a tumble, are we?" Gray asks.
"I'm okay," Nikki says. She doesn't look at Gray and I'm not sure she's okay, she looks like she might have really hurt herself. I brush snow off of her and introduce her. "This is Martin, and his girlfriend Gray. Isn't that just the coolest name? They have an Estate Wagon problem, so I offered them hot chocolate and a free phone call. They're entitled to it by law, you know."
"We were going to try to make it the rest of the way," Martin says. "Figured if the roads stayed snowy we wouldn't do too much damage."
"He's the optimist of the family," Gray says. She's still smiling but doesn't sound completely happy.
"I could fix that wheel maybe," I say. "Buicks are tough. If the rotor and spindle aren't tweaked, all you need is a wheel." I squat to consider the car. When I'm down like that, only my head sticks out above the snow, and I feel like some sort of anti-aircraft gun emplacement. I scan the horizon for the Luftwaffe. All is quiet on the eastern front, except I'm facing south. I notice that the Buick's back bumper is a two-by-six.
Nikki says, "I'm cold. I'm going inside. Are you coming, Lexi?"
I want to go and look at the car, but I should probably put shoes on first as my feet are getting freezy. Nikki leads Gray and Martin and I indoors. After digging out some proper winter gear, I go back to the fence. When I get there, Alison sitting in the passenger seat of Gray and Martin's Buick.
"You're such a Samaritan," my dead sister says.
"I helps those what can't help themselves," I say, squatting to look at the damage. "I can probably get them up and running. It's not like I've never worked in the snow before."
Alison looks over my shoulder. Her feet don't crunch in the snow, of course. "What's the verdict?"
It's not right. Once I pry away the snow that's packed itself tight around the brake disc and caliper, I can see that there's not any real damage. The brake rotor is fine, and the studs aren't stripped or broken off like they should be if the car really lost a wheel whacking a fencepost. The fender isn't dented either, for that matter. "How can you get a wheel knocked off without bending any sheet metal?" I ask the car. Old Buicks don't bend easily, but to lose a wheel to an impact without hurting anything else is just about impossible.
"What's wrong?"
"I have a funny feeling that if we walk a mile or two up the road, we'll find the spot where they stopped to pull the wheel and toss it in the ditch."
"Which seems like a strange thing to do if you're on the way to Traverse City," Alison says.
"It does, doesn't it?"
"You think they want to get in your house?"
"Oh, that's just paranoid. Who'd do a silly thing like that? And anyway, if someone who's not related to Becka Packard wants to stay in my house, they just have to ask; everybody who's anybody knows that."
"Then I guess we're not dealing with anybody."
I make a snowball and throw it at the windshield with a complete lack of joy. Things are not all grapes and roses with Gray and Martin. "I hate it when people insist on trying to steal what I'd give willingly," I tell Alison.
"Who are you talking about?" There's a funny curl to her voice.
"Hm?"
"Are you talking about these two, or about Doctor Edward and Nikki?"
I have to think about that for a moment, because she's got a point, there's a wiggle in the back of my head that something's not right about them, too. Which is a shame, because I like Nikki. "Pah," I say.
"Go inside before you freeze to death, sweetie."
That's funny, because Alison never used to call me 'sweetie.' I wonder where she picked it up, and since it makes me feel good to hear her say it, I go in. Malice meets me at the door with a greeting sound; I squat and she jumps up and climbs my back to crouch on my shoulder for a ride.
Twenty-seven
I prowl the house a little bit. Doctor Edward tells me that Martin called for a tow truck and couldn't get one. That's fine, it's okay if they stay here, as long as they don't give me Thorazine for trying to dance or get in the way of my working on Ren's car. I want to do that, but it's not quite time to play with the car yet.
Nikki is in Doctor Edward's room, looking into the closet.
"Whatcha thinking about?" I ask her.
She jumps. "You need a bell," she says, her eyes going briefly to Malice.
"I learned where all the creaks are so I don't step on them," I tell her, confiding an important secret actually, and then I throw myself into Doctor Edward's bed. Flinging myself into bed is a wonderful feeling, and I try to do it frequently, though it irritates the hell out of Malice, who departs my shoulder mid-fling.
Nikki considers me for a moment. "Who lived in the house before it was abandoned?"
"Opal Foster," I say. "She's the end of a long story. Well, not that long." I give her the Reader's Digest condensed version of the story Sir William told me, adding as many grisly details as I feel like making up. She seems to enjoy the story, and I remember vaguely that I eavesdropped on her a while back. For that, I feel like Nikki has the right to know some of my own secrets. I want her to know who I am, since she thinks I know who she is and it makes her all eggshelly around me. I want to show her who I am, who Ren is, who we are. Were. I decide to show her the secret doors into the attic. "Follow me, and I'll show you something."
"What's that?"
I put a finger to my lips and channel Gene Wilder. "There's no earthly way of knowing," I sing.
Nikki recognizes the song, and that's just wonderful. "Which direction we are going..." she continues.
I scoot past her, into the closet, and push through Doctor Edward's clothes. Kneeling, I can just reach the back wall and the two-foot high panel that slides to reveal what looks like a cubbyhole but is actually a vertical shaft leading to the attic, complete with a wooden ladder nailed to the wall and a trap door at the top. The sliding panel moves smoothly, because there's fresh grease on the hinges. I can only barely remember doing that. I crawl in and stand up. Marion must have built these for herself, and she was probably smaller than me because I only just fit. "The danger must be growing," I say, so Nikki can tell where I've gone, "for the rowers keep on rowing."
There's not a lot of light in here, but it's easy to find the ladder. Soon we're in the attic; a little tug on a beaded chain brings the lights to life. There are a lot of boxes, but very little dust. I think I've been spending a lot of time up here, some of it with my father, but I might have dreamt that. Nikki's looking around like I've shown her a pharaoh's tomb; I can tell she likes discovery as much as I do, in her little way. "Delicious, isn't it? There's a secret door on the other side that leads down into my closet too."
"Marion built those?"
I shrug. "I dunno. Maybe it was just fashionable. Prohibition and all. Maybe the Maddoxes were bootleggers."
"Somehow I doubt that."
The tone in her voice makes me smile. "So do I. Some of these boxes were here when I moved in. I looked in a few of them. They're mostly old newspapers and some pictures. When I get a chance I'll take them to Sir William's. He might know who some of them are. The door over there leads out onto a little widow's walk on the roof," I tell her, and point. "Strictly a summertime activity, I think. What I'd like to do, when the snow breaks a little bit, is start moving things from the storage area up here." This summer, when we put the new windows in, Ian moved a bunch of stuff to the storage area in Frankfort, where the cars are. Oh, the cars! I haven't thought about them in a while. I should go and see the kids, it'll be fun.
"Storage area?"
"With the cars," I say. "Not the ones we built, just the collection." Nikki still looks lost, so I tell her about some of the wonderful cars Ren and I collected. She's not a car person, though, so the names Lotus and Daimler and Hudson don't really mean all that much to her. To her credit, she nods and puts up with my babbling for longer than most. I change the subject and get back to showing Nikki who we are (were). "This is Ren's saxophone." I show her the instrument and see my hand reverently brushing dust off of the case like it's some kind of heirloom. "He used to play for me." Thinking about that almost brings on a bout of tears, and I try not to cry, I'm so goddamn sick of being maudlin all the time, it's not the way I am.
"It isn't your idea, is it?" Nikki asks suddenly. "The pills."
That's a funny thing to ask. I never really thought about it. "It's for my own good," I say, trying for sarcasm but only achieving defensiveness. "They keep me...sane."
"They keep you fucked up," Nikki says. "You don't need that shit. Grief isn't fatal."
"It can be." I look at the ceiling. She sounds pissed off, but I'm not sure it's at me and this is a strange thing for my doctor's assistant to be asking me. Then again, Doctor Edward isn't my doctor, Josie is and she hasn't been here. I meet Nikki's stormy dark eyes, can't read the emotion in them, and look at the floor.
Her voice is low, and serious. Well, more serious than usual, but not quite scary. "No, it can't. I went through the same thing..." She trails off. There's something in her voice and I'm suddenly not sure I want to look at her. Maybe she doesn't want me to look. "Look at me, Lexi," Nikki said.
Well, score a negative point for my powers of observation and interpretation. I do. She stares into my eyes. "Why am I looking at you?" I ask.
She shakes her head. "Never mind."
"Never mind what?"
"I said never mind, Lexi."
I feel disappointed, like I've failed a test. "What were you looking for? Fish? It's only me. Crazy little lazy little me," I tell her. I can't think of anything to do but show her more things, to lighten the mood. "Listen--if you go into the basement, there's a sort of wine cellar. It's a little room, behind the furnace. And if you go in there, you'll see a bunch of old shelves half-bolted, half-leaning against the far wall. Um, the north wall I think. And if you look sort of past those shelves, at the wall behind them, the bricks are a different color, in just the shape of a door. Marion--or somebody--bricked up a doorway there. Maybe there's another room there. And another thing; most houses like this have central staircases--meaning, that the stairs to the basement should be directly under those that go upstairs, right?"
Nikki shrugs. "I guess so."
"Well, in this house, they aren't. The basement steps are completely separate. There's a door leading off of the TV room. Looks like a closet, but it's a short hallway, and the walls and ceiling are all old mirrors. The door at the end--if you can find it, there's no knob, you just sort of push on it--leads to the basement." I look at Nikki and smile, and she almost smiles back, but doesn't quite. "You can go down there if you want. The hall of mirrors creeps me out. There aren't any lights in there."
"A hall of mirrors with no lights in it is sort of silly," she says after a while.
"So am I."
"You have a point." Nikki looks around some more at the boxes, at my history and life and love laid out on shelves around her. "I like your house, by the way."
"Stay here a while then, with me. You can be mistress of the house and I'll be your faithful servant."
Nikki smiles, then laughs, a little self-conscious giggle. "I could do that. I could live with that."
"You look like the luxury type. I can see you curled up on a green velvet throne being waited on hand and foot."
"Purple velvet. And I don't like people touching my feet."
"Irrelevant. You want the high life, you got to suffer a little bit."
She rolls her eyes. "So I've heard."
"And?"
"And, nothing. I have nothing to add."
There's that pulling away again. It's too easy to say the wrong thing to Nikki. It reminds me of…myself, sometimes. And the best thing for that sort of hypersensitivity is to ignore it, that's what Ren knew instinctively about me. "I don't believe you. I think you've always got something to say, but you usually keep your mouth shut."
Nikki looks uncomfortable. "So what's the difference? Things unsaid don't exist, do they?"
"In a big old house full of secrets," I say, thinking I sound like a movie trailer, and then I hear noises where there shouldn't be noises. There's someone in my room. I showed Gray and Martin to the last spare bedroom on the other side of the house, next to Doctor Edward's room, but there's someone moving around in my space, and I don't like that. I put what I was going to say to Nikki away for later, and stand up. "Walk where I walk," I tell her, and cross the attic to the other trap door, the one that leads into my closet. I know where the creaks are, so whoever's in there won't hear us coming. Nikki moves like a ghost behind me; stealthy feels good.
We scoot down the little staircase that leads into my closet, duck through a low-ish crawl space and are among my clothes. I peep through the keyhole in the closet door and see Gray looking out my window. She's got one of my hairbrushes in her hand. "It's Gray," I tell Nikki, whispering. "She's--"
She puts her hand over my mouth. "She'll hear you," she says. Before I can reassure her that the door is plenty thick, the closet door is yanked open, right out from behind me, and I all but fall out.
She looks more startled than me, so I say, "Hellopers," and stretch my neck. I have a good case for complaining about her being in my space, but I'll let it go for the moment.
"You frightened me!" Gray says. "But what was it were you doing in there? I heard you talking. I thought it was a cat perhaps."
"Impossible," I say. "Everyone knows cats are telepathic. We were just, um, talking. It is my closet, you know." She looks confused, and I like it. She confuses me, she and her boyfriend appearing the way they did and making me paranoid, and it feels good to do it back.
"We?"
"Myself, and Nikki...a snail or two. And some other imaginary friends. We were discussing the exploits of the late, great Brad Pitt."
"Brad Pitt's not dead, Lexi," Nikki says. She scrunched back in the closet when Gray opened the door, but now she's coming forward.
Gray frowns. "Why were you both in there?"
"She's the doctor's assistant. Didn't you know I was crazy? Surely you've guessed by now. It's...therapy," I say, drawing out the 'th.'
Nikki surprises the heck out of me by adding, "Hypnotic post-traumatic regression," and I giggle a silly laugh.
"It's the latest thing. You imagine surviving a train wreck and wandering around in a trancelike daze. That's the post-traumatic part. And the hypnotism. Then you, um, wet your pants."
Gray looks less than convinced. She doesn't even smile in fact. She reminds me of Dr. Zheng, not knowing a joke when one's thrown at her. "And this is helpful?"
"Who was in my room last night?" I say instead, channeling the Butthole Surfers. "Who the hell was in my bed?"
Gray doesn't know who the Butthole Surfers are, I'm sure. "I'm sorry?"
"Were you looking for me?"
"It's such a beautiful house, that you have. I wanted to see more of it," Gray says. "I am sorry, if I intruded."
Apologies are acceptable. I feel a bit bad, for treating her like a spy. I'm far too paranoid lately and I don't think I have any reason to be. Do I? I'm just not myself. I need to work on Ren's car, that'll help clear my head. "Feel free to look around," I say. "I believe in free everything." I crawl out and spread my arms, tour-guide style. "This is my skanktum skanktorum. That's, um, Latin, for a place of great meditative skanking"
"No, it isn't," Gray says.
Ignoring her is the natural thing to do. Always pretend you didn't hear a word the straightman says. "That's why there's no furniture in here, except for the bed."
"And a big round mirror to watch yourself in," Nikki says. I turn around and smile at her for that, and she smiles back this time.
"No furniture? What about the dresser?" Gray asks. She's setting them up, and I'm knocking them down. She's even more fun than Dr. Zheng. "The armoire?"
"That's not furniture, silly," I say. "What's wrong with you, were you born in Europe or something?"
She stares at me, and for a second I think I might have really pissed her off. Then she shakes her head and looks at herself in the mirror. I wonder if she's reevaluating her decision to spend the night here with her boyfriend. Did I decide that? I can't remember if I offered, or if it was just so obvious they would that I let it happen. "This is a beautiful frame," she says finally. "But the glass is going dark."
"Is it? I thought it was just polarized."
She frowns again. She's one of those people I'll never be able to lay off of, I can tell already. Some people are just like that, they attract the Little Shit in me. Like Ernst, the ex-BMW engineer who was one of our Crane-Packard suspension guys. He was always kvetching at me to "be serious, Miss Crane" in the thickest, funniest German accent you ever heard, and even though I was being serious I couldn't stop saying silly stuff. Ren had the same problem with Pippi, the animal trainer who worked with me and Malice for the auto show stunt. We used to solve the problem by having Ren talk to Ernst and I'd talk to Pippi, and nobody would have to turn purple around the ears with helpless rage, but now I didn't have Ren to talk to Gray for me, I'd just have to restrain myself. Or not.
"It's almost time for my nap," I say. "Life is a series of naps joined by breakfast and calisthenics." With that, I dive into my bed without warning. I know Amy-Ann's in there, I saw her signature bump in the blankets, and after wrestling with the surprised cat I stand up with her in my arms. Amy-Ann is a skittish cat by nature but she's used to being randomly grabbed by me. I present her to Gray and Nikki, say, "Rowr," then drop her into the bed. I realize suddenly that I was thinking about Ren and it didn't make me cry.
"I'm going to get some hot chocolate," Nikki says, distracting me before I can rectify that situation. I owe her for that, more than she realizes. "Want some?"
"Yes please, but no deadly nightshade this time. It gives me gas." Nikki starts toward the door, trying not to giggle, and I point toward the door next to the closet. "No, take the secret stairway. It's lonely; it likes to be walked on. And if it asks you to tell it your name, don't." Now she knows where all of the secret doors upstairs are.
"Is that the door that comes out next to the refrigerator?" Nikki asks.
"The same."
"There are more hidden passages?" Gray asks.
"No, just that one," I tell her. I don't have a problem lying to her.
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
Twenty-eight
"So he never called you back?" Glen asked Molly.
"No, he didn't. He hung up on me, and said he'd call back in twenty minutes. Two days ago." She bit her lip. "I'm worried. He's not married and he has no family, so there's no one that I know to call."
"I'm leaving for Arcadia on Thursday," he replied, "but my Mondays are usually pretty open. I'll drive past tomorrow, and see if there's anything to see. Though it's close enough to downtown that if he was mugged or something, I'm sure he would have turned up by now. What did he drive?"
Molly thought about it for a moment. "Do you know, I have no idea? Ajax was a good friend of Warren's, but I wasn't particularly close to him. Not that I'd have been able to tell what it was anyway. Are you completely disappointed in me?"
"Deeply disturbed," Glen joked. He was serious almost immediately. "I'll see what I can see."
"It's probably nothing," she said with more hope than conviction. She hadn't told Glen that Ajax had said something about finding weapons. "He probably got chased off of private property and is too embarrassed to call and tell me about it."
"Probably," Glen agreed. "But there's no sense in stressing out about it right now, so let's talk about something else."
Molly found herself smiling. She'd been thinking the same thing, and wanted to tell him about the envelope full of photos, but it was redundant at this point and she didn't want to go round the same carousel again. "Like what?"
"Well, I'd been wanting to ask you how you tumbled into writing about ghosts." He sounded genuinely interested. She also liked that he automatically twigged to the freelancing as her chosen career, even though it didn't currently pay her bills. He understood the difference between the job that made the money and the one that meant the most, something her parents--and ex-husband--had never seemed to pick up on.
"To skip over the boring childhood crap, let's just say I've always collected ghost stories," she said. "Spooky folk tales, things like that. I always had a scrapbook full of ghost stories that I copied out of library books, and newspaper clippings of weird happenings. On a lark last spring, I tracked down the history of a local haunted house, here in Boston, and got an editor to run it. It re-ran in a few other papers, and so I did a couple more, to see if there was interest in a folksy sort of ghost story column, and it looks like there is, at least in New England. We like our ghosts on the East Coast."
"Seems like you'd find a market in any region, actually. You might have to do some traveling."
"Oh, hurt me. Getting to see the country as a result of my job? What a nightmare," Molly said, going heavy on the sarcasm. "I like doing it, anyway. It's a shame I can't collect ghosts and race them and make millions by selling them, like some folks can do with their obsessions."
"You have clearly been misled. Who told you that people make money collecting cars?"
"Well, I know we talk about her a lot, but I could bring up Lexi."
"To tell the truth, that was a decent sale, but I'll bet you they paid more for most of those cars than she got out of the sale. I'd be surprised if she broke even, on the long-term accounting sheet."
"Really?"
"Really. There are guys who make loads of money trading in classic cars, and then there are people like Lexi and Ren, who love old cars. The former group is good at buying from the trade sheets that tell them what's going up in value; the latter buys from the heart. These groups rarely intersect. I saw that collection, and there were a few significant cars in there but most of them were just vehicles that they loved. Quirky stuff, personalized stuff."
Molly was confused. "So, what about the auction? Ian said that there was enough money for Lex to live off of for the next twenty years."
Glen hummed, thinking. "I don't know. Based on what I saw--and mind you, I'm no expert--he may have overstated the case a little. A lot of those cars went for the bare minimum. If this auction had been a serious moneymaking venture, they'd have put reserves on more of the cars, and if they had put reserves on them, they wouldn't have sold."
"What's a reserve?"
"A minimum selling price, based on market value. Most of Lexi's cars went away for less than market value, and it was the five or six percent of them that were actually rare enough to spark some serious bidding that made up the difference so she broke even."
"That's so depressing," Molly said.
"You know what they say about one person's treasure," Glen said.
"Wow, that's dark."
"Sorry. We haven't seen the sun in Detroit for about a week and a half. Tends to make folks around here grumpy."
Molly laughed. "I feel your pain, Glen. We get the same way up here."
"Let's get away from it all. I'll get us a couple of tickets to San Diego. I'm sure there's a haunted house down there somewhere, so you can expense it. What do you say? We'll romp in the surf and drink wine while watching the sunset." His enthusiasm rolled along, gaining momentum.
"It's November. The water will be freezing."
"Well, that'll make parts of your swimsuit that much more interesting, now won't it?" Molly burst out laughing, and she could practically hear Glen blush. "I'm sorry, that was tacky."
"No need to apologize," she said. His moment of silence seemed uncomfortable, though, so she changed the subject.
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
Twenty-nine
Gray found Lexi in the library, sitting on the floor with an engine between her knees. It was as big as her body. "I really ought to put it on the stand before it gets too heavy to lift," she said as Gray entered the room. "Actually it's already too heavy to lift, just the shortblock by itself. I have shot myself in the proverbial foot." She looked at the bright red engine stand sitting a few feet away, and sighed.
"How did you get it in here if it's too heavy?" Gray asked. She didn't want to talk to Lexi at all but for some reason whenever the stupid woman spoke she answered. It was as if Lexi was somehow winning if she didn't get a reply, but any reply merely started a new salvo of nonsense and scored points for Lexi as well.
"I don't remember," Lexi said, not looking up. She began humming the theme to Freakazoid, but doubted that Gray would recognize anything that had to do with cartoons.
She didn't. "Are you building a car?" she asked, surveying the half-boxed and plastic-wrapped pieces scattered about.
"Mm-hmm," was the reply. Lexi still didn't look at her. Getting all of the plugs in the block was easier when it was on a stand, that was for sure. Her fingers were sticky with thread-lock. It was a familiar feeling.
Gray sat on a plastic-wrapped seat. "It doesn't all seem to be here."
"It's not. The bodies in white are at our warehouse, in Detroit."
"Bodies in white?"
"The shell of the car. The rest of the parts were shipped here by happy accident. I'll have to go get one to attach all of these bits to it. Very fun. Want to help?"
She stood, shaking her head. "No."
"Well, that's a relief. I don't work well with others," Lexi replied. She hadn't looked at Gray once. "Where's Nikki?" she asked.
"I do not know," Gray replied, her voice implying that she didn't care, either.
"Of course you do," she said. Gray managed to suppress her frown. "Hey, Gray, when the wheel fell off of your car, did it come off before Martin hit the pole, or after?"
"I do not remember," she said. "You'd have to ask him."
Lexi looked up at her. "How long have you guys had that car? Has the back bumper always been a board? It's very sad that way, you know. It wants to be fixed. It's a very maltreated car, and I shouldn't let you have it back, according to my religion."
"Your...religion?"
"I believe in fruit juice and neon," Lexi said.
"I thought you believed in free everything."
"Oh, that too. I also believe that Dwight Eisenhower and John Waters are the same man, before and after a horrible, secret experiment gone wrong. And I believe you never noticed that bumper had been replaced by a chunk of wood before, because you don't love your car properly. What do you think of that?"
"I think you're mad," Gray said, meeting Lexi's eyes and imagining the insane sparkle going out of them as she bled from a slashed throat. The thought made her smile, and in an eyeblink she'd grabbed Lexi by the neck, pulled her up out of her squat on the floor, and she was driving her thumbs into the soft hollows on either side of Lexi's jaw. Lexi squeaked in pain, unable to make any other noise, and Gray smiled, and let her Italian accent slip away. "And I think you mock me when you ought not to. Do you have any other funny things to say now?"
Lexi grabbed Gray's forearms in desperation but wasn't strong enough to pry away the fingers that were cutting off the blood to her brain. She tried to stand and Gray kicked her feet out from under her, suspending her by the neck.
"Perhaps you'll be politer now," she said, and let Lexi go. It wouldn't do for someone to find the mistress of the house dead, after all.
As she thought that, she heard a dog growl, close. It sounded like it was coming down the stairs into the foyer. Fear chased a trail of cold sweat up her back. She couldn't abide dogs, couldn't abide the gnawing terror in her gut at the sound they made, the thought of their teeth and claws on her. More than once, she had shot them in parking lots for barking at her through car windows. She had no gun, now, though, and didn't relish the thought of wrestling what sounded like a rather large hound. She hadn't seen or smelled a dog, but given the size of the house she might have overlooked it.
Gray had her back to the foyer, but she could clearly hear the paws on the wood steps, nails clicking, the wet canine panting. She stepped away from Lexi, turning slightly so she could see the doorway to the foyer and Lexi at the same time, dreading the dog's appearance. "Your dog is friendly?" Gray asked, thickening her accent to hide the tremor in her voice.
Lexi was panting, pushing herself to a sitting position. If Gray was going to pretend nothing had happened, so would she. For now. "They're cats, not dogs," Lexi said. "Sillyhead." She pushed herself up to a crawl--she was pretty sure she'd pass out if she stood--and dragged herself to the engine block. The abuse struck a deep and angry chord in her. She hadn't put up with Darron slapping her around, and she wasn't going to take it from a houseguest who was more than she seemed, either. But attempting to brain Gray with a brake caliper was the sort of thing that would probably be a much better idea in theory than practice, based on the events of the previous minute and a half or so.
Gray wanted to turn and face Lexi fully, but couldn't do so without losing sight of the foyer. The dog was almost to the bottom of the steps. It was a large dog; the stairs creaked under its weight. And when it reached the room, it would rush in and attack her, jumping up and sinking its teeth into her belly, into her soft parts, and it would pull them out and shake its head, tearing...
She couldn't stay, she couldn't stay. Gray dug her nails into her palms and walked rapidly into the den, where the television was. It put a room between her and the dog. When she was in there, she couldn't hear it any more. Good. Good.
Lexi watched her go, angling her head. Movement from the foyer caught her eye, and she turned the other way just in time to catch the barest glimpse of Marion's shadows-on-light form. The ghost moved from the steps toward the front door and faded out of sight along the way.
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
Thirty
Lexi woke up before dawn with the urge to run again, and run she did, bolting into the closet and up through the attic, around and down the folding staircase into the hallway, then downstairs and out the front door and into the snow for a while. She was in pajamas, sockless in boots, and the snow that slopped over the sides burned deliciously, just the level of discomfort some part of her was looking for. She ran to the Buick and back, then threw herself in the snow to get the feeling all over her body, and she screamed wordlessly at the sky.
"I'm not going to stop you from running around in the snow," her father said, "But you'd best start doing it with a coat on, Al."
"Hi, Bert." She smiled up at him, crowned in snow.
He frowned down at her, his cheeks ruddy from the cold wind. He was wearing flannel and the John Deere watchcap he'd always worn in the winter. "Get up out of the snow, Al," he said. There was no anger in his voice, just matter-of-fact logic. The snow was cold, and she was going to get frostbite, and she should get up, that was all Bert's voice said. So she did. "What're you running away from?"
"I don't know."
"No need to be afraid of it, then, is there?"
"I don't think I am." She wanted to tell him about yesterday's encounter with Gray, but it made her think of the abuse she'd suffered at Darron's hands and Bert had never known about that. Lexi shuddered to think of what her father would've done to Darron if he'd been alive, if he'd been around to find out about the rape.
"I know," Bert said. Lexi looked at him, horrified. He reached out, as if to squeeze her shoulder, but she couldn't feel his hand. "Why are you so surprised? I'm dead!"
The naked exasperation in his voice yanked a laugh out of her, and Bert smiled back. The humor faded quickly. "I'm sorry, Bert. I'm sorry you had to know that."
He shook his head. "You survived," he said. "That's what counts." There was pride in his voice.
"That's what I do, bounce back," Lexi said without humor. She started back toward the house, mood neutral. Halfway there she decided to go in the carriage house instead. "Did I show you the old car I found?" Lexi asked her father, but he was gone. Had she dreamt the car, too? Well, now she had to double-check.
She didn't hesitate to veer off of the path that she'd broken, heading for the derelict garage that stood a dozen yards or so from the house. It had weathered seventy-odd years' indignities with less composure than the house had; there were cracks in the doors and walls where gray sunlight peeked through. The roof was slate, with some missing and broken tiles.
A push on the door opened a wide enough gap for her to slip inside. The shadows weren't as deep as Lexi expected, considering the dim day. Sure enough, the Packard was still there. The car had a feeling of sleek opulence, even though it had been there so long that all four tires had gone flat and it was gray-brown with a thick coating of dust.
Lexi stepped softly toward it, one hand extended, moving with mingled reverence and excitement. After a few careful steps her fingertips touched a gracefully curving fender, and she brushed dust off of it. She could smell it, the warm soft smell of old things and a coarser scent of oil or rust. It made the air seem clearer, and the cold in her feet was forgotten.
A streak of goosebumps raced up Lexi's arms. The car made the dreams she'd had about Marion real, too real, and she was suddenly afraid of it. The headlights stared like big, blank eyes. Lexi opened the driver's door and leaned inside. The scent of the interior rushed out at her, a smell of antique cloth and a hint of powder, delicate and feminine. She was smelling Marion. It was whole. There were thirty-two thousand miles on the odometer. It would be a nightmare to put back together, of course, but it was hers. Marion had parked the car one day and never used it again, and here it was, whole.
She returned to the house exhausted and cold and wet, and soaked in the tub for a while before going back to bed. An excellent morning, all things considered. She'd risen again, around noon, put on a chunky white sweater and black leggings and white go-go boots on. She drifted downstairs to say hello to Martin and Doctor Edward in the kitchen and to prepare herself a breakfast of hot apple cider and pecan spinwheels. She expected Doctor Edward to give her a pill, but none was forthcoming. The two of them were discussing sports, which interested Lexi not at all. Of Gray and Nikki there was no sign.
She went into the library where Ren's car was, and discovered that the partly-assembled engine was up on the stand, bolted perfectly into place. When she touched it, the motor was as cold as ice.
She wasn't sure which one of the dead folk had done it, but it seemed a decent sign that building the car was barking up the right tree at least. "Thank you kindly," she told the room, and got back to work on the car.
She'd have to go and get the body, soon. Actually it might be easier to take everything to the body. The engine was finished, and the transmissions were still in their crates from Getrag so there was nothing to put together there. Steering and suspension components were lined up neatly, ready to be installed. And the wheels? Where had--oh, she was sitting on the stack, never mind. And the wiring harness was done; she'd finished it and her cheesecake at about the same time, at three in the morning two nights ago. Might as well build brake calipers today. They were in boxes too, direct from Brembo; Ren had insisted on only wonderful pieces, of course. She went into the basement to fetch them, dumped them in the knobby-tired Radio Flyer wagon that had been parked in the hall of mirrors for the purpose of schlepping parts, and headed back into the library.
Halfway there she was struck by an uncontrollable urge to sing Primus, so she did, only getting through a few verses of "My Name Is Mud" before deciding that she didn't want to sing alone. She took a detour into the ballroom and put the CD on, loud enough that she could hear it in the library to her satisfaction.
That taken care of, she set herself up next to the various clusters of car parts.
She'd finished the first caliper when Martin drifted into the library. He looked around the room, sizing it up as if it were a bar, and then made a beeline for the wingback chair, which he turned to face her. "Afternoon," he said.
He was holding a glass of milk in a way that she found annoying, but let it go. Letting the little things about people bother you was just a waste of time. Martin was nice enough apart from that, and apart from the fact that he was here sort of dishonestly. "Oh, welcome to this world of fools, of pink champagne and swimming pools...where all you have to lose is your virginity," she sang along with Primus, fully aware that the rapid, rolling lyrics were nearly unintelligible (and equally aware that it was "well" not "where" but "where" made more sense).
"Uh-huh," he said. "So how are you going to get the car out, once you've built it?"
"Oh, there's plenty of room. Look at those doors!" she said, pointing to the wide doorway that led into the foyer. "There's enough space to admit a buffalo, also known as the American bison. Not to be confused with the European bison, which, in addition to being smaller, is extinct. What was I talking about?"
Martin smiled indulgently. "Don't you worry that they'll institutionalize you, if you keep acting like this?"
"I've spent too much time worrying about how to do things, and how to behave in front of whom. I stopped worrying about it, and I'm much happier. Besides, it's my house."
"That it is. I envy your freedom."
"As well you should," she replied.
"Can I help you at all with that?"
Lexi shook her head. "My hands only," she said. "No other hands allowed. Those are the rules."
"What rules?"
She gave him an innocent, head-tilted look. "What rules?"
"What rules are you talking about?"
"I have no idea what you're talking about," she said.
Martin nodded slowly. "I guess you don't," he said. "Hey, I've got another question for you. Two of them, actually."
"No, I'm not wearing anything under this sweater," she said.
He grinned. "How'd you know I was going to ask that?" Actually he hadn't been, but he had noticed, and humoring her would keep her talking.
"Roger, that's a Special Forces tattoo," she said imperiously.
Martin didn't catch the Lethal Weapon reference. He was learning better than to ask her to repeat herself though. "Let me ask you another question, then. Is that okay?"
"Kinder with poison than pushed down a well," she replied. Her attention seemed to be entirely in the brake caliper she was assembling, although it wasn't.
"It's hard to understand you, when you talk in riddles all the time," he said.
"Did you ever stop and ask yourself why I talk in riddles?"
"No. But I suppose you're going to tell me."
"Nope. I am not. And anyway, they're not riddles."
Martin got out of the chair and walked to Lexi's side. He squatted between her and the Radio Flyer, and put his hand lightly on her shoulder. "What are they, then?"
"Ooh, an invading cheliped," she said. "Is it full of meat? It's painfully typical."
He started to rub her shoulders, then her neck. "Don't worry, it's platonic," he said. "I'm sure you're terribly lonely. Since Warren," he added.
"We had a race car--it was a Saab, we called it HellSaab Number One--that said, 'get your Eye-talian loafers out of my bedpan!' up one side and 'I'll give you boys five dollars for this!' down the other. How can you not miss someone who knows what all of that means? There's the trick. You can't."
Martin opened his mouth, and closed it without saying anything. He continued to rub Lexi's neck for a few minutes, but apart from a small sigh she didn't acknowledge him. She might as well have been made of warm wax.
"Afternoon," Doctor Edward said as he entered the library with a mug of the cider Lexi had made. He looked at home, and he didn't ask what Lexi and Martin were doing. Martin turned and nodded.
"Gozer the Gozerian, Gozer the Destructor...the traveler has come," Lexi said in a gravelly voice, without looking up from the proportioning valve in her hands.
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
Thirty-one
I'm in the kitchen. Nikki is trying to get at the bread I made, which is on top of the refrigerator where it ought not to be, the heat from the fridge will make it stale. I could reach it for her, but instead of asking for help she's dragged one of the big heavy chairs in from the dining room to stand on. She's stubborn about being short. "You're such a little bulldog girl," I tell her, watching her cut her bread and spread jelly on it. "Nothing's ever going to stop you, if you don't let it. No matter how difficult, or horrible."
"I don't think moving a chair is a very good representation of my entire life," she says, wrapping the rest of the loaf up. "How's the car coming?"
"I'll have to go and get a body this week. Want to come with?" That reminds me of Marion's Packard and I all but fall off the chair in excitement. "Oh, wow! I almost forgot! Treasure! I have to show you what I found." I bounce up and beckon Nikki to follow.
Nikki puts her bread and jam on a paper towel like the fastidious little cutie she is, brushes her skirt even though nothing is clinging to it, and follows me to the front door. "Outside?" she asks, disappointment in her voice.
"Oh yes, oh yes. Some of the most wonderful things are outside, you know..." I say, opening the front door.
"Let's put coats on first, Lexi. You're some kind of fucking penguin."
"Penguin? Hardly. I'm better dressed," I say, and do a little sexy dance, apropos of nothing.
"Nice day for a walk," Gray says suddenly. She's on the second floor landing, looking enigmatically down at us. Nikki looks startled, sees her up there, and looks even more startled.
I take my time in recognizing her. "Every day is a nice day for a walk," I say, hoping I don't trigger another homicidal rage. "If you know where to walk."
The weather isn't any warmer, of course. The sky's sunless, and a solid ceiling of clouds threatens more snow. The Weather Channel will probably back me up on that. If it snows much more, Nikki won't be able to leave the porch without ending up neck-deep in snow.
For the moment, though, the white stuff is only up to her waist, and she can flounder about well enough. I take her to the carriage house and show her the Packard, which she's only moderately impressed by. Actually it seems to creep her out a bit, and while I'm looking under the hood--it is a twelve-cylinder--she's looking at the floor. "Lexi," she says. "Do you know the floor in here's fucking collapsing?"
I go to where she is and see a deep crack in the concrete-slab floor. It's half an inch wide and widens to several inches on its way to the wall. The floor is sagging toward the gaping crack. "You certainly are, aren't you? What's wrong with you?" I ask it. I go to the wall and give the floor an experimental tap, then squat and put my hand in the crack. It's deep, and I can feel the slab moving up and down a bit.
"Maybe there's a basement."
"Carriage houses didn't usually have them, but this is a weird house. Maybe there is," I concur. "At any rate, I need to drag this six-thousand pound shithead out of here before he falls through the floor. I'll get Furious to drag him out. What shall I name you?" I ask the car. It certainly needs a name.
"What do you mean, you'll need to get furious?"
That makes me laugh. "Oh, no no no. Furious is our--my--Suburban. He can tow anything, even a certain three-ton car with its drivetrain frozen solid."
Nikki narrows her eyes at me. "You laugh all the time but you have a cat named Malice, a car named Furious. A shrink would fucking love to peel your brain."
"Many have tried," I tell her. "Most have gone mad themselves. Walk not down that path."
"And speaking of frozen solid," Nikki says, laughing, "can we go back inside now?" My fingers agree with her; inside is a good thing. I follow Nikki back to the kitchen and sit while she makes soup. I rearranged all of the cans in the pantry by color instead of content a while back, to confuse Doctor Edward, but he never gave me the satisfaction of noticing. When Nikki asked me why, I told her it was so the French wouldn't be able to find anything if they invaded, and she found that funny.
My mind starts racing, thinking about the Packard, and Ren's car in the library, and it's not long before I have to put my head down on the table and cry for a while. When I get started doing that, I can't stop. Nikki holds me for a while, and that's nice, and soon Doctor Edward is there, too, and he urges me to eat a bowl of soup which undoubtedly has a pill in it, and the crying goes away. I think. I'm not really sure. I don't feel any better, but I do feel less, and that's an improvement.
I think.
I'm not really sure.
Swish-click. Ian's here again, he's dropped in to say hi and I shall make chili for everyone. I like making chili. Molly's a better cook than I am but I have my moments. I ask Ian if Molly is coming and he gives me a patient smile that says no.
I go into the pantry--I like having a pantry that is its own little room, it reminds me of the house I grew up in--to look for the kidney beans. There should be tomato sauce in here too, somewhere with the other red things, but someone's moved it. I suspect Mister Doctor Edward Sharp, because he's apparently incapable of putting things back where he found them. Nikki and I have bonded over this. While I'm squatting on the floor, Ian shuts the door behind me and everything goes dark.
I jump up to complain, because who likes being locked in a closet? But Ian's talking to Doctor Edward, and I realize it was a mistake; he must think I've gone upstairs or something. From the way they talk I can tell that Doctor Edward and Ian are friends from way back, which makes sense in a way.
"I've got to get that goddamn place cleared out, Eddie," he says. His voice is all twisty, like it gets when he's agitated. "They're moving guns. Guns! I was there, and I saw them, and when I asked what the hell was going on, they threatened me, Eddie!"
"Did they?"
"This greasy European bastard stuck a gun in my face! I practically pissed myself." The notion of someone sticking a gun in tweedy little Ian's face is actually kind of amusing. I imagine his eyes getting enormous, and his cheeks quivering. Ian's saying, "I told them I wasn't the property owner, just managing it, and I was only passing on the owner's wishes, and that got them to back down. I can't be associated with these people any more. They said they're watching all of us. They told me they know where we all live."
"Standard pushing," Eddie said. "Don't worry, they're just scare tactics. Don't forget, Ian, they have as much to lose as you do. How did you hook up with this crowd again? This isn't your usual social circle."
Oh, there's the tomato sauce. Wonderful. I choose two cans and I'm down to two left so I should get some more, and am I feeling dexterous enough to carry four cans at once? It appears that I am. Ian is saying, "I can't believe I've screwed this up so badly," and he's probably shaking his head.
"Let me see what I can do," Doctor Edward says. He doesn't sound quite like himself. "What's the guy's name again? Not the one who threatened you. His faceman, the one who originally approached you and signed the paperwork. The name is probably false, but I just need his number."
"What do you mean the name's probably false?"
"They wouldn't use their real names, Ian. What if this ends up in court…oh, hell, your name's on the paperwork, isn't it?"
Ian throws a New Jersey hissy-fit. "Shit! Shit!"
Doctor Edward says a bunch of things to calm him down. That can be a difficult task. I've seen Ian flip out before, more than once while we were pulling together the funding for the car company, and sometimes the only thing that will shut him up is single malt Scotch.
I can't hear what they're saying, until Ian mutters, "Maybe I should use it to leave the goddamn country."
"Oh, sure. That wouldn't look suspicious," Doctor Edward says. "Shut up and I'll handle it, okay?"
"But what if they do something?"
"I said I'd handle it."
Ian sounds like a little kid as he asks, "Do you think they really know that it's her--" and that's when I get bored of standing in the dark and come out of the pantry. He stops talking immediately and clears his throat and looks like he's about to piss himself with surprise. "Lexi! How long have you been in there?"
"I'm not locking any use of language in the wife of your presence," I tell him. He wouldn't recognize a Fibber McGee quote if you tattooed it on his forehead (Ren would) and so it should be clear to him that I didn't care what he was talking about, and have no intention of caring. Of course, what it probably makes him think is that I'm just cuckoo, and that's fine, too. I'm kind of irritated about being locked in the pantry, after all.
Dinner is a success, even with Gray and Martin attending. Ian and Martin seem to get along well. Nikki and I pass notes back and forth, and she draws silly drawings while Doctor Edward tells a story that seems to end with him riding a pig into a barbed wire fence. I can't have heard that right, but he's a good storyteller and I like hearing his voice swell and fade in my ears as it spins around my head.
I watch Gray and eat chili. She watches Nikki and doesn't eat anything. She's got a look of animated interest on her face but it looks like it's only skin-deep, her brain is off somewhere else. "You're not eating," I say to her.
"I am sorry," she says in her Italian accent, which I don't think is real. Did I hear her talking without it some time? I can't remember. I remember that she choked me for teasing her though, and that's just not right. "I am not used to dinner so late. My stomach, it is..." she trails off, seesawing a hand in the air.
"Tch! That explains why you didn't eat last night, either."
"It does."
"Ian," I say all joking-whiny, "I don't think it's quite fair that I'm the only one who gets yelled at for not eating."
"I beg your pardon?"
"Oh, don't pretend you didn't hear me. There's a clear imbalance of respect here."
Gray's suddenly gone. I didn't notice her getting up, but she must have because I hear her going up the steps. When she gets there a few seconds later, there's a big ker-BLAM of something lifting up and dropping on the floor. Something big. I think of the dresser in the room Martin and Gray are staying in--that sounds about right sizewise. Everyone at the table jumps, Nikki most of all. Gray shouts, a short shocked "Ah!" of surprise. It startles me, too, but then I remember Marion.
"Jesus," Martin says. "Your cats are hard at work."
"No, they aren't," I say, and cram a cracker into my mouth. Everyone's looking at me, but I make them wait till I've finished my chili cracker. "The house is haunted. Get used to it. By the way, I don't think my ghost likes your girlfriend," I tell Martin.
He cocks an eyebrow. "If anything, Gray should be jealous of a pretty little thing like you," he says. That's about the lamest thing I ever heard, and I get up to go upstairs. I'm getting better at not swaying when I stand.
When I get to the door of Gray and Martin's room, she's there. Not Marion. Gray. She grabs me and drags me through the door, and she's got a crazy knife, a double-edged thing with a big split down the middle. I suddenly know the meaning of the word transfixed, because I can't move, staring at that knife in front of my eyes.
"I'm going to kill you, snipwit," Gray says. She's forgotten her Italian accent again. "I'm weary of the tricks and I'm going to kill you now--"
And something slaps her.
I can hear it, and see her react to it, can almost see the flesh on her face rippling as she's hit, but there's nothing there. The unseen hand strikes her across the face, on her head, on her shoulder and side and hip. They're loud, Three Stooges slaps, flesh on flesh, and Gray's suddenly got handprints on her face and neck. She lets me go and staggers back, making a big show of fussing with her hair as she regains herself. The knife has disappeared and I didn't see where it went. When I check it's not sticking out of me anywhere, which is a good thing.
Gray looks at me, and she looks scared and enraged. She starts to say something, then turns and walks quickly out of the room.
I feel like I've dodged a bullet, with a bit of help that is.
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
Thirty-two
The need to move woke Lexi up before dawn. Again. Her eyes opened to find her room tinted with the faint, dark blue light of early morning. Blue air, black-blue sky. Blue world. It was a good time of day for motion. She and Ren had always liked leaving on road trips when the world was blue.
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