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Prologue

1

There were things that Annabeth Falmer understood, and things she did not understand, and among the things she understood the least was what she was doing on Margaret’s Harbor in the middle of the biggest nor’easter to hit New England since 1853.

Actually, she didn’t understand what she was doing on Margaret’s Harbor at all, but thinking about that made her head ache, and the last thing she needed in the face of snow coming down at two inches an hour was a headache. She was only about a mile from the center of Oscartown, but she didn’t think she’d be able to make it in for a spare bottle of aspirin.

It was two o’clock on the afternoon of Tuesday, December 31st, but it might as well have been the middle of the night. The world outside Annabeth’s window was not black, but it was impossible to see anything in. The snow was so heavy, she was in a kind of whiteout. The only visibility was to the east of her, where the ocean was, and even that was like something out of a surrealist aesthetic. She could see waves, white-tipped and agitated. She could see snow piling into drifts against the tall metal parking meters that had been set out along the beach for people who came in from the landlocked towns. Most of all, she could see the tall oceanward tower of the Point. There was a light on up there, the way there always was now that Kendra Rhode had taken up residence for the duration.

“Who in the name of God names a baby Kendra?” Annabeth said, to the cat, who was the only one besides herself at home. She was talking to the cat a lot lately. It was probably inevitable, but it still made her feel oddly sick at the pit of her stomach. Things had not worked out as badly as she had thought they would, back in the days when she lay awake night after night not knowing how she was going to get through another week, but they hadn’t exactly worked out as a triumph, either.

The cat’s name was Creamsicle because that’s what he looked like: oddly orange and white the way the ice-cream bar had looked in Annabeth’s childhood. She tried not to wonder if there were Creamsicles for sale any longer—everything seemed to disappear, except the things that didn’t, and those tended to be around forever—and got the cat off the ledge of the landing window. He was a small cat, less than a year old. Annabeth wasn’t sure he had ever seen snow before.

“Trust me,” she told him, dropping him down onto the kitchen floor as soon as she walked through the door. “You only think you want to go out. It’s cold out there, and wet, and there isn’t a single cat treat for miles.”

Then she got the cat treats out and gave him three different colored ones on the mat next to his food bowl. She was a compact, middle-aged woman, thinner than she should have been, with hair that had gone gray so long ago she couldn’t remember what color it had been before. Even so, she didn’t think she was really becoming one of those people, the ones who spent all their time by themselves and talked to their cats and knitted things they never used, the ones who were found dead after a month and a half because the neighbors smelled something odd coming out of the apartment.

For one thing, Annabeth thought, she didn’t knit. For another, this was not an apartment, but a house, and an expensive one, and her sons called four times a day trying to make sure she wasn’t completely suicidal. It was one of the few things she didn’t mind about this nor’easter. It had reduced cell phone reception to absolutely nil.

She filled the kettle full of water and put it on to boil. She got her violently orange teapot down from the shelf over the sink and dumped two large scoops of loose Double Bergamot Earl Grey into the bottom of it. The tea was a bad sign, but the teapot wasn’t. It hadn’t occurred to her, when she’d told John and Robbie that what she really wanted was to spend a year on Margaret’s Harbor with nothing to do but read, that she would actually spend her time worrying that she was turning into a cliché out of something by Agatha Christie.

Or, worse, something out of Tennessee Williams, or William Faulkner. The neighbors would come in, drawn by the smell, and find not only her dead body on the floor of the kitchen, but the dead bodies of all her old lovers buried in the root cellar right under the basket of fiddlehead ferns.

“I’m going slowly but surely out of my mind,” she said, to the cat again. The kettle went off, and she poured the water from it into the teapot. Then she got a tray, a mug, a tiny mug-sized strainer, and her copy of Gertrude Himmelfarb’s The Moral Imagination and headed on out for the living room. The storm could scream and moan as much as it liked. She had two industrial-sized generators. She could keep her electricity going in the middle of a nuclear attack.

She put everything down on the coffee table, poured herself some tea through the strainer, and curled up in her big overstuffed chair. This was the way she had imagined herself, last year, when she had been talking about this to her sons. She had seen herself, comfortable and surrounded by books and cats, reading without having to think about anything else in the world. It hadn’t occurred to her that the utter sameness of it would get boring faster than watching The Sopranos had.

The cat jumped into her lap just as she heard the first of the heavy thuds against her kitchen door. She put her hand up to stroke him and said, “I’m an ungrateful idiot, do you know that? They gave me absolutely everything I ever wanted, and some things I didn’t even think of, and I’m about ready to plug my fingers into a wall socket, it’s so out-of-my-mind dull.”

There was another thud, and this time she paid attention. She put the mug away from her and looked around.

“Do you think it’s an animal?” she said. “I can’t imagine it would be a person out in all that. Even Melissandra Rhode isn’t as crazy as that.”

The third thud was heavier and more dangerous than the other two had been. Annabeth could hear the wood straining under whatever was hitting it. She put the book down and got up. You could see the ocean from the kitchen windows. Whoever had built this house had wanted to watch the waves at the breakfast table. Still, it couldn’t be the sea coming in. Not this fast. And it couldn’t be a tree branch blown loose by the wind. It sounded like something soft.

“I should watch television,” she told the cat. “At least I wouldn’t be rewriting Freddy Krueger movies in my head.”

She went back to the kitchen and looked around. She looked out the big windows at the sea, but it was comfortably far away, although choppy. She looked at the walk that wrapped around the house at that side, but saw nothing but untouched snow. She looked around the kitchen, and wondered what she had been thinking when she bought two complete sets of Le Creuset pots to hang from the hooks over the center island.

“One of those is going to fall on my head one day and give me a concussion,” she said, not even to the cat this time. The cat was still in the living room, curled up on a cushion. Then there was another thud, and this time it was distinctly accompanied by giggling.

“What the hell,” Annabeth said.

She made her way out into the pantry, its four tall walls covered floor to ceiling with shelves. She went into the little mud area with its benches and pegs for holding outerwear so that it didn’t muck up the rest of the house in bad weather. She stood very still and listened. The giggling really was giggling, not just the wind, she was sure of it. Sometimes it sounded not so much like giggling as it did like crying. The kitchen door had no window. There was no way to tell without opening up.

“What the hell,” Annabeth said, thinking that if there really was some half-crazed homicidal maniac out there, ready to rip her into body parts before he disappeared into the storm, she almost owed it to him to cooperate. Anybody who wanted anything badly enough to go through that storm to get it, ought to have it.

“Not really,” Annabeth said. She missed the cat. It gave her a cover so that she didn’t have to recognize the fact that she had started to talk to herself.

She grabbed the knob of the door, turned it to the right, yanked the door forward, and stepped back.

She was just in time. The young woman who came falling through at her couldn’t have been more than five feet tall, but she fell hard nonetheless, and she fell far, too.

It took a minute or two, but Annabeth worked it out. This was definitely somebody she recognized, even if she couldn’t remember what the woman’s name was, but that was the least of it. The most was a toss-up between the clothing—a pale blue-silver, sleeveless minidress, hiked up to beyond beyond—and the hair. Annabeth thought she’d go with the hair. It would have been long and blond under other circumstances, but at the moment it was black and sticky and covered with blood.
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Marcey Mandret was pretty sure that Stewart Gordon was mad at her—furious, in fact—but the information made no sense, and she was too tired to think about it. Besides, what did he have to be mad at her for? He wasn’t her father, for God’s sake, or her uncle, or even her agent, and this wasn’t a working day anyway. The snow had started coming down like crazy hours ago, and everybody had just packed up and gone to what amounted to home. Marcey hated Margaret’s Harbor with a passion. It didn’t matter to her that presidents had vacationed here, or that Kendra Rhode’s family had had a summer place here since before the Civil War. Nobody cared what people like that did anymore. People cared about Kendra only because she had started hanging out with people like Marcey, although Marcey was fairly sure—there it went again, that weird zinging in her head, as if there were a live electrical wire up there somewhere—that that wasn’t the way it was playing in the papers. It made her furious, it really did, that the papers and the television stations all made it sound like Kendra was the Most Important Person in the History of the World, even though Kendra didn’t do anything except wear clothes and look really tall.

Stewart Gordon was over there against the wall, staring at her. His head was as bald as if he’d shaved it, but people said he’d lost his hair when he wasn’tweventy years old. He was a lot older than that now. He was ancient. And he was a snob. He was always carrying around the kind of book Marcey was sure nobody actually read; they just liked to be seen carrying it because it made them look smarter than everybody else. She didn’t care how smart Stewart Gordon was. He was a loser in the only way that counted. He was getting only five million dollars for this picture, and Marcey was getting seven.

Money. Liquor. The dress was coming off, again. The straps kept sliding down her shoulders. She was the only person in here with straps. Everybody else was dressed as if they were about to pose for an L.L. Bean catalog. Who bought things out of the L.L. Bean catalog? It was all such clunky stuff, and that other place, Harbor Halls, was even worse. All those pastels and twin sets and espadrilles, except in the winter, like now, when it was parkas and snow boots. Marcey had never worn a pair of snow boots in her life, and she didn’t intend to start now.

She got the strap adjusted on her shoulder and made her way slowly in the direction of the bar. She wasn’t walking very well. Her head hurt, and she was very dizzy. She tried to remember the number of champagne cocktails she’d drunk since they’d shut down filming at eleven, but she couldn’t do it. They’d shut down filming. She’d come over here with Arrow Normand and Kendra and some other people. She’d started drinking and then she’d started watching the snow. Kendra was gone now. Arrow seemed to be gone too. Arrow’s boyfriend—Marcey looked around, and blinked. The only other person from the film who seemed to still be here was Stewart Gordon, and she would swear on her life that he was still nursing the same big mug of beer he’d bought when he first walked in the door.

There was a bar stool in front of her. This was good news. She sat down on it and tried adjusting her strap again. She was fairly sure she could not be really drunk, because Kendra had told her that it wasn’t possible to get drunk on champagne. She felt drunk, though, and her right breast seemed to be completely exposed. She pulled at the strap again. The bartender had started pouring another champagne cocktail without being asked. He wasn’t much older than she was and he was looking straight at her nipple.

Somebody squeezed in against the bar between her stool and the one on her right. She looked up and saw Stewart Gordon handing her cocktail back to the bartender.

“Do something about your dress,” he said.

“Why is it that everybody on this island wears bow ties?” Marcey asked him. “Have you noticed that? They all look like Porky Pig.”

“Have you been running a tab?”

“It’s okay,” the bartender said. “That guy from the film comes over once a week and settles the tabs. You know, the guy—”

“Shit,” Stewart Gordon said.

“I bet you don’t run tabs,” Marcey said. “I bet you pay for that beer right when you get it and then you drink only one. You can’t take my drink away. You’re not my father.”

“Your problem is that nobody is your father, not even your father.”

“I make more money than he does. I make more money than you do. You can’t tell me what to do.”

The bartender was standing right there, holding the champagne cocktail in his hands. Marcey leaned across the bar and got it. Then she tilted her head back and swallowed almost all of it in a single long gulp. This was not the best thing she could have done. She hadn’t realized until she did it just what kind of a mess her stomach was in. She was probably going to throw up. This was all right, since she always threw up, but she preferred to do it without an audience. It was practically the only thing she preferred to do without an audience.

“Arrow does everything in public,” she said, looking at the third button on Stewart Gordon’s dark blue chambray shirt. God, the man was tall. He was enormous. “She even vomits in public. Don’t you think that’s pathetic?”

The bartender coughed. Stewart Gordon took what was left of the drink out of her hand. It didn’t matter. Marcey had won this round. She’d drunk most of it. Now if she could just stand up and get another one. She could go home, or up to Kendra’s, but she didn’t want to. The party wasn’t due to start for hours. There would be nothing to do up there.

“It’s New Year’s Eve,” she said.

“I know,” Stewart Gordon said. “And you’re going to keel over before the ball drops. Do you have a coat?”

Marcey waved into the middle of the room. “I’ve got my jacket. You know. My blue jacket.”

“Your blue jacket is made of glitter and silk thread. Do you mean to say you came all the way out to New England in the middle of the winter without a decent winter jacket?”

“I hate coats,” Marcey said. “They make me look fat.”

Somebody came up with the jacket. Marcey didn’t see who it was. She really wasn’t seeing much of anything. Stewart Gordon handed it to her.

“Put it on,” he said. “At least it will cover your breasts, one of which, at the moment, is waving in the breeze, to the enormous satisfaction of half the people in this room. And only most of them are men.”

“It’s not just the breast,” Marcey said. “Don’t you know? Kendra and Arrow and I made a pact. We’re all going commando for the whole year. This year. Until midnight. We’re all going commando to show that we’re, that we’re—”

“Ass,” Stewart Gordon said. “Kendra Rhode got a one-hundred-million-dollar trust fund the day she was born. She doesn’t need a career. You do. And you’re not going to have one by the time she’s through with you.”

“Kendra Rhode is my friend,” Marcey said. “She’s my best friend. We’d do anything for each other.”

“Kendra Rhode is a psychopath who likes to play with people’s heads. Button that jacket and I’ll take you home.”

“I don’t want to go home. There’s nothing to do at home. And besides, I’m supposed to be out at the Point for a party. You weren’t invited to the party, were you? Kendra invites only the best people to her parties.”

“Come into my parlor, said the spider to the fly.”

“What?”

“Never mind. Let’s go.”

Marcey looked around the bar. There were a lot of people there, and most of them were looking at her. That was reassuring. That really was. Sometimes, when she got drunk enough, she began to feel as if she were trying to walk on water. It was all right as long as she didn’t notice that that was what she was doing, but when she did she suddenly realized that she couldn’t, and she was way out over the ocean and about to drown. She hated that feeling, that about-to-drown feeling. It made all her nerves go crazy and it made her want to cry. She wanted to cry right now. Crying seemed to be the best thing she could possibly do. Crying had substance, and she had no substance. Everybody said so. There was something coming up her throat. It might be vomit, but it might be something else. If she didn’t get Stewart Gordon away from her, he would start giving her a lecture about how she should have gone to school.

“School isn’t important,” she said, leaning very close to him. Leaning was not good. Leaning was like falling. “What does school get for people? Jobs in offices. That’s it. Jobs in offices. Or mechanics. Or things. School—”

There always came a point when the air looked slick and solid, when it could ripple. It was rippling now. It made her think of mayonnaise, and of the first time she had ever been in a movie, when she was seven years old. Her mother was always sitting in one of those folding chairs at the edge of the set, leaning forward with her elbows on her knees, tense. Everything was always tense. That was the year she had been interviewed by Katie Couric. She had been given a big solid chair to sit on, and her legs had dangled from the seat without reaching the floor.

“I can’t walk on water,” she said, as loud as she could, past Stewart Gordon to the room at large.

Everybody was watching her. They really were. Everybody was always watching her. They would always watch her. This was what life was like and it would never end. Never never never.

Somewhere at the back of her mind, though, there was that ocean of water she was walking on, and the thought that it was ending for Arrow. It was ending right now.

Stewart Gordon was holding her up with one hand. She was standing up. She had no idea how she had got that way. She gripped the bar with both hands and wrenched herself away from him. Kendra got paid to go to parties. That was not fair. Arrow was starting to look like a fat slob. That was not fair either. Nothing was fair, and she deserved better than this, although she was not sure for what. The most unfair thing was Stewart Gordon, who was like the voice of doom, or something, all the time. Somebody ought to do something about Stewart Gordon. Somebody ought to put a stop to him.

Even so, when she finally decided to throw up, Marcey was careful to do it directly onto the bartender’s pink-and geen, tiny-fishhook-patterned bow tie, and not on Stewart Gordon’s chambray shirt.
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Once, when he was younger, Carl Frank had liked to tell people that he didn’t believe in God but did believe in the devil. He didn’t tell people that anymore, because somewhere along the way it had become true. God was, as he understood it, a benevolent being, a cosmic Superperson whose first and most important characteristic was to wish his people well. Carl had been around for a long time, and he didn’t see any sign of anybody wishing anybody well. Even on a purely mundane level, the here and now, the day to day, all that was in evidence was bad luck and bad faith. Even the good luck was bad, more often than not. When he thought about the people he worked for, and the people they had him looking after, he sometimes wondered if there wasn’t a malevolent Superperson out there somewhere, making sure that everything turned out as badly as possible.

About the devil, though, Carl had no need to get metaphorical. The devil was a person just like you and me, except not, and she lived in a cloud of celebrity she had done nothing to earn. In fact, she had never earned anything in her life, unless you counted the money people paid her to go to their parties, which was considerable. It made Carl stop and wonder every time he thought of it. A million dollars just to show up at a party, when you didn’t sing or dance or act or even sling hash in a cafeteria? A million dollars just to sit there and be. That was not luck, it was sorcery, and the devil’s name was Kendra Rhode.

The pain-in-the-ass’s name was Michael Bardman, and he was getting hard to hear on this cell phone. Cells never worked all that well on Margaret’s Harbor, but in weather like this they were about as reliable as a schizophrenic on LSD. Of course, it was impossible to explain that to Michael Bardman, because he had never been on Margaret’s Harbor in the winter, and wouldn’t come. Michael liked L.A. Michael liked New York. Michael liked some place in the Greek islands where he could spend all day on his boat making phone calls to people he could have been screaming at in person if he weren’t so intent on taking a vacation. Carl wondered what it would be like if somebody decided to give Michael Bardman a taste of reality, and then he didn’t. The Michael Bardmans of this world, like the Kendra Rhodes, lived in an alternative universe.

The snow looked like a solid sheet of white outside the big front windows of the Oscartown Inn. Carl took a long sucking pull at his Scotch and water and waited for the tirade to be over. It was the same tirade he had heard yesterday, and the day before, and the day before that, and the only reason he wasn’t scared to death that he was about to lose his job was that he knew that Michael Bardman knew that there was nobody out there who could do it any better.

“Let me try to explain this to you again,” he said, when Michael’s screeching had subsided momentarily. Michael Bardman had made something of a career of screeching. It was what he did instead of actually producing movies.

“You keep explaining things to me,” he said, “and I keep telling you I don’t want your explanations.”

“You also don’t want me to walk out of here in the middle of everything, so you’re going to have to listen to them. We’re in the middle of some kind of huge snowstorm. They call it a nor’easter—”“I don’t understand why everything has to stop because of a little snow.”

“It’s not a little snow, it’s a lot of snow. Half the island has already lost electricity and the rest will probably go before morning. We can’t film at all, outside or in. And it’s not your problem anyway. We’re not a month and a half late because of a snowstorm.”

“It’s costing a fortune. And on a movie that isn’t going to make all that much. I mean, it will do all right, but—”

“But it’s not going to be Lord of the Rings. Yes, I know, Michael, I know. But nothing is going to get any better, or any cheaper, as long as that woman is here screwing things up. And she’s not just screwing things up, Michael, she’s doing it deliberately.”

“I don’t see why my actors have to drink like fish just because Kendra Rhode drinks like a fish. If Kendra Rhode jumped off a cliff, would they all just jump in after her?”

Carl looked down into his Scotch. His glass was half empty. He would never have been so fatuous as to describe it as half full. He couldn’t believe he had just heard what he had heard. He was having a very hard time not bursting out laughing.

“Listen,” he said. “Kendra Rhode does not drink like a fish. She gets other people to drink like fishes. She’s never late to appointments. She gets other people to be late to appointments. And, like I said, she does it deliberately. She likes to see people crack up.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. You make her sound like, I don’t know—”

“It doesn’t matter what I make her sound like, Michael. It’s true. And as long as she’s here, Marcey and Arrow are going to be shit out of control more days than not. And the longer that goes on, the more money you’re going to lose. You ought to be grateful as hell that Stewart Gordon is a thorough professional, because if he’d been less of one he’d have walked off this picture weeks ago.”

“He can’t walk off the picture. He’s not important enough.”

“He’s something better than important,” Carl said, think-trying that it was completely useless trying to explain to Michael that some people did not judge the success of their lives by how well they were doing in the movies. “He’s independent, Michael. He’s stashed most of the money he’s ever made—”

“It can’t amount to much.”

“It’s more than he needs to live on,” Carl said, “which means he doesn’t have to work if he doesn’t want to. And the pair of them are driving him nuts. And I don’t blame him. You’ve got to do something to get those two away from Ken-dra Rhode, at least for the next few months, or you’re not going to have a picture at all. And that’s assuming that Arrow doesn’t run away and get married to the latest toy boy.”

“Oh, God,” Michael said. “I thought we got rid of the toy boy.”

“We got rid of the first one, more or less. The divorce is in the works, at any rate. But there’s a new one, one of the camera people, not a serious one—one of the grips, I think—”

“Can we just fire him and get him off the island?”

“I’m already on it. But I stopped in at that little pub place on my way here this afternoon, and Marcey was all by herself at a table drinking champagne cocktails and letting her dress fall off her, and Arrow was missing in action completely. So I don’t think the news is good. You’ve got to let me do something about Kendra Rhode.”

There was a very long silence on the other end of the line. Carl wished he could be surer of the cell phone reception in the inn. He needed to get himself a refill. Michael Bard-man’s voice came back on the line.

“You can’t do something about Kendra Rhode,” he said. “She’s a Rhode. They’re, what, like the third-richest family in America?”

“Hardly. It’s a whole new world these days. Old money barely makes the cut. I’m not talking about having her whacked, Michael. I’m talking about hiring her.”

“Hiring her for what?”

“For a picture. You’ve got to have a picture somewhere that she could be some use in. Or at least, seem to be some use in.”

“I can’t hire her for a picture. And besides, even if I tried, what makes you thing she’d say yes?”

“Make it a big picture. Brad Pitt. Sean Connery. Make it a picture she can’t refuse.”

“You must be out of your mind. whatever in God’s name makes you think that somebody like Brad Pitt would agree to work with her?”

“You don’t actually have to hire her, Michael. You just have to pretend to hire her. Ask her out to the coast for exploratory conversations. That kind of thing.”

“Sometimes I think you’re seriously in need of medication. The woman can’t act. She can barely speak, from what I can see. And that family has lawyers. You can’t just go jerking her around and then thumb your nose at her. She’d sue.”

“By which time you’d have your picture in the can and it wouldn’t have cost more than a single arm and leg. A few more weeks of what’s been going on out here and your totals are going to look like the Social Security budget. You won’t even need to inflate the expenses to make it look like it’s been losing money, because it will be losing money.”

“I don’t see what Social Security has to do with it,” Michael said. “It’s a young picture, except for Stewart Gordon. Young actors. Appeal to the high school set. Rated R so that they’ll all feel good about themselves for sneaking in under the rating.”

The Oscartown Inn looked out onto a picturesque village square, picturesque because it had been calculated to look that way, square because it had been hacked out of a tangle of existing streets when the Powers That Be decided that they wanted the town to look like the “real” New England. That would have been in the 1930s, when people like ken-dra Rhode tried as hard as they could to stay out of the public’s sight, and places like Margaret’s Harbor were important because they were places where rich people could go to live richly and not be observed by anyone doing it.

“It didn’t matter in Hollywood anyway,” Carl said. “Even then.”

“What?” Michael said.

“I was thinking about the Great Depression,” Carl said. “People were scared to death that there was going to be a violent revolution. Rich people were. So they hired public relations experts to keep their names out of the newspapers. But it wasn’t like that in Hollywood even then. Stars ran around looking rich in public. They always do.”

“Social Security. The Great Depression. I think you’re cracking up.”

“I’m going to crack up if you don’t do what I tell you. Find some way to get Kendra Rhode out of here before she pushes those two right off the edge of the world and brings down your movie with them. She does it deliberately, Michael. I’m not making this up. She likes to see people crash and burn. I think it’s the only thing on earth that doesn’t bore her.”

“Shit—” Michael said.

And that was all he said, because the service had cut out. Carl folded up his phone and put it in his pocket. He liked the Oscartown Inn. Marcey and Arrow complained about how stodgy it was, and Carl was sure the inn’s management complained about them, but he just found the place comfortable, and that was all he needed to be satisfied. It did occur to him that there had been a time, not all that long ago, when he had needed a lot more to be satisfied, but it was like the man said. You can’t always get what you want.

He took his empty drink glass across the lobby and through the tinted-glass, mahogany-lined doors of the inn’s bar. He went up to the bar itself and sat down on a stool. The bar had the television on, which was a miracle. The cable company up here had to be the best on the planet. The set was turned to a news channel. A woman reporter was standing in the snow in a pastel green parka with fake fur around the hood, talking into a microphone and shivering.

“You want another one of those, Mr. Frank?” the bartender said.

The bar was dark, the way so many bars were. It was as if most people couldn’t really drink in the full light of day. The people around him, sitting at the little tables, all looked like the kind who nursed a single drink for an hour and then went home. Some of the women had tote bags next to their chairs with books peeping out of them. Over on the far wall there was a huge fireplace that went through to the common room on the other side, the fire in it fully stoked and blazing. Carl had seen Stewart Gordon down here some nights, all by himself with a book of his own. There had to be something better he could be doing with his life than what he was actually doing with it. The problem was, he couldn’t think of what.

He made a gesture at his glass and said, “Give me a double this time. I think I’m in for the night.”
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There were people on Margaret’s Harbor who said that Linda Beecham was a living history of the island. If you needed to know who fell down sloppy drunk on Main Street on Christmas Eve in 1924, or who was and wasn’t at the Montgomery’s Gold and Silver Ball in 1933, all you had to do was to ask Linda. She wouldn’t even have to look it up. She sat there on the second floor of the Harbor Home News Building, looking out her big plate glass window at the people of Oscartown, and it was as if the island had its own fairy godmother, the Spirit of Christmas Past in chinos and fisherman’s sweaters and big clanky suede snow boots that she’d certainly never bought in any place you could get to without driving over water.

The thing was, though, that any picture of Linda Bee-cham as the Spirit of Christmas anything had to come from people who knew her very little, and then mostly as a decoration. It was true enough that she knew everything there was to know about the island. She had been born and raised there, which was incredibly rare, at least until recently. For most of the world, Margaret’s Harbor was a place to take a vacation or to own a second house. People came up from Boston and New York in the summer and sat in the hole-in-the-wall coffee places with copies of Forbes and the New York Review of Books, and even their waiters were from off-island. There were times when it was possible to think that there was no such thing as a native of Margaret’s Harbor. The whole place was just a repository for old New England money, new New York money, and the families of presidents too famous for their own good.

Linda’s family had been fishermen, back when she’d had any family, and some of them had owned stores in the small towns in the island’s center, away from the ocean, where property was expensive. If she bothered to remember it—and she almost never did—she could feel the air on her face biking out to Oscartown to see the rich people when she was still in grade school. The girls had all looked to her like space aliens because they were nothing like the girls she knew, and nothing like the girls she saw on television. Back in those days, Margaret’s Harbor got exactly two television stations, both of them out of Boston. They showed the standard sitcoms and westerns and game shows and the Boston nightly news, which made even less sense to her than the rich people did. The only thing that did make sense to her was her plans for the future. None of those plans had included spending the rest of her life on Margaret’s Harbor.

The reason that Linda Beecham couldn’t be the Spirit of Christmas anything was this: she never smiled, if she could help it, and she never acknowledged Christmas when she was away from the office. The office was always decorated to the hilt, including strings of lights around the entryway that faced Main Street, but home was blank and bare of even so much as a holly wreath. If people sent her Christmas cards, she threw them away. If people showed up with plates of cookies or fruit baskets full of navel oranges, she waited until they’d gone away and then put everything but the oranges down the garbage disposal. She was not an evil-tempered and embittered woman. She didn’t put a lot of venom in her systematic exclusion of all things sentimental. She just went about her life as methodically as possible without actually being transformed into a robot, and when people tried to get her to do more than that, she pretended she hadn’t heard them. Linda Beecham had learned a lot of things in the fifty-five years of her life, but the most important one was this: it was very dangerous for some people to be happy.

At the moment, since it wasn’t even New Year’s Day yet, the decorations were still up on the premises of the Harbor Home News, including a small tree in a wooden pot with bows and candy canes all over it. The tree sat in the window that looked out onto the street, and Linda tried her best to pretend it wasn’t there. In some ways it was too bad that she wasn’t evil-tempered or embittered. If she had been, she could have told the silly little intern who had brought her the tree to shove it up her gilded rich girl’s ass.

On the other side of the office, her best reporter—her only full-time reporter—was setting up a presentation.on a tripod. The tripod had an easel on it and the easel was covered with photographs, most of them in color, even though the Harbor Home News never published anything in color. Linda had a big cup of coffee that she wanted to bury her face in. She sometimes thought that if she ever decided to become a legend in her own time, she’d start spiking the coffee with gin.

“You know,” she said, “there’s a major storm out there. You could go home.”

“You could go home too,” Jack Bullard said. “It doesn’t matter for either of us. We walk. I want you to look at these photographs.”

“They’re very nice photographs. They’re just photographs of silly people.”

“Photographs of silly people fetch a lot of money these days. I’ve got one I haven’t developed yet of Arrow Nor-mand falling into her car dead drunk and probably worse not an hour and a half ago, and I’ll bet you anything I could sell it to the tabloids for a few thousand dollars. And Arrow Normand isn’t even a big deal anymore.”

“Was Arrow Normand ever a big deal?”

Jack Bullard sighed. “These people may be trivial, Linda, but they’re not unimportant. At least, they’re not unimportant to the people who have money to spend on photographs of famous people. And we’ve got lots of photographs of famous people. If you don’t want to run them in the Home News—”

“I don’t.”

“At least consider the possibility of selling them to somebody who does want to run them. These people are here. We get the pictures nobody else gets—”

“How do we do that, Jack? I’ve been meaning to ask you.”

“I just don’t look like a paparazzo. Because I’m not one. Although lots of people probably have the same pictures, they just get them on the cameras from their cell phones and they’re not very good quality. Mine are excellent quality. She wasn’t wearing any underwear.”

“Who wasn’t?”

“Arrow Normand. She had on a mini skirt cut up to, well, wherever, and she wasn’t wearing any underwear. I’ve got at least one picture in my camera nobody could print anywhere. Except they do, you know, they show them on tele vision with the wrong place just sort of fuzzed out. It’s really incredible what they’ll do on MTV these days.”

“When I was growing up, the Home News used to run society pages. Parties, you know, and debutante things. Nobody seems to do any of that anymore.”

“Nobody seems to care,” Jack said. “Look, I know what you think and I see your point. These are not stellar examples of human beings. They’re not distinguished except by their publicity and they haven’t accomplished anything you’d say was important.”

“Most of them haven’t accomplished anything at all,” Linda pointed out. “I mean, you can say what you want about the old robber barons, but they built industries. They provided jobs for millions of people. They were good for the economy. What you’re asking me to do is to run stories on people who—”

“On people other people want to read about,” Jack said. “It’s no use, Linda. Not everybody has your high-minded idea about what should be news, and not everybody is more interested in George Steiner and Steven Pinker than in Arrow Normand and Marcey Mandret. Maybe they should be, but they’re not.”

“It’s like high school. The people who are accomplishing something are invisible, and the people who are visible are all, well…. You see what I mean.”

“I do see what you mean. But this is a good story, Linda, and we should use it. And if we don’t use it, we should at least sell the pictures to a tabloid that’s willing to pay money for it. But I say we use it, because it really is a good story.”

“Arrow Normand falling into her car dead drunk is a good story.”

“She didn’t just fall into her car. She was with that guy she’s been all over, one of the camera crew people she took up with. Mark Anderman. That’s it. They were together.”

“I thought they were always together.”

“They are, but this time they were fighting. She kept kicking him and screaming at him that he was a bastard—”

Linda cleared her throat.

“Sorry. But that’s what she called him. Then she took her nails to his face and ripped a couple of good-sized streaks in his skin. He was bleeding. It was incredible. I got pictures.”

Linda took another long and deep drink of coffee. She liked Jack Bullard. He was young, and he was definitely from the rich people part of the island, but he was direct and without pretensions, and he didn’t try to make her something she was not. That made his obsession with the movie people all the more stupefying.

“It’s incredible that Arrow Normand scratched the face of Mark Anderman until it bled,” she said. “You do realize you’re not making much in the way of sense.”

“I’m just trying to make money. Although, I’ll admit, the whole scene was weird as hell.”

“I think the very idea of these people on the island is weird as hell. The world isn’t what it was when I was growing up. Lord, Jack, really. Thirty years ago, somebody like Kendra Rhode would no more have been seen in public with somebody like Arrow Normand than—I don’t know than what. It’s the sixties. I’m sure it is. That’s what changed everything.”

“The sixties have been over for forty years,” Jack said, “and that’s not what I meant. I meant there was something about the scene that was weird. It can’t be that she was fight-ing with him or scratching him. She does things like that all the time. It was… I don’t know. Something about the car. Truck. It was a truck. A big purple pickup truck.”

“So the scene wasn’t just incredibly vulgar, it was also incredibly tacky?”

“You talk like an etiquette book sometimes, Linda. An old etiquette book. Come and look at these pictures. We could run a story about the movie. We could talk about how it’s affected life on the island, having the movie people here. It would sell a lot of extra copies—Alice could probably even sell some extra advertising around it.”

“I’m not going to print a picture of Arrow Normand’s private parts in the Harbor Home News. Not even on an inside page.”

“I haven’t developed those pictures yet,” Jack said. “Come ahead and look at these. I wish I could get into the party tonight. That would be a coup. Kendra Rhode’s New Year’s party on the society pages of the Harbor Home News.”

“There haven’t been society pages in the Harbor Home News for twenty years.”

“Come look,” Jack said again.

She got up from behind her desk and started across the room to him, thinking that he got too enthusiastic over everything. He had yet to learn that enthusiasm, like happiness, could be dangerous.

She had just reached the point where she could see the photographs clearly—Marcey Mandret doing one of those over-the-shoulder hooded-eye poses that had been a staple of Marilyn Monroe’s; Kendra Rhode carrying her little dog into an accessories store called Mama’s Got a Brand-New Bag; Arrow Normand looking like she was about to throw up—when Jack straightened up and frowned.

“What is it?” she asked him. “Is one of the photographs that bad?”

“The photographs are fine,” he said. “Maybe I’ll stay behind today to develop those pictures. I wish I could put my finger on what’s bothering me so much about that scene. It’s like I almost saw something, but then I didn’t. I didn’t really see it.”

“You should go home and go to bed,” Linda said, and she meant it. She really wasn’t either evil-temperedor embittered. She liked Jack, and she wished him well, even more than she wished most people well. She just needed to keep herself in check, so that she didn’t do something to destroy the first resting place she’d ever found.

She looked at the easel and the photographs pinned to it, the pictures of people who did not matter in any serious sense but who would always matter more than they should in every other sense.

Then she told herself she really ought to start spiking her coffee with gin.
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Stewart Gordon thought of himself as a sensible man, and he was certainly sensible enough to know that different nationalities had different ways of dealing with common problems. That was the kind of thing they had taught him at St. Andrew’s, and that was the kind of thing he stuck to when he experienced the inevitable collision between Scottish sanity and Hollywood lunacy that hit him every time he worked in the States. This time, though, things had gotten far beyond out of hand. If he had been the parent or guardian of any of the spoiled brats being paid hefty seven-figure salaries to work on this project, he would have locked them up on food and water for a year, long enough to beat some sense into their heads. As far as he could tell, though, none of these people had parents or guardians. They had fathers who were off somewhere—in at least one case, in prison—and mothers who hit the bars as hard as they did. And they all hit the bars. Stewart Gordon liked his ale, and he liked his Glenfddich even better, but he’d never understood why anyone wanted to get drunk enough to suffer through the headache on the following morning.

Not that he hadn’t suffered through a few in his time. He had. He was normal. But that was it. He was normal. These people were—

“Stupid,” he said, out loud, and on his back, Marcey Mandret giggled.

It was still the middle of the afternoon. There were lights on here and there, but that was only because the cloud cover was so thick that everything was hazy. He could have gone right down Main Street and deposited the woman in the lobby of the Oscartown Inn, but he was uncomfortably aware that Marcey’s behavior had attracted an audience. There would be photographers out any minute, if there weren’t already, and that was all he would need. He did not get his picture in the tabloids. He didn’t hide. He didn’t surround himself with forty people whose only purpose was to run interference between him and the press. He just went around living his life, and people mostly left him alone. People did not leave Marcey Mandret alone, mostly because she spent so much time getting their attention.

He looked around. He was off the track, he was sure of it. He was too close to the water. The girls had rented a house, and he’d thought he knew where it was, but now he was slogging through snowdrifts and he could hear the sea. He was cold, too. He’d wrapped his jacket around Marcey’s ass when he’d first hauled her onto his shoulder—why didn’t these women wear knickers? why?—and even his wool commando’s sweater wasn’t much help in this weather.

The houses around him looked mostly closed up. He always had to remind himself that most of the people with houses on the island used them only as vacation homes, in good weather. There was the Point, but not only was it too far away, he didn’t like the idea of asking Kendra Rhode for anything. The only other house with lights on was a relatively small one, and it had lights on everywhere. He made a calculation. In his experience, Americans were pretty good in an emergency. They took you in and dried you off and warmed you up and gave you a phone. He could only hope that the house with the lights on had an American inside, and not some visiting twit from Paris.

It was hard to figure out how to get where he needed to go. The snow was high enough to be obscuring the sidewalks. He tried a direct route, moving carefully, hoping that he would neither fall nor provoke Marcey Mandret into another bout of vomiting. My God, that girl could spew it out. He stumbled a little here and there, but the house continued to come closer, and he started to worry that he would look too threatening for even an American to let in. Of course, the American might recognize him, which was usually a good sign—but it happened less often on Margaret’s Harbor than in other places he’d been, because Margaret’s Harbor was Sophisticated.

He started to come up to what was obviously the walk to the house’s front door, and the first thing he saw was a small ginger cat sitting in the window. Cats were good. He liked cats. He plowed along, judging his way by the indentations in the snow, and the cat stood up and stretched. It was like the start of some kind of silly movie: there’s a knock on the door, and you open up to find this enormous muscled bald man carrying a half-naked girl to your doorstep.

There was no proper porch. They didn’t do much with porches on Margaret’s Harbor. He thought about knocking and found the bell instead, which at least wouldn’t have connotations out of horror movies. He rang once, and waited. He rang a second time. Maybe there was an old lady in there, peering at him from somewhere upstairs, too scared to open up.

A moment later, a woman appeared next to the cat in the window. She was not a particularly old lady. She looked him up and down and then withdrew. A second later, the door swung open in front of him.

“Ride ’em, horsey!” Marcey Mandret suddenly shouted.

The woman in front of him blinked. Stewart thought he was probably blushing. “Excuse me,” he said. “Excuse us. I’m—”

“Stewart Gordon,” the woman said. “From that science fiction thing. One of my sons used to have a poster of you on his bedroom wall.”

“Good. I don’t mean to bother you, but—”

“No, come in, come in.” The woman stepped back hurriedly. She was, he thought, somewhere in her early fifties, and very neatly put together, like Judi Dench in the best of her middle age.

Stewart brought Marcey into the front hall and looked around. It was a standard Margaret’s Harbor colonial except for the built-in bookshelves, and they were everywhere. There were even two in the hall. They were filled with books, too. He wondered if this woman owned the house or rented it.

“Excuse me,” he said again. “She’s—”

“Oh, come into the living room and put her down on the chaise. I’d put her on the couch, but here’s the thing. I’ve got one too.”

“Got one what?”

“Girl. I’ve got a girl,” the woman said. “She came to the back door about twenty minutes ago, in practically no clothes. And she looks sort of familiar, but I can’t put my finger on it. And I think she’s been raped. She’s lost her underwear.”

Stewart sighed. “She probably wasn’t wearing any. None of them do.”

“None of them?”

“The young women I’m making this movie with. Sort of. We spend an awful lot of time chasing after the young women and not much time making the movie.”

“This one has blood in her hair,” the middle-aged woman said. She was leading them into the living room, which was large and once again almost completely lined with bookshelves. It was not the room he had seen from the hall, which made him think that the dining room must be completely lined with bookshelves too. The woman pointed him toward the chaise and he put Marcey down on it. She was having a fit of giggles. Then he looked over at the couch and saw Arrow Normand, passed out as completely as it was possible to be without actually being dead.

“Arrow Normand,” Stewart said, pointing to the girl on the couch. Then he pointed to the chaise. “Marcey Mandret.”

“Annabeth Falmer,” the woman said, holding out her hand.

Stewart processed the information. It took longer than it should have, because he wasn’t used to that form of the name. “Anna Falmer?” he said. “Abigail Adams and the Birth of the American Nation? You do own this house.”

“What?”

“The bookshelves. I was wondering if you owned the house or rented it. If they were your books or if you’d rented the place from somebody—this is going around in circles.”

“No, no. I understand. Yes, I do own the house. I mean, my sons bought it for me and put the bookshelves in. I said it was a silly thing to do, just to spend a year on the Harbor, but my younger one, the one who’s the lawyer, said that buying was better than renting for some reason, I’m not sure what. Writing history doesn’t make a lot of money, you see, so I’ve never had any, and I don’t understand it. She’s got blood in her hair. And she says there’s a man somewhere, in the snow. I’ve got the kettle on if you don’t mind tea. I could put brandy in it.”

“Tea with brandy sounds wonderful. You sound like you could use it yourself. Are you all right?”

Annabeth Falmer sighed. Stewart decided that he had been right in his first impression. She was a neatly made woman, and he liked her general… way of being. He liked her books. He could see some of them, and they were not the books of a self-consciously “intellectual” person. There were intellectual books in great numbers, of course, but there also seemed to be a hefty selection of Terry Pratchett and virtually all the Miss Marples Agatha Christie ever wrote. He also liked the fact that she really had no idea who Mar-cey Mandret and Arrow Normand were, or why she was supposed to care.

She had been leading him out to the kitchen without his noticing it. He looked around and saw that there was even another bookshelf here, although it contained mostly cookbooks. The kettle was screaming. She got a clean cup and saucer out of the cupboard and a bottle of Metaxa Seven Star out of the bread box. He let that one go.

“Here’s the thing,” she said. “I was going to go out. I mean, I tried to call the police, but there’s no use, not in this weather, everything is such a mess and there aren’t very many police. But I should go out. Somebody should.”

“Why?”

“Because that girl, the one with the blood in her hair, she said there’d been an accident. She’d been with a man, in a truck, and it went down an embankment, over on the beach somewhere. I think. It was hard to get her to make sense. But she did say she was with somebody, and he’s probably still down there, and I can’t just leave him there, can I? If he’s already dead it won’t matter, but if he isn’t he needs to get medical help somehow or he will die, and—you probably think I’m a lunatic.”

“No,” Stewart said, thinking that this was one of those people with a tremendous sense of personal responsibility for everything. He recognized it because he was one of those people himself.

He took a tea bag from the box of them she was holding out to him and picked up the brandy bottle.

“Let me get some of this into myself. Then let’s go see if we can make Miss Normand make enough sense so we can find this person she thinks she left out in the snow.”
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Kendra Rhode did not speak to people she did not want to speak to, except for policemen in patrol cars, when they thought she was both driving and drunk. The truth was that Kendra was never drunk. She was never high, either, beyond the buzz you could get from sharing a single joint. In all the tens of thousands of pictures that had been printed of her since she had first decided to make herself a celebrity, not one showed her bleary-eyed and stumbling, or fallen asleep on a table in a bar somewhere while somebody poured beer in her hair. Blood will tell, Kendra’s grandmother used to say, and Kendra thought that it was true—even if her grandmother had been trying to get something across about her mother, who was another story altogether.

Kendra’s grandmother would have said that she should have taken all three of the telephone calls that had come in in the last twenty minutes, and the other one that had come in over an hour ago, but Kendra knew something her grandmother did not. It was never a good idea to make yourself too available to people who had launched themselves into free fall. Failure was a particular thing, but it was also a cliché, and Kendra could see it coming a mile off. There were different kinds of failure too, and some of them she didn’t mind, or was at least willing to put up with. She didn’t care if a movie tanked or a song sold almost nothing or a prize went to somebody else, somebody stuffy and snotty and older, whom she wouldn’t want to know. She did care about disintegration, and she was sure that everybody on earth was capable of disintegration. She’d seen it happen. They fell over some edge somewhere, or were pushed, and then they couldn’t remember where they’d been the night before and they stopped meeting the obligations that really mattered and they got maudlin and wanted to cry on you when the night went on too long.

She stopped looking at herself in the mirror and looked out her window instead. Her bedroom at the Point was the big one with the circular extension that looked out into the Atlantic Ocean, away from the quieter waters of Cape Cod. There was nothing quiet about what she could see out there. The snow was coming down in a steady curtain. The sky had almost no light in it at all. She bit her lip and poked at the diamond barrette she had used to clip back her hair for the afternoon.

“There’s going to be trouble getting people out here from the mainland,” she said.

Her mother, sitting on the other side of the room with her legs curled into an overstuffed chair, looked up from her copy of Vanity Fair. It was Kendra herself who was on the cover, holding Mr. Snuggles up to her chest and blowing a kiss onto the top of his head.

“They’re not going to have trouble,” her mother said. “They’re not going to bother. Half your guest list is going to be stranded until the storm is over.”

“If they let themselves be stranded until after the party, they won’t be getting into the house.” Kendra went back to the mirror. Weather was boring. Most things were boring. “Some of them will make it in time, though, just watch. They know I’m keeping a list.”

“You’d really punish people for not making it to a party in the middle of a major snowstorm.”

“I’d punish people for a lot of things. They all know how important this party is to me. I’ve been planning it for months.”

“You could postpone it, due to weather. People do that kind of thing all the time.”

“I don’t. And there’s no reason to postpone it. There are plenty of invited people already on the island. It’s not like the storm is a surprise, Mother. They’ve been talking about it on the news for days. If it mattered to you to be here, you’d know that and make your plans accordingly. I can’t help it if some people don’t find my party very important, but I don’t see why I should rearrange my life to make it easier for them.”

“Sometimes I think it’s entirely understandable that your grandmother approved of you. Even after you dropped out of high school.”

“Education is for swots,” Kendra said. “And even the most successful swots don’t bother with it. Although I’ve noticed something about success. It comes and goes. I wonder if it always did that.”

Kendra’s mother’s name was Maverick, which was only one of the things Kendra’s grandmother had had against her. By now, she had put down her copy of Vanity Fair and was openly staring. Kendra was used to that. Everybody stared at her. Her family had been staring at her since she was in the seventh grade. Kendra stared at herself very hard, trying to look directly into her own eyes, as if by doing that she could see into something that was otherwise always hidden. It never worked. She knew herself well enough to know that everything she was was available on the surface. The mystery people thought they saw in her was actually disbelief. Nobody took her seriously.

“I don’t understand your relationships with your friends,” Maverick said, finally. “That girl who called, what’s her name, she’s a friend of yours.”

“Which girl who called?”

“The second one.”

“Marcey? She used to be a friend. I don’t think she’s going to be a friend very much longer. She’s going to hell.”

“Yes, I know. I can see that. You drop your friends when they go to hell?”

Kendra bit her lip. “They’re not friends like that. They’re more like business acquaintances. Do you know what people pay me to come to their parties?”

“To come to their parties? That’s it? Not to, oh, I don’t know, promote a product, publicize a clothing line—”

“Just to come to their parties,” Kendra said. “Even private parties. They pay me a million dollars. This year, I made almost as much money on my own as I get from the trust fund, and next year I’ll make more. That’s because I’m the center. I define what it means to be one of the hot people. I can’t afford to have Marcey Mandret throwing up on my shoes. Besides, it wasn’t actually her who called.”

“Claudine said—”

“She said it was about Marcey, not from her. It was from Stewart Gordon. God, I hate that man. I really hate him. He’s so—”

“Intelligent?”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“It’s true, though, you hate intelligent people.”

“It’s not true at all. I find smart people fascinating.”

“There’s a big difference between intelligent and smart.”

“Mostly what he is is impossible,” Kendra said. “They hate him too, you know, Marcey and Arrow. There he is every day, telling them how to live their lives, lecturing them when they’re just a minute late for a rehearsal or they have trouble memorizing their lines or something. He’s impossible. I didn’t invite him to the party. I didn’t want him around to bring everybody down.”

“But you did invite him to the party,” Maverick said. “I saw the invitation list. What did he do, turn you down?”

“Nobody turns me down.”

“Maybe he’s even more intelligent than I thought he was.”

Kendra ignored this. She did not think Stewart Gordon was “intelligent,” and she didn’t really “hate” him in the way she usually used that word. He made her uneasy, that was all. She couldn’t be around him without starting to squirm, and she didn’t know why. She did know she didn’t like it. For most of her life, with most people, that would have been enough—except that she’d never had this kind of feeling about anybody else that she could remember. Teachers in school, clergymen at the various churches Maverick had dragged them all through when she was having her spiritual phase, even the bankers and trust lawyers who handled her money, Kendra could take any and all of them in stride. They only thought they knew more than she did. Stewart Gordon just made her want to spit.

“Marcey got drunk in that place downtown and threw up on the bar,” she said. “That’s the message he left with Clau-dine. I don’t know why he left it with me. I don’t know what he thinks I’m supposed to do about it.”

“You could take her in. Dry her off. Make sure she didn’t freeze to death in the cold.”

“She won’t freeze to death. She’ll show up here right on time, just watch. And she’ll be sobered up enough to get drunk all over again. So will Arrow. I just wish we didn’t have to put up with the dopey boyfriend.”

“You could have not invited him.”

“Not inviting people doesn’t necessarily mean they won’t show up.” Kendra got up and walked over to the great curved wall of windows. This was a Victorian-era house. The ceilings were not just high, but majestic, and that meant that the stories were higher than they would have been on a modern place. She could see the rocky promontory far below her, the tip of it sinking and rising as waves of water washed over it. That was boring too. It was incredible how much of what went on in the world was just plain boring, and there was nothing she could do about it.

“I wish something exciting would happen,” she said. “I wish we could have a ritual murder.”
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There was a moment at the end there, right before the two of them walked out the door, that Arrow Normand thought she was going to lose it. She couldn’t figure out why she hadn’t lost it. She’d heard a lot in her life about self-control and self-discipline, and there were times when people said she had both, but she’d never really understood either, and she didn’t understand them now. What she did understand was that she was going to be in a lot of trouble, and waking up to tell them all about it wouldn’t help her situation at all.

It wasn’t as if they hadn’t tried to get something out of her, or that she had been able to play completely dead. Stewart Gordon could play completely dead. She’d seen him do it. He could lie there, so lifeless you thought he was dead, and you could poke at him and yell in his ear and he wouldn’t move. This was “acting,” he’d told her when she’d asked him about it, and she’d known right away that he was being sarcastic at her expense. There were times when Arrow felt as if she were nothing more than a big, bad ball of resentment. She resented nearly everyone she could think of, all those people, like Stewart Gordon, who didn’t understand what was important. They didn’t understand that she was important, that was the thing. She was famous, and she was rich, too. Money was very, very important. It was stupid to pretend that it was less important than things like if she knew where Switzerland was, or if she’d ever graduated from high school.

She waited awhile in the silence before allowing herself to open her eyes. She had to be careful. The world seemed to be full of people who didn’t understand what was really important. Besides, she didn’t want to talk to Stewart Gordon twice in one day. It was hard enough to talk to him once. He always looked at her as if she were some kind of bug.

She felt the cat come up next to her on the couch and then rub his side against the top of her head. She really liked cats, although not as much as she liked dogs. Too many people were allergic to cats. She opened her eyes and watched as it walked down the back of the couch behind her. It was just a matter of thinking straight. That was all. She just had to think straight, and act like herself, and everything would be all right. It would help if her head wasn’t so fuzzy and her stomach didn’t hurt.

She made herself sit up, just a little, and look around the room. It was the kind of room she remembered from home in Ohio before she’d come out to Los Angeles to be famous, except for the bookshelves and the books. Nobody back home in Ohio read much in the way of books, and Arrow had the sneaking suspicion that nobody else really did either. People just pretended to read books, most of them, to make other people feel stupid, and to pretend that books were more important than money, too. The woman who lived in this house must be either very poor or very ugly. She wanted to make the whole world feel stupid.

Marcey was lying curled up into a fetal position on the chaise lounge, which was really a “chaise longue,” which Stewart Gordon had lectured her about just that morning on the set. Only stupid people said “chaise lounge.” The real word was “chaise longue,” which meant “long chair” in French. It was Stewart Gordon who was stupid. Some people looked cool in bald heads, but he didn’t. And nobody made any money doing one-man shows off-Broadway.

She forced herself all the way up and swung her legs off the couch. Everything hurt. She was probably running a fever. First the truck had gone off the road and onto the beach, and then it was later, and cold, and the snow was pouring in the open window next to her. She didn’t see why anybody bothered to live in New England. Snow was horrible, no matter how neat it looked in the movies. Winter was horrible too. This island was the most horrible thing of all. That was because everybody watched you here, but not like they watched you in L.A. They were like schoolteachers who thought you were stupid, stupid, stupid, and they were always making mental notes about what you’d done so they could tell you all about it afterward.

She stood up, very carefully. She did not think she was going to throw up. She was past that. She was not sure she could stand for very long. She really did have a fever. Her whole face was hot. She’d probably come down with the flu and shut down the filming and make everybody mad at her again. She leaned against a small table. The woman who lived here had left a book and a mug on it. Arrow couldn’t read the title of the book, because her vision was blurred. It didn’t make sense, anyway. She wondered what time it was. It had been dark when they’d been driving around in the truck, but storm-dark, not night-dark, and as far as she knew it could still be the middle of the afternoon. That would be bad. She needed it to be night. The closer it was tonight, the better off she would be.

She got to the chaise longue and sat down on the edge of it. She couldn’t have stood up much longer. Marcey was covered with a blanket that was just like the blanket Arrow had had on her on the couch. The woman who lived here must buy matching blankets. Marcey seemed to be snoring. Arrow put out her hand and touched her on the shoulder.

“Marcey?” she said. “Marcey, you need to be awake.”

Marcey groaned a little, and turned, and looked up. Arrow bit her lip. They all got pretty drunk, partying. Arrow had been pretty drunk herself just a little while ago. Every once in a while, though, it was important to sober up, and then you—

And then what?

Arrow pressed down on Marcey’s shoulder and shook. “Marcey,” she said again. “You’ve got to wake up. It’s important.”

“Fuck that,” Marcey said.

She hadn’t opened her eyes. The longer Arrow stayed upright, the more she was sure there was something terribly wrong with her. She was so hot she was burning up, and she was dizzy. It wasn’t the kind of dizzy you got when you were drunk. It was the kind you got when you spun around and around and around without stopping, or went on one of those rides at the amusement park where it did that for you.She shook Marcey again, hard this time. There were all kinds of things she felt she had to say.

Marcey turned over, flat on her back, and opened her eyes. She turned her head from one side to the other, which couldn’t have helped much, because the chaise had arms on both sides. She sat up a little and looked around. Arrow held her breath.

“Where are we?” Marcey said.

“I’m not sure,” Arrow said. “It’s a house some woman owns, in town, I think. Nobody we know. I just—Mark and I had an accident in the truck, and it was cold, and I was walking, and this place was here. I think. I was sort of wasted. This woman made me lie down on the couch and put a blanket on me and tried to get me to drink tea, but I wouldn’t, and then Stewart Gordon brought you here.”

“Stewart Gordon brought me here?”

“Carried you in on his shoulders. With his coat wrapped around your middle. I saw it. I was pretending to be asleep. I didn’t want to talk to her, you know, the woman who lives here, and then Stewart Gordon was here and I didn’t want to talk to him. I don’t think it’s right that people like that can call you stupid. Do you know what I mean? I don’t think it’s right.”

Marcey was suddenly a lot more awake than Arrow was, and Arrow could see it. She was sitting bolt upright and her eyes were clear.

“I threw up,” Marcey said. “At that place, the bar place on Main Street. Not the inn, the other place. I threw up on the bartender because he had a bow tie. Crap, crap, crap. Where the hell is Stewart Gordon now?”

Arrow looked away. “They went out. Stewart Gordon and the woman who lives here.”

“Out? Isn’t there some big storm or the other? Why did they go out?”

“I don’t know.”

“And what about Mark? Where’s Mark?”

“I don’t know.”

“God, isn’t it just like the jerkballs you go out with, there’s an accident in the truck and then he just dumps you there to go walking around in the snow. Are they coming back?”

“I guess so,” Arrow said. “They’d have to, wouldn’t they? Or the woman would. It’s her house.”

“It’s a really dinky house,” Marcey said. “You ever noticed that about this place? Most of the houses are really dinky. Except Kendra’s, you know. That one’s good.”

Arrow took a deep breath and almost immediately started coughing. Her chest hurt. Her head was on fire. “Listen,” she said. “We have to find out what time it is. We have to get out of here.”

“We can get out of here no matter what time it is.”

“No, listen, Marcey, be serious. We have to get out of here and we have to go somewhere. Somewhere safe. We have to go to Kendra’s house.”

Marcey was suddenly very still. “You know how that works,” she said. “Kendra’s getting ready for the party. She’s not going to let anyone in there while the setup is going on. You know what she’s like.”

“She’s supposed to be our friend. We should be able to go there if we’re in trouble.”

“What trouble? I get drunk all the time, Arrow. It’s not like I committed a felony.”

Felony. That was one of those words. Arrow wished that the air would stop moving. Her chest really did hurt. Really, really, really. All her muscles hurt too. She didn’t know what “felony” meant. People used it all the time, but she had always been too embarrassed to ask. If she asked Stewart Gordon, he would call her stupid stupid stupid. That was always, too. Out there in the snow with the window open on her side of the truck, she had been able to see the sea. It was not the same sea as the one she saw in California, and it didn’t feel the same. It was angry and dark. The beach was full of rocks.

“I have to get to Kendra’s house,” she said stubbornly. She was sure that was the right thing. She was sure of it. “I have to get there now.”

“If you try bursting in on her when she doesn’t want to see you, she’ll cut you off. You know she will. She cuts people off all the time.”

“I have to get there now,” Arrow said.

She stood all the way up. Her legs felt like water. The skirt of her dress was hiked. She could feel a cold breeze between her legs. There was something about that, about having that part of herself exposed. There was something deeply shameful about it, no matter what Kendra said, but it was one of the conditions, it really was. The snow was coming in the window of the truck and the wind was very strong and very cold and then there was blood in her hair. There was blood everywhere, but there was especially blood in her hair.

“I have to get to Kendra’s,” she said.

And then she passed out cold.
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Jack Bullard’s life had been an exercise in delayed gratification. If being about to work and wait was what it took to be successful, he thought he was due to overtake Bill Gates before he was thirty-five. Underneath it all, he had never really believed it. It didn’t seem to him that people who succeeded did it by working and waiting. A lot of them were, like Kendra Rhode, just born to it, and anybody who had grown up on Margaret’s Harbor could name a dozen more like her. The trick, some of the people on the island joked, was to know how to pick your great-grandparents, and that was the only trick they wanted to know. The other trick, the one that ended up making multimillionaires out of people like Mar-cey Mandret and Arrow Normand, was not the kind of thing you were brought up to believe was worthwhile if you lived on the island.

Right now, Jack was having a hard time knowing just what was and what was not worthwhile, and he was covered with snow. Everything was cold. This was the largest nor’easter he’d seen in years. There were people on the island who said it was the largest in a century. whatever it was, he kept going out in it, and that was not a good idea. He was behaving like a tourist. The tide was coming in too, he was pretty sure of it, and this house—his parents’ house, the one he’d grown up in—was too close to the water. If this had been a summer storm, he’d have been pumping out the basement for weeks.

He put his gear on his kitchen table and went to the window to look out. The curve of the beach was visible in the darkness mostly because of the streetlamps that lined the road that ran along it. He could see, on the other side, what looked like a car and people moving among the rocks. He stared at them for a while and then dumped the contents of his backpack on the table. The house was not the way he had remembered it. Once his father died, it was as if the old place had given up. It had been in the family, after all, for over a century. It was odd to think that Kendra Rhode’s grandparents and his own had come to the island at the same time, or at least built houses there at the same time. He wondered what Kendra Rhode’s family had thought of it, in the beginning. It was one of the things he liked least about rich people. They liked to go where the primitive was. They liked to think they were roughing it.

He went right up to the kitchen window and looked out again. There were people moving along the beach. His throat felt very tight. He had a chill. There didn’t look as if there were any police lights there. Oscartown did have its one police cruiser, complete with lights. It didn’t look as if there were any ambulance lights, either. Maybe it was one of the movie people moving around, seeing something strange, poking at it to see what she found—but Jack did not believe that. The movie people were just too stupid. They were stupid to the point of stupefaction. Jack had never really believed the publicity that came out of the entertainment magazines, that actors and singers and entertainment people were all morons, that the entire celebrity world was just a grown-up version of high school, but there they were. He couldn’t deny it anymore. He had file cabinet after file cabinet of pictures to prove it.

The file cabinets were right there, with him, in the kitchen. He did not use many of the rooms in the house anymore, because they were filled with junk. He just couldn’t seem to keep it going. It embarrassed him a little because he had been brought up with more than a belief that Old Money was the only kind that mattered. It mattered to people on the island to keep their places up. Sometimes he thought he was going to suffocate here. Linda would miss him for a few days and send Jerry Young, and Jerry would knock on the doors and look in the windows and finally let himself inside, and there Jack would be, stretched out on the floor in front of the stove, blue from the lack of oxygen that was Margaret’s Harbor.

He looked out the window yet again. There really were people over there. They were making their way down toward the beach. He bit his lip and rubbed the flat of his left hand against his cheek, the way his father used to. He was beginning to look like his father. He was beginning to look old. It wasn’t supposed to be this way. He had worked hard in school. He had gotten good grades and good board scores and good financial aid. He had gone off to a reasonably good college. And then what? The college was supposed to flx everything. Instead, he had just turned around and come home, and home had been what it always was.

He went to his file cabinet and used his little key on it. Here was something the movie people had done to him. He’d never locked anything around his place before. The summer people locked their places. Those places were huge, and there were lots of valuable things in them. Somebody said the Rhodes actually had a Renoir. No burglar in his right mind would bother with a place like Jack’s when he had the Point to invade, and Jack knew for a fact that security at the Point was a lot less good than Kendra liked to pretend it was.

Jack looked through the little stack of manila envelopes, all of them full to the breaking point, all of them lumpy, and picked the one marked “Las Vegas.” He opened it up and dumped the contents on the kitchen table next to the contents of his backpack. His backpack was full of photographic equipment. Some of the photographers from the big media companies who hung around town these days, waiting for Marcey Mandret to fall out of her dress, had talked to him about it. There were professional carrying cases and things that professional photographers used. He looked like an idiot carrying his gear around in a backpack. Jack thought he looked like an idiot in any case, because he was older than some of the guys working crew for CNN and CBS, and yet they were there, and he was here, and never the twain would meet.

Except that they would, if Jack had his way. He was suddenly aware of being wet as well as cold. The collar of his parka had soaked through. He didn’t know why he was still wearing it. He unzipped it and shrugged it off. It hit the floor behind him, and he didn’t notice. The pictures from Las Vegas were good ones. He could get some decent money for some of them. There was the big picture of the whole lot of them when they’d first arrived, Kendra in the center, because she was always in the center, and then the two toy boys, Steve Becker and Mark Anderman. Steve had his hand on Kendra’s ass. You couldn’t really see it in the photograph, but Jack had taken the photograph, and he knew. Anderman was less intrusive, but his left hand was over Kendra’s right shoulder, and the big thick ring on it had spoiled the lighting.

Jack pushed that picture away and tried another one. The one he came up with was the picture of Arrow and Mark in the living room of the Hugh Hefner Suite. The Hugh Hefner Suite had come as a revelation to him. A hotel room that cost ten thousand dollars a night? That was nine thousand square feet? Who could afford things like that? Who would want to? Kendra had stayed in an ordinary suite, without all the bells and whistles, and even that had seemed too garish for her. Las Vegas was not the kind of place debutantes, or ex-debutantes, ought to spend time. The lighting was all wrong.

He went through the pictures one more time. They were good pictures, the kind of pictures the tabloid press really loved. It bothered him that he would never be able to use them. Las Vegas was a tabloid dream. It was a place where nothing was really real. It was supposed to be that kind of place. It was on purpose. What he felt he himself was by accident, or bad luck, or karma: a facade without anything to back it up. That wasn’t exactly accurate. Las Vegas was a facade, but he wasn’t even that. He was—something.

He’d been too cold before. Now he was too hot. There was sweat trickling down the back of his neck. The Las Vegas photographs were fanned out in front of him, and they looked like a movie set. All the people in them were too pretty. He thought he should be happy about his anonymity, at least for the moment. Without it, he would never have been asked to go on that trip, and he would never have gotten those photographs, and he would never have been able to sell that one of the whole group of them together to the Star for $7,500. It was the most money he had ever made for one photograph, and it had ruined his life.

I have not ruined my life, he told himself. Then he got up and went back to the kitchen window. He had a very clear memory of his first day at Colgate, his father’s old station wagon pulled up as close as it could get to the door to his dorm, his stuff coming out of the back in boxes. He was not hopeless. He knew enough, just from living on Margaret’s Harbor, to have come in chinos and a polo shirt, and good ones, too. There was still no way to mistake the difference, and not only the difference in cars (that old Ford of his father’s, next to the new Volvos everywhere) or in the way the other fathers looked. It was Jack himself who was insuffcient, and he knew it. He lacked that thing these people had, the ability to be really real all the time, to anybody who saw them. It was the same thing people like Marcey Mandret and Arrow Normand had, although they did not have anything else: the ability to be visible. They would not have it for very long, but as long as they had it they would be worth taking pictures of. They were careful, though. Visible people never took up with other visible people if they could help it. It worked out badly.

Jack went back to the table and began to pick up the pictures, one after another, very carefully. In some of them, everyone was smiling. In others, it was obvious that Arrow and Marcey were drunk beyond belief, and so were Steve and Mark. Kendra Rhode always looked upright and cool. All the interiors were too shiny and garishly colored, as if he’d used cheap film, which he never did. He went back to the first picture and looked at it again. There they were, standing in a semicircle, Kendra in the middle, the men on other side of her, Arrow and Marcey on either side of them. Kendra had told him, that night, that none of the women were wearing underwear. Jack had no idea why she would think this was something he would want to know.

He put the pictures back in their envelope. He put the envelope back in the filing cabinet. He closed the cabinet drawer and listened to the click as the lock snapped into place. It wasn’t much of a lock. Anybody who was determined could destroy it in a second. It was a good thing that nobody he knew would care enough about anything he had to try to steal it.

He went back to the window one more time. He pressed his forehead against the glass. There really were people out there, more than one, but they must have come on foot. There was no car parked on the road that he could see, and he would have been able to see the headlights. The lights were coming from the beach, and some of them were moving around, like flashlights. He felt so enormously sick he wanted to throw up right there, but he knew he wouldn’t. It was part of his pact with the house never to get it certain kinds of dirty. It was part of his pact with life never to ask it for more than simple survival, but that was what was wrong. That was what was killing him.

He had spent every single second of his existence trying to escape from Margaret’s Harbor, and he was absolutely certain that this was his last chance.
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In the middle of it, plowing through drifting snow in her calf-high black suede L.L. Bean snow boots, Annabeth Falmer began to wonder if she’d been out of her mind. It was one thing to have a sense of responsibility, to feel that it w asn’t right to leave somebody to die in the cold when you had the capacity to see if you could help him. It was another to go blundering around when you had no hope of providing assistance at all. It had been many years since Annabeth had been out in a storm like this. She didn’t like to drive in snow, and wasn’t good at it, so when it got like this at home she always just stayed put with Creamsicle and her tea. She wondered if it was worse here because of the sea. She seemed to remember something about the Gulf Stream, which she was sure didn’t come all the way in to Cape Cod. She wished she’d pulled out a snow hat and made Stewart Gordon put it on his very bald head.

“I can see it,” he shouted back at her.

He wasn’t really very far away. He always stopped and checked to make sure she was coming on. She sped up a little now, still thinking about the hat.

“There it is,” he said when she pulled up next to him. “They must have spun out. It’s pointing the wrong way for this side of the road.”

She followed the line of his outstretched hand and saw it: an enormous pickup truck with oversized wheels, painted a violent and uncompromising purple.

“My God,” she said. “Has somebody been driving that thing around town? You’d think I’d have noticed it.”

“He’s been driving it around some, yes,” Stewart Gordon said. “It’s Mark Anderman’s.”

“Who’s Mark Anderman?”

“I told you, up at the house. Arrow’s latest boyfriend. Not the guy she married, and not the one after that, but a new one. Maybe a couple of weeks old. She met him on the set.”

“And he’s probably in there.”

“No way to tell from here. Why don’t you stay up here and let me go down and see?”

Annabeth Falmer was not a woman most men had found a need to protect, but she recognized the impulse when she saw it. She wondered what he was protecting her from: the climb down, or the fact that this Mark Anderman was very probably lying in the driver’s seat stone-cold dead. Either way, she didn’t want to be protected. When Stewart Gordon started down the long bank toward the pickup truck and the beach, she followed him.

It was a bad climb down. Margaret’s Harbor was not Maui. It was not a gentle place. The slopes that led from the roads to the sea were covered with scattered rocks, and steep. Annabeth kept hitting her ankles against hard things, and sinking her legs far into the snow so that the wet came in over the tops of her boots. The sea would have been beautiful if she hadn’t been so afraid of it. It reminded her of that poem by Matthew Arnold, of the death of religious faith, with the waves crashing against the shore under the great white chalk cliffs of Dover.

They were almost at the truck. Stewart Gordon had stopped to wait for her. “What were you thinking about? You looked like you were thinking about something.”

“I was thinking about trying to write in my office at home when the boys were small, and it would be so cold I’d try to type with gloves on, and it wouldn’t work,” Annabeth said. “It would go down to three degrees Fahrenheit and nothing I did could make the house warm, and I’d be aware all the time, you know, because heat’s expensive and I’d be running it at full blast, that the bill was going to come in and I wasn’t going to be able to pay it. But it was so cold I pumped it up anyway, and then it took forever to get my work done, because it was so hard to type.”

“And your husband? What did he do?”

“Oh, he was dead by then. He died when the boys were small. Three and seven, I think they were. He—my husband, I mean—he worked with computers and things.”

“And your sons are now grown up and they’re, what—a doctor and a lawyer?”

“A cardiologist and a litigator, yes.”

“And they like you enough to buy you a house on Margaret’s Harbor just because you wanted to spend a year to read?”

“I should have thought of going to Italy. I like Italy. I’ve been thinking of writing a book about Italy. About Lucrezia Borgia, maybe. At least there wouldn’t be this kind of snow.”

“That’s very impressive.”

“A book about Lucrezia Borgia?”

“No. The fact that your sons like you enough to set you up this way after you did whatever it was you had to do to get them where they are. I’ve seen women like that. Most of them survive by getting hard. You didn’t.”

“How do you know I wasn’t set up with enough life insurance to choke a horse?”

“The fact that you were afraid of paying the heating bills.”

“Fair enough,” Annabeth said. “I was thinking of something else, though. While we were coming down. There’s a poem by Matthew Arnold, called ‘Dover Beach.’ ”

“‘… for the world, which seems
To lie before us like a land of dreams,
So various, so beautiful, so new,
Hath really neither joy, nor love, nor light,
Nor certitude, nor peace, nor help for pain;
And we are here as on a darkling plain
Swept with confused alarms of struggle and flight,
Where ignorant armies clash by night.’”

Annabeth stopped still. “Exactly,” she said. “That’s amazing. Very few people know that poem. Even English majors of my generation—our generation, really, I’m fifty-five and I seem to remember—”

“Sixty-two.”

“Yes, well, even English majors of our generation weren’t asked to read that, and nobody else ever does except in graduate school. Maybe it was different in England—”

“Scotland,” Stewart Gordon said. “I’m Scots. You’ve got to keep that straight, or men in kilts will storm your door and beat on it with large swords.”

“Right,” Annabeth said.

“But you didn’t go to graduate school in English literature, did you? It must have been history.”

“Oh, it was. But then I taught as an adjunct for a while in a small place and they had me teaching everything. They put it in textbooks for undergraduates now. ‘Dover Beach,’ I mean. And, you know, I know that the night of the poem isn’t supposed to be a storm. The moon is out. But then there’s all that at the end, and it just feels more like a night like tonight. I’m babbling.”

“No. You’re doing what I’m doing. You’re slowing down as we approach the goal.”

“He’s going to be dead in there, isn’t he?”

“Probably. There’s no telling how long he’s been in the cold. If we could have gotten some sense out of Arrow, we might have a rough idea when it was the accident happened, but as it is, as far as we know, it could have been hours. It could have been any time since about eleven this morning.”

“Why eleven this morning?”

“That’s when they threw Arrow off the set and she took off with Mark. Both of them, by the way, already fairly out of it. Not to say she was as out of it as she pretended to be at your place.”

“Did you think she was faking? I thought she was faking. I just couldn’t figure out why I thought that.”

“You thought it because she’s a damned piss-poor actress,” Stewart Gordon said. “I thought about pushing it, but I didn’t see the point. There’s one thing all those girls are good at, and Arrow in particular, and that’s turning mulish and shutting up. It made more sense to come out and see. Here we are. We’re not going to be able to get to the door on the passenger’s side. The trade is almost rolled over onto it and it’s jammed against even more rocks. This place is unbelievable with rocks. It’s worse than the shingle at Brighton.”

“We’ll have to climb up to the driver’s door,” Annabeth said.

“I’ll do it. Later on, I’m going to put a shot of Scotch into your tea and tell you why Arrow Normand is the inevitable product of late-stage corporate capitalism. That was a good book, the one about Abigail Adams, but your understanding of economics is up your ass.”

“Right,” Annabeth said.

Stewart Gordon had been pulling himself up to the truck’s driver’s-side door all the time he’d been lecturing her about Arrow, rocks, and capitalism. The windshield was frosted over, but they could see well enough through it to see that there was a man in there, and blood. Annabeth thought about the blood in Arrow Normand’s hair, and then she thought of something else.

“You know,” she said. “This truck is practically on its side.”

“I can see that.”

“I know you can. It’s just—she must have climbed out. Arrow Normand, I mean. She can’t have been thrown from the truck, which is what I thought she said. She must have climbed out. Except, I don’t know. That doesn’t make any sense.”

“Huh,” Stewart Gordon said. “Stand back a little. If the door is frozen shut, it’s going to take a good yank to get it free.”

Annabeth stood back. Stewart Gordon yanked. He yanked again. Annabeth came forward a little and touched his arm.

“Look,” she said. “The little post thingee, the thing that locks the door. It’s down.”

Stewart Gordon stopped and looked.

“That doesn’t make sense either, does it?” Annabeth asked him. “I mean, she couldn’t have been thrown from the truck if the door was locked, and the door wouldn’t lock itself. And I can’t imagine that she thought to lock it while she was climbing out.”

“Just a minute,” Stewart Gordon said. He leaned over and went at the windshield with the side of his arm, brushing off the thin layer of frost in great leaping arcs. The wind was getting worse. Annabeth thought that it was coming straight through her coat and going out the other side.

Stewart Gordon grunted, and stepped back again, staying on top of the truck so that he looked like some kind of fearsome statue in honor of something—Annabeth was very aware that she was making no sense. Stewart Gordon had his hands in his pockets and was looking straight down. Annabeth moved slowly and got herself onto the truck, scared to death that she would slide off into the snow and then need rescuing herself. She got up next to him without his making any sign that he was aware she was coming. She looked down and saw the streaks of red and something else everywhere.

“He hit his head,” she said. “But that doesn’t mean anything, does it? Head wounds give a lot of blood, even minor ones. He could still be alive.”

“He’s not alive,” Stewart Gordon said.

“How do you know? We ought to at least check.”

“We’re not going to check anything. We’re not going to touch anything. We’re going to go get the police no matter how busy they are in the storm. We’re going to get them now.”

“We should get an ambulance, just in case,” Annabeth insisted—and yet, even as she insisted, she knew that he was right and she was wrong. Here it was, she thought, here it was, those ignorant armies clashing by night. Except that it wasn’t night. It was only late afternoon. If she looked hard enough she could still find the sun behind the dark clouds that choked the sky. That was why they could see the purple of the truck, where it was exposed.

She was about to ask him why so much of the purple of the truck had not been covered by falling snow when he stepped back again, turned to her, and said, “He didn’t hit his head. Somebody put a gunshot through it.”
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