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Chapter 1

The hostess put a glass of eggnog into Will’s hand, and he tasted it to find that it was virgin, without a trace of booze. 

It’s a college, he reminded himself.  While the resident students mostly got plastered in their dorms right now, the collection of writing club geeks and ass-kissing honor students assembled in the lecture hall would be as sober as church ladies.  Will, however, did not intend to hold an hour-long speech on a Friday evening without at least some booze in his system, and he excused himself to the bathroom briefly, glass in hand.  A minute later, he had dumped about three fingers worth of eggnog into the sink and replaced it with rum from his trusty stainless steel hip flask.  When he emerged from the bathroom again, he held the glass well away from the nose of his hostess.

They made their way through several corridors, the linoleum floor squeaking under the soles of his almost-new Oxfords.  He had picked the Euro-writer outfit for the evening, a pair of tan slacks and a patterned brown sport coat over a black shirt.  Even the small-rimmed pair of glasses on the bridge of his nose was part of the outfit.  He didn’t need glasses yet, technically speaking, but he had started wearing them after his publicist suggested that a Nobel laureate should look properly studious on his book jackets.  His hostess led him into a lobby adjoined by a set of slightly opened double doors, and Will could see a stadium-style lecture hall beyond the cracked doors.

Undoubtedly the biggest facility of its kind on campus, he thought sourly.  It may hold as many as two hundred students.
“Right in here, Mister Liebkind.  Professor Francisco is going to make a quick introduction, and then they’re all yours.”  She smiled at Will, all professional and properly reverent of the superstar author gracing the halls of her college, and he smiled back graciously.

“Thank you, ma’am.”

His hostess opened the double doors a little further and gave a wave and a thumbs-up to the speaker behind the podium on the raised stage in the back of the room.  Will saw that the lecture hall was packed, people filling up the aisles at the sides of the room.

All of them wasting a perfectly good Friday to see the Great Novelist, he thought.  And I’m wasting it pretending to know that I have a fucking clue about writing.  

However, the school’s check had already cleared, so Will put on his game face and straightened his coat before opening the double doors fully, striding towards the podium like a boxer before a bout.

The speech was a well-rehearsed one; it was his standard college circuit lecture.  The young crowd always liked it, and he had memorized it just about word for word. He started at the lectern, studying the assembly over the rim of his artfully tilted-down glasses, until the room was quiet and everybody looked at him in quiet and curious expectation.

Then he reached into the pocket of his sport coat, brought out a small leather case, and opened it.  Inside was a gold medal, and Will took it out of its padded case and dropped it on the lectern, where it landed with a solid metallic ring.  Then he picked it up again and flipped it onto his palm.

“Heavy little sucker,” he said.  “Seven ounces and change, I believe.  They used to be made of solid twenty-three carat gold, but they switched to eighteen-carat gold twenty-five years or so ago.  We younger guys got cheated.”

This part usually brought the first chuckles from the crowd, and he was not disappointed.  Some of the students laughed, and others murmured to each other when they saw the two-inch disk of gold he now held between his fingertips.

“Anyone know what this thing is?”

“Uh, the Nobel Prize Medal?”  An eager and enterprising bespectacled girl in the front row offered the answer to the obvious question, and he gave a her a smile that made her blush.

“Yep, that’s right.  The Nobel Prize for Literature.  They give you that, and a cool diploma for your living room wall.  Oh yeah, there was a bunch of money, too.”

There was more laughter, and Will held the medal up for everyone to see.  Many of the students craned their necks to get a glimpse at it.

“The front of this thing says, ‘And they who bettered life on earth by new found mastery.’  It’s from the Sixth Song of Aeneid, and it’s written in Latin, of course, because that’s what scholars use when they want to sound smart and relevant.”

The crowd was loosening up now, and the spiked eggnog did its part to loosen Will up as well.   

“They gave me this thing when I was twenty-nine, youngest recipient ever.  In fact, I was thirteen years younger than the next youngest recipient on the list, Rudyard Kipling.  I am speaking from experience when I tell you that giving a gold medal and ten million Swedish crowns to a twenty-nine year old English Lit major is not usually a good idea.”  

He grinned as the crowd broke out in laughter, and took a sip of his drink before continuing.

“Yeah, I still have the medal, as you can see.  The diploma is, in fact, on my living room wall, but I have no clue what happened to all that cash between then and now.”

Another pause for laughter, and he went ahead with the script, saying the same stuff for the twentieth time this year.

“Now, why am I telling you about all this?  I mean, other than to dazzle you with my amazing intellect, of course.”  He stowed the medal back in its case and snapped it shut.

“The point is that they gave me this thing when I was just a little older than you guys are now.  In fact, I was probably a bigger slacker than most of you, having changed my major twice in two years.  Once it was just so I could take classes with a girl I had a crush on…”

It was a catchy speech.  Will had worked on it for a day until he had gotten it right, and it still gave him a lot of mileage.  It was the usual motivational junk, personal anecdotes mixed in with college jokes and bits about achievement and the universal appeal of literature, and it was all a bunch of fluffy shit.  The college kids, however, tended to lap it up with applause, and he was a popular enough guest at colleges that he could stay in high-dollar hotels for a month straight during graduation season if he booked his appearances right.

Will’s brain ran on autopilot whenever he delivered the lecture, pausing in all the right spots and gauging the crowd reactions while his eyes scanned the rows of students for a specific kind of audience member.  There were always a few in the crowd, and their presence was so predictable that Will had coined a term for them: glory bunnies.  Those were the girls that came to his lectures all classed up, dressed in clothes that were bought or borrowed for the night, and who hung on his lips with what they hoped were sufficiently enigmatic and semi-interested smiles.  After a minute or two, he had spotted the most likely candidate in the third row, a stunning blonde with blue eyes that were artfully framed by glasses every bit as unnecessary as his own.  She wore her hair pulled back into a simple ponytail, and her outfit was suited for a corporate office floor, not a liberal arts college.  There was an air of cool superiority about her, and he made a bet with himself that she’d hang on the sleeve of his sport coat not ten minutes after the lecture was over.  His gaze kept crossing hers as he concluded his speech, and near the end she was well aware of his attention, giving him sly little smiles whenever their eyes met.

He concluded his speech, basked in the applause, and listened to the closing comments of the college provost.  It was always the same when Will signed up as guest speaker in Academia: a speech for the students, and a reception with plenty of elbow time for the faculty.  The press was there, as always, four reporters with their attendant photographers, and even a local evening news crew looking for some six o’clock filler.  Will did his usual dignified routine, shaking hands and looking into cameras so the local bigwigs could get a picture of themselves with a Nobel laureate for the office wall.  

When the faculty had their fill, it was mingling time for the students.  He signed copies of his book, everything from the first hardcover edition down to freshly bought paperbacks with college bookstore stickers still on them, and patiently posed for pictures with young literature geeks who were practically exploding with excitement.

He almost lost the bet with himself, but the stunning young blonde from the third row finally sidled up to him after the initial rush.  She had no book to sign, and no camera, which was refreshing.  From a distance, she had been attractive; from three feet away, she was a complete knockout.  Even her fellow students, who stood shoulder to shoulder waiting to shake hands with the famous writer, gave her a little room when she moved in, as if they were afraid to come too close.  She was clearly well out of the league of these college guys.  Here was a young woman used to dating guys who drove European luxury cars instead of souped-up Japanese ones, and who took her to French eateries instead of fast food joints.  Her makeup was immaculate, perfectly accenting her blue eyes and high cheekbones, and her jewelry was sparse and classy.

Will shook a few more hands and smiled into a few more cameras, and then it was her turn.  She offered him a hand, and he took it, surprised at the firmness of her handshake.  She did not offer a name, and merely smiled at him.

“So this is what a Nobel Prize winner looks like,” she said, and he grinned.

“No, not really.  Most of them are about as old as the tides.  I’m probably one of the few who can still work up a good whiz in the middle of the night.”

She laughed at this, flashing very white and even teeth.  Emboldened, he pressed on.

“The Nobel was meant to bankroll further research for the winners.  I have no idea why they insist on giving it to people who are about to retire.”

“Isn’t it all just a big show anyway?  A chance for the academic elite to pat each other on the back?”

“That about sums it up,” he responded.  “Not that the money isn’t nice, mind you.”

“I’m sure.”  She leaned in, and he turned his head as he brought his ear towards her lips.

“Do you actually enjoy these things?  You must be bored out of your skull.  Our provost is about as exciting as the Home and Garden channel.”

He laughed discreetly.

“You get used to it.  Part of the package, I guess.  They do pay well for an hour of pep talk.  I’ll catch up on fun when I hit the bar back at my hotel in a little while.”

There, he thought.  The bait is tossed out.

She took it, too, without a moment of hesitation.  

“Where’d they put you up, the Motel Nine?  Ours is a poor school, you know.”

“Hardly,” he said, admiring her ability to work the inquiry into an innocent comment without breaking stride.  

“They paid for a nice room at the Regency.  If it’s not the best place in town, it certainly comes close.”

There were more people waiting to get their face time with the celebrity, and she yielded her spot, shaking his hand again and patting his arm lightly with a slender and well-manicured hand.

“It was an honor to meet you, Mister Liebkind.  Enjoy your stay at our lovely school.”  She put just the faintest trace of sarcasm into the word lovely, and he smiled as he watched her stride away, a swan among chickens.

The college had hired a limousine with driver for him.  On the way back, Will asked the driver to stop at a convenience store, where he bought a twenty-ounce bottle of Diet Coke.  The driver watched with well-concealed amusement as Will dumped a quarter of the bottle onto asphalt of the parking lot.  Then he topped off the bottle with the rest of the rum from his flask.

“Rough day?” the driver asked as Will sank back into the leather cushions of the Town Car’s back seat.

“No, not really.  Just a long one.  There an open container law in this state?”

“For soda?  Hardly.”  The driver chuckled.  “Just don’t breathe in the cop’s face if we get pulled over.”

“Good enough.”  Will smiled at the driver and leaned back, taking a long sip from his field-improvised rum & coke.

When they arrived at the hotel, his coke bottle was empty, so he tossed it into the garbage can at the door and went straight to the hotel bar.  The Regency was nice, he supposed, but all the upscale hotels tended to look alike after a while.  He had taken to rating them by the quality of their bars rather than the rooms, and in that category, this particular hotel did well indeed.  They had an amazing variety of single malts at hand, and Will settled at the bar with a glass of Oban on the rocks.  The bar was nearly empty on a Friday night, which suited him fine.  

He was just finishing his first glass when Miss Third Row walked into the bar.  She still wore the form-fitting beige pants and black sleeveless top she had worn back at the school.  He watched as she stopped briefly at the door to scan the room.  When she saw that he had already noticed her, she crossed the room and sat down on the bar stool next to his own.

“I was going to saunter in and check out the room before coming over, but there’s hardly anyone here,” she said.  “Doesn’t leave much opportunity for subtlety.”

“No, I guess it doesn’t.  Drink?”

“What are you having?”

He held up his glass.  “Oban.  Single malt scotch.  May not be your thing.”

“I’ll try some.”  She ordered one from the bartender before he could do it for her, and Will was relieved when her ID seemed to pass muster.  She didn’t exactly look like jail bait, but age was a hard thing to guess these days.  

She took a sip of her drink and made a little face before setting the glass onto a napkin.

“Not bad.  I usually don’t do the hard stuff straight up, but this is kind of interesting.”  She turned to face him and held out her hand.

“Once more, with a few less people around.  I’m Laura.”

“Hi, Laura.”  He took her hand and shook it once again.  “I’m Will, as you know.”

“Yeah,” she chuckled.  “It’s not like your face wasn’t plastered all over campus on those event flyers all week.”

“You’d be surprised how few people actually ever recognize me out in public.  Suits me fine, though.  Once they start putting Nobel laureates on Wheaties boxes, I’ll have something to worry about.”

“I don’t think that’s going to happen any time soon,” she said.

“You’re probably right.  Nobody ever asks me to endorse a pair of sneakers.”

She laughed at this, her finger lightly circling the rim of her lowball glass.

“I’d do it, too.  In a heartbeat.  ‘This is what I wear when I write,’ and cha-ching, twenty million bucks appear in my account.”

“Yeah, well, not in this country,” she said.  “We Americans are unrefined.  I hear they treat writers like rock stars in Europe.  Maybe you’re moving around in the wrong culture.”

Will shook his head.

“I like being able to buy my own groceries without a herd of photographers trying to get my bad side for National Enquirer.”

She looked around as if she half expected some tabloid hounds hiding nearby with cameras at the ready, and he could tell that she found the prospect exciting.  Her complexion was flawless, either favorable genetics or very skilled application of expensive makeup.  

“So, Laura,” he said.  “What brings you here on a Friday night, having drinks with an old fart when you could be out clubbing or something?”

“You’re hardly an old fart,” she said, touching his arm.  “You’re, what, thirty-five?  That’s hardly ancient.”

“Thirty-seven, actually,” he replied.  “That makes me, what, fifteen years older than you?”

She smiled demurely.

“I’m twenty-four, but thanks for the compliment.  And I happen to like older guys.  The ones my age are a bit immature.”

And not yet well-heeled, he thought.  

“You’re a bit of an exotic rarity around here,” she continued.  “I don’t often get to rub elbows with accomplished people, and I thought I’d take the chance while it presented itself.”

“I see.”  Will took another sip from his glass, draining the rest of the scotch, and he signaled the bartender with the empty glass.

“What’s your major in school, Laura?”

“Business,” she replied without hesitation.  “I actually sell cell phones at the mall when I’m not in school, if you can believe that.”

“Sure,” he said.  “Hey, I’d buy from you just to see that lovely smile.”

She actually blushed, despite the lack of finesse in the compliment.  It wasn’t his most skilled approach, but he was a little tired and slightly drunk, and he knew that she wasn’t here merely to sip a drink and walk off with an autograph.  Moreover, she knew it as well.

“Yeah, well, it pays the bills until I graduate, and then I’ll start my own business.”

“Ambitious.”  His new drink arrived, and he took the glass and sipped.  “You’ll leave all those geeks in the dust in a few years, I’m sure.”

“Not ambitious enough,” she smirked.  “When you were my age, you were only five years away from that medal, and a worldwide bestseller.”

He waved his hand in dismissal.

“When I was your age, my head was full of wool, and I wasn’t nearly mature enough for all the attention.  That medal just fell into my lap, that’s all.”

“Well, you have it, and that’s something, right?”  She hesitated briefly, and her eyes wandered to the coat hanging over the stool next to him.

“Can I see it?”

“Sure,” he said, and reached for the coat.  He pulled the leather case out of the pocket and placed it on the bar in front of her.  She picked it up gingerly and opened it.  Then she took out the medal and bounced it a little on her open palm.

“It is heavy, isn’t it?”  

“Solid gold.  I guess the medal alone is worth a few thousand just for the material.  Not that I’d try and pawn that thing, or anything.”

He watched as she inspected the medal, turning it around in her hand and running her fingers over the raised relief image on the front.

“What is that supposed to be?”

“It’s a guy under a tree, being visited by the muse.”

“I see.”  She looked up at him.  “And do artists need regular visits by a muse to keep having inspirations?”

“Of course,” he replied.  “That’s part of the package.  Didn’t you watch Shakespeare in Love?”

“Yeah, I did.  Good movie, but in reality I think his main motivation was to make a buck.  Or a sovereign, as the case may be.”

“Pounds and shillings.  And yeah, that’s pretty much the universal motivator.  No cure for writer’s block like an empty fridge and a stack of bills.”

“That’s not what you’re supposed to say,” she smiled.  “You need to impress me with the complexity of the creative process, so that I’ll be suitably impressed with your enigmatic and powerful intellect.”

Will laughed again.  She was remarkably sharp for someone her age, and he found that he enjoyed this conversation far more than he had anticipated.

“You put your finger right on it, Laura.  That’s right out of the Tortured and Misunderstood Artist playbook.  Very good.”

“I dated a Visual Arts major once,” she said dryly.  “Nothing can make up for the hours I’ve spent looking at his class projects and pretending that a film of a plastic bag blowing across a playground was high art, just because he slapped some angsty rock over it.”

“Hell, try reading through hundreds of versions of some depressed kid’s bad attempt at the Great American Novel.  Every time I stop somewhere for a lecture, I have some sweaty-handed Lit major hand me a manuscript.”

“Do you read them?”

“I used to,” he shrugged, “until I realized that there’s maybe one out of a thousand of these kids who actually has the talent to publish anything.”

“Don’t worry,” she said with a smile.  “I won’t pester you about helping me get published or anything.”

“Okay.  And I won’t play the unappreciated artist to try and get you into bed or anything.”

She smiled again, a lovely natural smile without pretense.

“Look, I don’t want you to think I’m a slut or anything, but if you invited me to your room, there’s a better than even chance that I’ll say yes.”

“Well, then.” Will returned her smile.  “How would you like to grab a bottle of this overpriced Scotch and continue this conversation in more private surroundings?”  He leaned in and lowered his voice conspiratorially.

“My room has cable and an ice cube maker, you know.”

She laughed brightly.

“Oh, the possibilities.”

Laura could hold her liquor quite well.  Up in Will’s suite, they went through another half bottle of Oban before he even noticed that she had started slurring her words.  They watched a bit of late-night TV, trying to outdo each other with acerbic commentary, and before long, he leaned in and kissed her for the first time.  She responded to his kiss readily, closing her eyes and putting her hand on the back of his neck.  He drew out the kiss only long enough for their tongues to meet briefly.  Always better to leave them wanting more than being bored with too much.  She opened her eyes after he had pulled back, and smiled at him.

“That was nice.  I wouldn’t mind some more of that.”

He obliged, and this time her tongue was more adventurous.  Soon, they were locked in embrace, and when Jay Leno was finished with his monologue, they had peeled off each other’s shirts.  He detached himself from her momentarily and leaned back a little to admire the lines of her upper body.  She was lean and athletic, with a body that was as flawless and well-maintained as her face.  Will spent three mornings a week in the gym himself, just enough to keep a reasonably trim physique, and he knew a carefully sculpted body when he saw one.  She had gone for toning instead of bulk, and he could imagine that the result of her efforts made every straight guy leer at her when she put in her sixty minutes on the elliptical machine every day.  

“Like what you see?” she asked with a coy little smile, and he pulled her close and ran his hands over her back in response.  She reached back and undid the clasp of her bra in a swift and well-practiced motion, and then his hands found even better employment.

They coupled on the undisturbed comforter of the king-sized bed, with the TV running unwatched in the background.  Later, after she had cleaned up in the bathroom, she returned to the bed wearing only his shirt, unbuttoned, with the tails hanging down almost to her knees.  She handed him a freshly poured glass of Scotch, with new ice cubes clinking in it, and he took it with a smile.

“Thank you.  I’ll probably have a bear of a hangover in the morning, but what the hell.”

“Hey, if you can drink, you can suffer,” she said with a smile.  “I actually don’t mind the hangover.  It’s a good reminder that anything enjoyable in this world comes with a price attached.  Sooner or later, you have to pay for the fun.”

“That’s an interesting way to look at it,” he said.

“It’s the truth,” she said, sitting back down on the bed and crossing her legs, offering him a stimulating view.  She took another sip from her own glass and studied the downtown skyline through the window behind Will.  Her hair was messed up, but even the blond strands hanging into her face looked as if they had been carefully tugged into place by a skilled coiffeur.  

“You should have been a philosophy major,” he said with a smile.

“I was,” she replied.  “Double major, in fact.  Philosophy and history.  That was before I realized that philosophy majors usually wait tables or park cars for a living.”

Will laughed and shook his head.

“You’re wise beyond your years, Laura.  College must bore you to tears.  I doubt they can teach you anything you don’t already know.”

“Well, I still need the paper at the end, you know.”

“You’ll get it, and then you’ll go places and make fortunes, I have no doubt of that.”

“Why, thank you,” she said.  “Coming from you, that’s an endorsement.”  She chucked softly.

“Imagine that, a Nobel Prize winner telling me I am smart.  Mom would be so proud.  Maybe I’ll even tell her about this evening.”

“Minus the boffing part, no doubt.”

She laughed, flashing those perfect teeth again.

“You don’t know my mother.  She’d be so proud that she’d probably tell all her buddies at the trailer park about it.”

When Will woke up in the morning, the TV was still running, and Laura was gone.  There were two glasses and an empty bottle of Scotch on his bedside table, and his hangover wasn’t quite as bad as he had expected it to be.  He climbed out of bed and waited for the room to come to a rest before stumbling over to the bathroom.  There were two used towels on the floor, evidence that Laura had showered before leaving.  Will climbed into the still-damp shower, turned on the faucet, and stood under the hot water for a few minutes.  When his head was reasonably clear again, he stepped out of the shower and grabbed the remaining bath towel from the rack.

He walked into the living area while he dried himself off.  There was a hotel notepad placed in the middle of the writing table, and he could see that there was writing on the top sheet.  A pen was placed across it diagonally, and he lifted the notepad and shook the pen onto the tabletop.

I had a good time last night.  Thanks for the company, and the expensive Scotch.  Do look me up whenever you’re in town again.

-Laura

P.S.: I stole your shirt.

There was a phone number underneath her postscript, and he smiled as he folded the note carefully and put it back on the writing table.

Will chuckled as he looked around for the rest of his clothes.  Everything else was there—his pants along with his wallet, and his sport coat with the leather case and the heavy gold medal inside.  She had taken a modest souvenir, to be sure, but he had no doubt about who was a notch on whose headboard this morning.

Will smiled as he sat down in his bathrobe and picked up the phone to order some breakfast.  He had to pick up the Yellow Pages to remind himself where he was: Asheville, North Carolina.

This place wasn’t so bad after all, he decided.  Graduation time was only a few months away, and he resolved to ask his publicist for another booking in Asheville.

Chapter 2

“What do you mean, ‘I’m not coming?’ It’s Thanksgiving, Will. You’ve never missed Thanksgiving with us."

His mother sounded positively indignant, as if he had proposed to cancel the holiday season altogether, but he was prepared to make his case.

"I am not interested if it’s at Bob’s place this year, mom. Why can’t we do it over at home just like every damn year? Bob doesn’t even have the space to put us all up for the night.  I’m not sleeping on a camping mattress again, and the next hotel is a half hour from his house."

"Oh, but he does have the space. They finally finished Erica’s new room over the garage, so they have an extra guestroom now. I’m sure they’d let you have it. I’ll just sleep on the couch."

Well, shit, Will thought. There goes my main argument.

"New room over the garage? Like a den? The girl is what, fourteen? She doesn’t need a den that’s separate from the rest of the house. Does he let her smoke weed and drive his truck, too?" 

"She’s fifteen, Will. You’d remember that if you ever remembered to send birthday cards out like a well-mannered human being."

“Mom, trying to give me a bad conscience won’t work.”  But it did, and he knew that she had his concession in the bag once again.  He sighed loudly.

"You don’t have to play the martyr and sleep on the couch in your own son’s home, mom. I’ll sleep on the damn couch."

"Does that mean you’re going to stop pouting and come have a Thanksgiving with us just like every year? He is your brother, you know," she added in a conciliatory tone.

"Yeah, I’ll come. Just don’t expect me to stay sober for very long once I am there."

His mother chuckled.

"It’s the holidays, dear.  Everybody gets drunk.  It’s a law, I believe."

Will hit the "End Call" button on his battered cell phone with a sigh. The last thing he felt like doing this week was to take advantage of Bob’s hospitality. His brother was so different from Will that not even the birth certificates had ever fully convinced him of a shared genetic lineage.

Will’s house stood in a quiet neighborhood of the quiet town of Ellsworth, Maine.  This was Main Street, USA, where people left their doors unlocked, and where nobody gave much of a rat’s ass about famous writers.  This suited Will just fine.  Ellsworth was just close enough to Boston and New York City to still have the convenience of proximity, and it was just far enough away from his mother’s house in Augusta to offer a convenient excuse for limited family visits.  His brother Bill lived in Knoxville, Tennessee, which was the ass end of the world as far as Will was concerned.  Of course, it wouldn’t have mattered much if Bob lived in the house down the street.  Will and Bob had avoided each other as much as possible since they moved out of their parents’ house, and that, too, suited Will just fine.

He walked into his study, past the travel bag in the hall that he had yet to unpack.  His laptop sat on the desk, its sleep light blinking softly.  He sat down in his high-backed leather executive chair and pulled himself close to the desk.  There was a light layer of dust on the uncluttered work surface, and he wiped it away with the palm of his hand.  

Will woke the laptop from its sleep and checked the Internet for airfares.  Ten minutes later, he closed the web browser in disgust.  The cheapest flight was close to seven hundred dollars, undoubtedly twice the rate it would have been outside of the holiday season.  He had the money, to be sure, but he didn’t want to spend it on general principle, to avoid adding the insult of the expense to the injury of having to spend Thanksgiving at Bob’s house.  

A lovely drive, then, he thought.  It was roughly a thousand miles to Knoxville, and it would require a stay-over in Maryland or northern Virginia along the way.  The drive would give him time to listen to a book or two, and he wouldn’t have to endure getting x-rayed and strip-searched by barely sentient primates in ill-fitting polyester uniforms.

Will looked at the PowerBook’s desktop, where half a dozen folders with different project names neatly hugged the right side of the screen, sorted alphabetically.  He hadn’t looked at them in a few weeks, and his guilty conscience compelled him to open the most recent one.  He had written four different attempts at a first chapter for a new story.  They all stank to high heaven, but he loathed deleting even crummy work, so they remained on his hard drive.  He opened the last version of his abortive first chapter, read through it, and closed the file again.  He hadn’t worked on the story in at least a month, and it was as stale and smelly as old fish now.  

Will closed the lid of the laptop, putting it back into sleep mode, and rationalized that it was pointless to start anything new right before leaving town for Thanksgiving anyway.  Maybe the muse will strike on the drive to Tennessee, and I’ll finally be able to actually finish something for a change.
He dumped the contents of the travel bag onto his bed, filled it up with some clean clothes from the closet, and put the toiletries bag on top of the fresh laundry.  After a moment of contemplation, he went back into his study and unplugged the laptop, carrying it back into the bedroom and depositing it in the bag along with the wall charger.  He had little motivation to get any actual work done this week, but at least he would be able to surf the Web and play a round of chess or two at the motel along the way.

His car was a nearly new BMW, subdued charcoal in color.  The regular royalty checks from his book made it possible for him to upgrade his vehicle every two years, a schedule he had been keeping consistently for the last decade.  He tended to stick with the BMW because it wasn’t overly flashy, but luxurious, and not afflicted with the stuffy image of a Town Car or a large Benz.  His New Year’s day ritual every year was to buy a new laptop, always the latest model PowerBook, and every other year, he stopped at the BMW dealership afterwards to trade his two-year-old ride in on a new vehicle.  He never even wore down the first set of tires on any of his cars.  This particular car was due to be traded in another month, and with the upcoming trip to Tennessee, it would have just under 20,000 miles on the odometer.  His accountant hated the practice, muttering dark words under his breath whenever Will shrugged off his warnings about depreciation loss.

Will tossed his travel bag into the trunk, checked to make sure that he had his wallet and cell phone on him, and started up the car.  He had topped off the tank when he got home from the airport two days ago, so there was no reason to even get off the highway until he reached his stopover point.

On the Interstate, he set the cruise control to a cop-safe speed, eight miles over the limit, and shifted his brain into autopilot mode once again.  

Sixteen hours of driving time and an uneventful stay at a generic chain motel later, Will rolled into Knoxville.  It was early afternoon on the day before Thanksgiving, and the highways leading south had been thick with holiday traffic.  Will hated traffic on the best of days, and Thanksgiving seemed to bring out all the idiots who got their licenses in a Happy Meal, and who only took the Mercury Medicare out onto the Interstate for that one occasion every year.

Bob’s house was a bit off the beaten track, located on a cul-de-sac in a quiet North Knoxville neighborhood.  The houses were all mostly identical brick structures, a ready-made upper middle class neighborhood that had been hammered out of the ground just a few years prior.  Will loathed the generic architecture of these neighborhoods.  To him, they were the residential equivalent of the equally generic shopping centers that were sprouting up in every town now, all sporting the same combination of Starbucks, Olive Garden, and Pier One.  He wasn’t surprised that in-car GPS systems were the hot new item these days; anyone living in one of these suburbs would need satellite navigation to find their way around among all the identical rows of housing.

Bob’s house looked mostly like the rest of the neighborhood, but the addition above the garage his mother had mentioned gave the house a little bit of individuality.  His brother’s truck was parked in the driveway just in front of the closed garage, a fifteen-year-old Dodge pickup with a fading dark blue paint job and rough spray-on liner in the bed.  Will pulled his BMW into the driveway next to the Dodge and killed the engine, appraising the outside of the house.  There was a small cluster of pansies in the flowerbed right by the door, and Will was surprised to see that some of them were still in bloom in late November.  It was the South, he reminded himself, and this place probably didn’t see snow more than twice in a decade.

He snatched his travel bag out of the trunk and trotted up to the front door, where he ignored the doorbell and used the decorative brass knocker.

He heard swift footsteps inside, and he was pleased to see his niece answering the door.  Erica had her mother's long auburn hair, and her quiet and easygoing disposition.  As far as Will could tell, Erica had inherited very little of Bob’s physical features or his temperament, and that would have made her his favorite niece even if she wasn’t the only grandchild in the family.

“Hi, Uncle Will,” she said, and stood on the toes of her running shoes to hug him and kiss him on the cheek.  “Did you have a good trip?”

“Yeah, it wasn’t bad at all, except for all the morons trying to steer their cars with their butts while eating hamburgers and talking on their phones.”

She smiled at this, the trademark close-mouthed Erica smile with slightly pursed lips.  She had taken to smiling with her mouth closed when she got braces, and the habit had remained even after the braces had come off earlier this year.

“Where’s your mom?”

“Went to the airport, to pick up grandma.  Dad’s upstairs in his study.  Want a drink?”

“Sure, if there’s any beer in the fridge that’s worth drinking.  Why didn’t he go and pick up his own mother instead of sending your mom?”

She shrugged her shoulders in the noncommittal way exclusive to teenagers.

“No idea.  Maybe mom had to make a run to the store anyway.”

He followed Erica into the kitchen, where she opened the fridge and studied the assortment of beer crammed into the top shelf.  Will looked over her shoulder and shook his head.

“Cranberry fucking ale.  Cranberries belong in a bog or in a sauce with a turkey, that’s it.  There’s no place for them in beer.”

“If you say so.  You know I have no hands-on knowledge of the matter, being underage and all.”

“Right,” Will said with a smile.  “Your lips have never touched a bottle of beer, I’m sure.”

“I swear,” she said, maintaining an admirably steady deadpan expression.

“So I hear you have new digs.”

“Yeah.”  Her face brightened momentarily.  “I moved in last month.  It’s right over the garage, and I have my own bathroom and fridge and all.”

“Festive,” Will smirked.  “You can have all kinds of boys in there, and your folks would never even know it.”

“Yeah, right,” she said, and the smile faded from her face as quickly as it had come.  “The boys at my school like bimbos and cheerleaders.  They don’t usually go for soccer players with four-point oh GPAs.  Not that I am sad about that, mind you.”

“You’re wise beyond your years, Erica.  In another ten years, you’ll be dating in your class, and the jocks at your high school will serve you French fries at the burger joint.”

“Like hell,” she said.  “I’m planning on having a moving truck waiting at my graduation.  This place sucks.”

“Where do you want to go to college?”

“Anywhere but here.  In fact, I'll pick the one that's as far away from here as possible.  University of Alaska, or something.”

“Like I said, wise beyond your years,” he smiled.

Will could hear the drumming of his brother’s computer keyboard even as he climbed the stairs to the second floor.  Bob liked the old IBM keyboards that clicked loudly, and typing at sixty words a minute made a thunderous racket.  Bob liked those old ugly beige monstrosities so much that he had gotten a half dozen used ones on the Internet, just so he could have plenty of spares for the next decade or two.   

Bob was hunched over his keyboard, typing away at a steady pace without looking at his fingers, the light from the flat panel screen reflecting on his glasses.  He was two inches shorter than Will, and fifty pounds heavier.  Bob had also inherited the balding gene from his maternal grandfather, sporting an aggressively receding hairline where Will still had thick and plentiful hair.  He looked up when Will stepped into the room, and ceased his frantic typing at once.

“Well, hello there, Will.  You made it down here in one piece.”

“Yeah, barely.  Too many morons out on the road for Turkey Day.  How are things in the pulp factory?”

“Good, good.”  Bob smiled, letting the jab go unacknowledged.  “You know how it goes, there’s always a deadline around the corner.  I could stay locked up here eight hours a day and seven days a week, and still not get everything off my plate.”

Will stepped over to the bookshelf that took up one entire side of the room.  There were plenty of style manuals, the majority of the Writer’s Digest book club selections, and a whole row of shelving dedicated to Bob’s own books.  None of them bore his actual name, of course.  Bob had a pen name for each of the three genres he covered: bodice rippers, sex, and action-adventure pulp that mostly centered around impossibly hard to kill ex-commando troopers eradicating legions of terrorists in highly implausible scenarios.

“Yeah, the market cries out for more…” he looked at the spine of one of the action novels, “…Thorn McAllister novels.”  He pulled the book out of the bookshelf and surveyed the cover art, which featured a heavily muscled guy with a pistol in each hand and no shirt to cover his impressive physique.  “Geez, Bob, do you even bother looking at the galleys when they send them to you?  Do they even bother with galleys?”

“Yes, they do,” Bob said with a sigh, “and no, I don’t look at them.  You know why?  Because I don’t give a shit what they do to the manuscript after I stuff it in the mailbox.  Once I get that check, it’s their book, and they can rename the main character ‘Zonko the Floppy-Shoed Clown’, for all I care.”

Will laughed at this, in spite of the grouchy mood that had settled on him since he had crossed the Maine state line on the way south, and Bob cracked a grin.

“Shit, stop dwelling on what a promiscuous publishing whore I am, and grab a beer and relax.  It’s the holidays.”

“I would, Bob, but your fridge is stacked with nothing but that fruit-flavored holiday goat piss.”

“Ah, have no fear,” Bob said.  “I have tucked away a sixer or two of Guinness behind all that fruit-flavored holiday goat piss.”

“Well, that’s something.”  Will put the Thorn McAllister novel back in its spot on the bookshelf.  “Let’s go and find some real beer, then.”

In the kitchen, Bob fished a bottle of Guinness out of the fridge and handed it to Will before opening the pop-top of one of the cranberry ale bottles for himself.

“I can’t believe you’re drinking that shit,” Will said, but clinked his bottle against Bob’s nonetheless.  

“Hey, it’s seasonal.  They only make it for Thanksgiving every year.”

“And thank God for that.  You got a glass?  Only barbarians drink Guinness out of the bottle.”

Bob turned around and reached into one of the overhead cupboards for a beer mug.  He handed it to Will, who carefully but swiftly poured the contents of the bottle into it. 

“Hey, you could have brought your own if you wanted to bring the joys of three-dollars-a-bottle Eurobrew to the unwashed masses,” Bob said.  “Me, I’m fine with this holiday ale, thank you very much.”

There were car door slamming noises coming from the driveway, and Bob walked over to the kitchen window to peer outside.

“Wow, that was fast.  Her flight only arrived a half hour ago.”  He put his beer down on the kitchen counter and wiped his hands on the legs of his jeans.

“Erica, come and help your grandma with her bags, if you would.”  He paused briefly to wait for a response from the depths of the house, and made a face when he didn’t receive one.

“I need put in an intercom or something.  That den has a bit too much insulation in the walls.”

“She’s probably just pretending she can’t hear,” Will grinned.  

They went outside, where Kate Liebkind was already huffing towards the house with two bags in her hands, with Bob’s wife Christa bringing up the rear with two more bags.

“Mom,” Will chided as he intercepted her to take the two bags out of her hands.  “Do you always have to pack half the house for a two-day trip?”

“Hi, honey.” She kissed him on the cheek as she handed over her luggage.  “I’m staying for a week, so yes, I need half the house.”

“Hi, Will,” Christa said, and he stopped with his load to let her give him a brief hug and a kiss.  “Glad you could make it.”

Christa was slender and short, topping five feet only in shoes with heels, and despite their otherwise similar features, Erica had outgrown her mother by the age of twelve.

They filed through the front door, and Will followed his mother into the guest bedroom at the end of the hall.  This had been Erica’s room until recently.  Now it was redecorated in inoffensive eggshell and pastel colors, although Will could still see where Bob had neglected to fill in all the holes caused by the pins and nails needed to keep Erica’s posters and prints on the walls.  The futon with the black bedspread was gone, replaced by a twin-sized mattress on a generic box spring and frame.

“Please don’t tell me we’re doing Christmas in Tennessee, too,” Will said, not caring that Bob had walked in behind them, loaded with the two suitcases he had taken from Christa.

“Jeez, mom, what’d you bring—a few spare car batteries?” Bob said with a puff, setting the two suitcases onto the floor.

He flexed his hands and wiggled his fingers.

“Don’t worry, Grumpus McScrooge,” he said to Will.  “We’re coming to Maine as always.  I booked the tickets in August already.”

Erica skipped into the room, red hair trailing behind her like an auburn waterfall, and hugged her grandmother fiercely.  

“Hello, honey.  It’s so good to see you.  Gosh, you’ve grown another inch or two since the Fourth of July.”

“That’s what happens when you feed them, mom,” Bob said.  “Would you believe she wants to eat two, three times a week?”

“Oh, dad,” Erica groaned.  “You’re so funny.”

Bob looked at Will and smirked.  “Just wait until allowance time.  Then she’ll laugh at my jokes like I’m Chevy freakin’ Chase.”

They all settled in the living room after all the travel bags were squared away.  Will and Bob stuck with their respective beers, while Kate and Christa poured themselves some white wine.  Will walked into the kitchen to get a fresh bottle when they were filling their glasses, and he shuddered to see that the wine came in a nondescript five-liter cardboard box with a pouring spout.

Erica walked up behind him and poked the small of his back lightly.

“Hey, Uncle Will, do you want to come up and see my new room?”  

“Sure.  As long as I don’t have to climb through hatches or up some rickety fold-out ladder.”

“Don’t worry.  Dad put in a real staircase.”

He followed Erica down the hallway and through the door into the garage.  There was an actual wooden staircase at the back of the garage wall, and it even had a full-height guardrail affixed to it.  Erica led the way up the stairs, and she opened the door at the top with a flourish.

Will smiled as he followed her into the room.  It smelled of new wood, fresh paint, and some sort of autumn potpourri.  There were shelves lining the walls on two sides, evenly loaded with books and knickknacks.  A large closet formed the back wall of the room, and the front wall had two large half-round windows facing out onto the street.  The wall with the windows in it was severely slanted to accommodate the curvature of the garage roof on that side.  It gave the room a slightly crammed feeling in Will’s opinion, but overall he had to concede that Bob had made the most out of the limited space above the two-car garage.  It was certainly twice as big as Erica’s old room.  The color scheme was a friendly light blue, and he saw that Bob had even splurged for brand new furniture in matching color tones.

“Well, what do you think?”

“I like it,” Will said.  “It’s cozy.  It’s very you.”

“You think so?” she beamed, and he smiled back at her.

“Yeah, I do.  And it looks like you finally have space for all your stuff.  Hey, and your own computer desk, too.”

He walked over to the niche between bed and window, where a computer desk and a cloth-covered office chair formed a small work corner.  

“Yeah, dad finally got me my own computer, but it’s a bit slow.  He got it for like a hundred and fifty bucks.”

Will bent down in front of the computer desk to examine the charcoal-colored tower case sitting on the work surface, a tired-looking mismatched monitor beside it.  It was an older model Dell, and from the inventory sticker on its side, it looked like a former corporate machine.  The software license key on the case was for an operating system that hadn’t been in the retail channel for at least seven years.

“This thing is ancient.  Where’d he get it, Goodwill?”

“There’s a used computer store over by the big mall.  I wanted a laptop, so I can take it to the library and stuff, but Dad said the room was expensive enough, and that I don’t ‘need’ a laptop.”  She made little quotation marks in the air with her fingers.

“Oh, did he now?”  Will sat down in front of Erica’s computer and wiggled the mouse to deactivate the screen saver.  He clicked around for a few moments, confirming that the machine was moving at the speed of frozen molasses.  The hard drive emitted a tired-sounding whining noise that spoke of many years of continuous service.  It was an adequate machine for playing solitaire or typing up term papers, but it lacked the horsepower for anything else.

“So your dad doesn’t want you to have a laptop, huh?”

He got up from the chair, pushed it against the table, and wormed his way back out of the little work corner.

“I’ll be right back.  Don’t go anywhere.”

He left Erica’s room, went back down the stairs, and looked for his travel bag.  It was still in the spot where he had left it, in the corner of the hallway next to the kitchen door, and he unzipped it and took out his Powerbook along with its power supply.  

Erica’s eyes grew wide when he returned to her room, and he dropped the PowerBook on her computer table with a grin.

“Here you go.  Merry early Christmas.”

“No way.  You’re giving that to me?”  She hurried over to her desk and opened the lid of the laptop with quick and eager hands.  

“Wow, a PowerBook.  We have Macs at school—I love those.”  She looked up at him with an expression that was a mix of excitement and uncertainty.

“Uncle Will, this thing is brand new.  You can’t just give that to me for Christmas.”

“No, you’re right.  It’s not for Christmas.  Call it a belated birthday gift, and I hope it makes up for the fact that I forgot to send a card on time again this year.” 

“Oh, awesome.  Thank you so much.”  Erica jumped up from her chair and hugged Will tightly.  He laughed and patted her on the back.

“You’re welcome, kiddo.  Happy belated birthday.”

If Bob was bothered by Will’s gift to Erica, he didn’t let it show.  The family clustered around her when she showed off her laptop, perching it on her crossed legs as she sat on the couch, and everyone made appreciative comments.   

“That was very generous of you,” his mother said to him later in the kitchen, where he had gone for a new beer to find her refilling her wine glass.

“Ah, it was nothing,” he replied, uncomfortable with the praise.  “I was going to buy a new one in January anyway, just like every year.”

“Well, you could have traded it in, couldn’t you?”

“Not really,” he laughed.  “It doesn’t work like it does with cars, mom.  You gotta sell ‘em, for pennies on the dollar.  A one-year-old computer sells for maybe half of what it set you back new, if you’re lucky.”

“Still, that’s a lot of money to give away, Will.”  She patted his cheek.  “Don’t play the gruff and cranky writer all the time, Will.  Deep down inside, you’re just a big teddy bear.”

“Yeah, that’s me.”  He pulled his face away from her hand, but leaned down to give her a brief hug.  “Just don’t tell anyone.  You’d ruin my hard-earned reputation.”

Later that evening, when Christa and Kate were getting increasingly giggly on the couch, and Erica had excused herself to the privacy of her new domain, Will made himself a glass of bourbon & ginger with Bob's Wild Turkey, and stepped out of the house to enjoy the mild November evening. He had barely settled on the front steps when Bob came out of the house and sat beside him without a comment, clutching a new bottle of his abominable holiday ale.

They sat for a while, observing the quiet neighborhood and the few cars passing through the cul-de-sac, quietly sipping their respective drinks.

"Hey, can I ask you something?" Bob finally asked into the silence.

"Sure thing."

"Did you give Erica that laptop because she told you I wouldn't let her buy one?"

Will grinned and took another sip of his drink before answering, his gaze still fixed on the way-too-early holiday lights gracing the windows of the house across the street.

"Maybe just a little, Bob. Mainly, I wanted to make her happy. The girl is so appreciative when you do something nice for her."

Bob smiled and shook his head, turning the beer bottle in his hands and picking at the label.

"You know, I just can't figure you out sometimes. You forget her birthday almost every year, but whenever you're here, you dote on her like she was your own. I see you smile around her more than you do around anyone else."

"That's not true. You should see the smile I give my mailman when he drops the royalty checks from the publishing house."

"Yeah, whatever," Bob said, flicking a piece of label onto the concrete of the front steps. "You say you don't want kids, but you'd make a pretty decent dad, you know?"

Will snorted and downed the rest of his drink in one gulp. Then he stood up and wiped the bottom of his pants with one hand.

"Like hell, Bob. Guys like me are not cut out for all the crap that comes with being a parent. I just stop by every now and then to have the fun without the work." He checked his watch as he walked back towards the front door.

"Oh, yeah. Happy Thanksgiving, I guess. It's midnight. I'm off to bed."

"Good night, Will." Bob remained on the front step, taking another swig from his bottle without turning around. "Maybe we can spend the day tomorrow without taking potshots at each other, like a real family."

Will chuckled as he stepped back into the house.

"That's what real families do, Bob. It's the abnormal ones that don't pick on each other." He paused for a moment, looking at his brother's broad back, clad in checkered flannel.

"You have a good night, too."

Chapter 3

On Thanksgiving morning, disaster struck before Will was even fully dressed.

He had slept until eight o’clock, successfully ignoring the noises of increasing foot traffic in the house.  When he was finally unable to sleep through the rising sounds of activity in the kitchen, he got up and gathered his toiletries bag.  There was a guest bathroom, thankfully, so he didn’t have to trek all the way upstairs only to be afforded the possibility to see his brother in boxers and bare-chested—or perhaps worse.  

Will took his time in the shower.  The semi-wet towel on the drying rack told him that his mother had made use of the facilities quite a while ago.  Bob and Christa had the upstairs to themselves, and Erica had her own bathroom right underneath the staircase to her den.  

He was back in the living room, getting dressed out of his travel bag, when he heard his mother utter a loud curse in the kitchen.  Kate Liebkind cursed only under extreme duress, so he finished pulling his woolen turtleneck over his head and straightened it out as he walked toward the kitchen, still barefooted.

“What’s the matter, mom?”

Kate shot her son a harried look as he entered the kitchen, and he could smell the source of her dismay as soon as he walked in.

“Oh, I don’t know.  This oven is messed up, I think.”

“I’d say you’re right.”  Will could feel the heat radiate from the oven door, and there was a distinct smell of charred poultry emanating from behind it.

“I turned the bird on right after I got up an hour ago.  It needs to cook for a while, you know.  I think the temperature dial is broken.  It’s way too hot.”

Will opened the oven door, and a bloom of heat rose up to meet his face, accompanied by some black smoke.  He recoiled and held his hand out in front of his face.

“Jeez.  That thing’s a frickin’ fusion reactor.”

He peeked into the oven cavity, where the skin of the turkey had turned the color of charcoal.

“What did you set the heat to?  Five hundred and fifty?  I didn’t even realize ovens could get that hot.”

“No, I had it set to three twenty-five.  See?”  His mother pointed to the dial on the oven console, which was still set at 325 degrees.  

“So you did.”  Will closed the oven door again and turned the temperature dial back to “off”.  

“Well, we won’t be eating that bird.  The oven’s busted.  Let it cool down, and then we’ll give the carcass a decent burial in the trash.”

“Oh, that’s just fabulous,” Kate said, throwing her hands up.  “What am I going to make for Thanksgiving with a broken oven?”

“Something you can cook on the top burners, probably.”

The bird took a while to cool down to non-nuclear temperatures, and when Kate retrieved the turkey from the oven cavity with a moan, it had the texture and appearance of a charcoal briquette.  Will opened the kitchen window to get rid of the acrid smell that now filled the room.

“Figures,” he said to his mother.  “The one year we deviate from the routine and do Thanksgiving at Bob’s, his oven blows a gasket.”

“Whose oven is blowing a gasket?  I don’t think ovens have gaskets anywhere,” Bob said as he peeked around the doorframe behind them.  “Phew, it stinks in here.  Something burning?”

“Your oven has blown a gasket, dear brother.  And it’s a figure of speech.  It means that we won’t be having turkey today.”

Bob stepped into the kitchen, waving his hand in front of his face to banish the stench of the charred bird.  He bent down to inspect the carcass and sighed.

“Well, shit.  I was hoping that stupid thing would hold together for another six months or so.”  He looked up at his mother, whose expression had gone from harried to sour.

“You know, mom, we don’t precisely have to have turkey today.”

Kate threw her hands in the air in an exaggerated gesture of resignation.

“What do you suggest instead, Bob?  Are you just going to run out and get White Castle burgers for everyone?”

Will laughed at this, but Bob just smiled, unflappable as always.  Can nothing wipe that smile off your face? Will thought.

“We don’t have White Castle down here, mom.  They’re called Krystal burgers in the South.”

“Whatever they’re called, it looks like we’ll need a few, because we certainly won’t be having our turkey today.  And it was such a nice turkey.”  Kate looked down at the ruined bird and scowled.  

“Ah, don’t worry, mom.  We’ll just go out for dinner.  Less dishes to do, eh?”  Bob opened the fridge, pulled out an orange juice carton, and opened the spout before bringing it to his mouth.

“Can you not get a glass for that?”  Kate reached out to intercept the juice carton before the spout reached Bob’s mouth, but he turned away from her and took a long sip.  Then he folded the spout down again.

“My house, my juice, my rules, mom.”

Will looked at Kate with a smirk.  We could have had our holiday up in Maine, mom, that smirk said, and Kate’s barely concealed exasperation was evidence that his message got across clearly enough.

“Fine.  Infect everyone with your germs, then.”  She snatched a pair of oven mitts from the hooks above the oven and bent down to administer last rites to the destroyed bird.

“Hang on, mom.”  Will took the oven mitts out of her hands and pulled them on before grabbing the basting pan and carrying the whole mess over to the trash.

“Don’t dump it in the trash can, Will.  That won’t fit in there.”  Bob reached underneath the sink and pulled out an oversized brown trash bag.

“Put it in here, will ya?”

Will obliged, dumping the bird into the bag.

“Oof.  That sucker weighs twenty pounds at least.”

“Twenty-three without the stuffing,” Bob said, tying off the top of the trash bag. 

“Well, so much for that,” Kate said.  She looked at Bob with an imploring look on her face.

“Please tell me you don’t really plan to get us a bag of hamburgers for Thanksgiving?”

“Hell, no,” Bob laughed.  “I figure we can go out to eat for a change.  How do you all feel about a Chinese Thanksgiving?”

Will laughed again when he saw the momentary expression of relief on Kate’s face being swiftly replaced by one of abject horror. 

It turned out that Bob wasn’t joking at all.  On Thanksgiving, most decent restaurants in town were either closed or booked to the seams, and the only chance for a table for five on short notice lay in the out-of-the-way ethnic places that didn’t have a bite of traditional festive fare on the menu.  Kate put up a spirited protest, but relented in the end when Bob proposed take-home food or frozen supermarket pizzas as alternative fare.  

“I swear, mom, this Chinese place is the best in East Tennessee,” Bob assured.  “It gets voted top buffet in Knoxville every year.”

“Well, that’s certainly a seal of quality,” Will remarked, his mood lifted by the fact that it was Bob who contributed to his mother’s dismay on this particular holiday.  A proletarian Thanksgiving, he thought with a chuckle.  General Tso’s Chicken and won ton soup.  Maybe they’ll put little ruffles on the drumsticks today.
In the end, even Will had to admit that the place was pretty decent after all.  The Peking Garden had a multitude of private rooms, and they managed to secure a cozy little one that had more than enough space for the five of them.  Erica delighted in the unconventional holiday dinner, of course.  (“I hate turkey and stuffing anyway,” she had confided to Will in the car, her happiness to be out of the house manifesting in some actual open-mouthed grins.)  They had come over in three cars, since Bob’s truck only held two people even without the junk piled into the passenger side space, and Erica had chosen to ride with Will in the BMW.   

The Peking Garden had the typical quarter mile of buffet, but they also served good Chinese fare a la carte, which served to put Kate back into a fair mood.  The server told them that the ducks were, to his regret, only available with a half-day notice to allow for preparation.  Will excused himself to the bathroom, slipped the waiter a fifty, and forty minutes and two rounds of drinks later, they had a freshly prepared duck on their table.  The bird was a fair Chinese imitation of Duck a l’orange, and it was far better than any of the turkey Will had eaten in recent memory.  

“See, mom?” Bob said to Kate after they had finished their first round of duck and oriental vegetables.  “And we won’t even have to clean up afterwards.”

“What do you mean, ‘we’?”  Christa looked at her husband with amusement.  “You guys have never cleaned so much as a fork after the holiday meals.  We finish eating, and you two disappear into the living room like clockwork, two minutes after dessert.”

“That is so totally not the case,” Bob protested.  “Besides, I carve that bird up into leftovers and toss out the carcass afterwards, and that takes a bunch longer than doing the dishes.”

“Yeah, and the house elves come and stuff it, and baste it every twenty minutes for six hours,” Kate remarked dryly, and Erica laughed out loud.  

“Owned, dad.”

“What the hell does that mean, ‘owned’?”  Bob turned to Will and shook his head.  “I swear, you live with her under the same roof for fifteen years, and one day you wake up and realize that you speak almost completely different languages.”

“It’s ‘Netspeak, Bob.  It means ‘to beat somebody so thoroughly as to inflict humiliation.’”

“Ah,” Bob said.  “You would know, of course.  You get to hang out with the college crowd.”

“Yeah, and what a joy that is.  Almost as much fun as yanking your own nose hairs.”  Will took another long sip from his glass.  

When they were finished with the duck, there was not much left for a doggy bag.  Even Erica, who usually ate like a third-grader, helped herself to seconds and thirds, and all five of them went to the buffet to pick up dessert.

Will was busy loading up his dessert plate with a sampler of the multitude of pastries when Erica dropped her tongs and nudged him lightly.

“Oh, my God.  Uncle Will?  That’s my English teacher over there.”

Will followed her gaze and saw a tall and thin woman in her late Fifties picking through the selections at the other end of the long row of buffet tables.  She wore a plain and understated dark blue skirt and a matching jacket, and everything about her shouted “professor” to Will.

“Well, isn’t that special.  I guess she has no family to bug her on Thanksgiving.  Do you like her?”

“Yeah, she’s nice.  Strict, but good.”  Erica’s eyes sparkled.  “Hey, you know what would be cool?  If you came over with me and said ‘hi’.  She’d totally flip.  You’d be the talk of the teacher lounge for the next week.  She loves your book, you know.” 

“Does she now?”  Will smiled.  “Well, let’s go and say hello, then.”

They walked over to where Erica’s teacher was picking through the broccoli beef.  The woman glanced sideways when they stepped next to her, and a smile spread across her face when she saw Erica.

“Well, hello there,” she said.  “I’ve never seen you in here, my dear.  I didn’t realize you liked Chinese food.”

“Hi, Mrs. Yarmouth,” Erica replied.  “We had an emergency.  Our oven destroyed our turkey, so dad took us here.”

Mrs. Yarmouth looked past Erica and smiled at Will in a noncommittally polite fashion, and he returned the smile as he put his hands on Erica’s shoulders.  Then he saw the familiar spark of recognition in her eyes, and she put her hands in front of her mouth in surprise even before Erica turned to introduce him.

“Mrs. Yarmouth, you’ve not met my uncle yet, have you?”

Will stretched out a hand.  “Will Liebkind.  It’s a pleasure to meet you.  Erica says you’re a great teacher.  ‘Strict, but good’ were her words, I believe.”

“Oh, my.”  Mrs. Yarmouth took his hand and shook it carefully, as if she was afraid to damage him.  

“Marilyn Yarmouth.  It is an honor to meet you, Mister Liebkind.  Such an honor.”

“The honor is all mine, ma’am.  So how’s my niece measuring up in English?  Sullying the family name?”

Mrs. Yarmouth laughed brightly.  

“No, not at all.  She’s a very smart student.  A little lazy sometimes, maybe, but she does very well as long as someone keeps pushing her.”  She lowered her voice.  “You know, freshman English is really not very much of a challenge for her.  I have to give her extra assignments to keep her interested.”

“Well, I’m glad to hear that,” Will smiled.  “Maybe she’ll even go to a college that doesn’t have the words ‘clown’ or ‘beauty’ in front of it.”  

Erica had heard the joke before—one of Will’s college circuit standbys—but Mrs. Yarmouth looked scandalized for just a moment.  Then she chuckled, and smiled at Erica in a fashion that almost seemed parental to Will.

“No, I predict that she’ll be able to pick her scholarship once she graduates high school.”

“Oh, whatever.”  Erica rolled her eyes and smirked, but it was a good-natured smirk.  “Maybe I’ll just get my GED and toss flapjacks at the Waffle House for a living.”

“You most certainly will not, my dear, unless you want me to stop by every day to harass you about wasting your potential.”

“She was totally star-struck,” Erica said when they walked back to the private room, dessert plates in hand.  “That was awesome.  She’ll be talking about you for the entire next English class, I’m sure.”

“Doesn’t that bug you?  I mean, do all the teachers know whose niece you are?”

“I only told Mrs. Yarmouth and the principal, Mrs. McGowan, but I guess word gets around in the teacher’s lounge or something.  Most of them know about you.”

“Get any special treatment?” Will grinned, and Erica stuck her tongue out in reply.

“I wish.  All I got out of it was my English teacher expecting me to crank out top grades.  Thanks a bunch.”

“Ungrateful brat,” Will smiled.

“Hey, I did not ask for you to get that Nobel thingie, you know.”

“That may have something to do with the fact that you were about three when they gave it to me.  As I recall, back then you didn’t ask for much other than cookies, juice, and mommy.”

“I’m still mostly happy with cookies, juice, and mommy,” she observed dryly, and Will laughed.

After dinner, they all assembled outside.  The restaurant was part of a well-kept little strip mall on a busy road.  Will and Kate marveled at the number of cars in the parking lot, far more than seemed reasonable even for a full restaurant, when Bob noticed that much of the foot traffic went in and out of a large store next to the Peking Garden.

“Oh, sweet.  Outdoor Adventures is still open.”

Will examined the store in question.  It was a hunting and hiking goods store, the mannequins behind the glass front clad in various hues of orange and camouflage.  A large banner above the entrance proclaimed “GOING OUT OF BUISNESS—GIANT THANKSGIVING SALE”, and Will chuckled.

“Buisness?”

“Hey, you don’t have to know how to spell ‘waterfowl’ to be able to shoot it,” Bob grinned.  “I think I’ll sneak a peek.  Maybe they have a good deal on an over-and-under.  I need something better for skeet than the pump I’ve been using.”

“Have at it,” Will said.  “I think I’ll pass on the pleasure.”

“Suit yourself,” Bob said as he strode towards the store entrance.  “You coming, mom?  Christa?”

“I think I’ll head back to the house,” Christa said amicably, and Kate moved to join her daughter-in-law.

“I’m right behind you guys,” Will said.  “I’m just going to stretch my legs out here for a second.  And have a few minutes to myself, he left unsaid.

“You should check out the bookstore at the end over there,” Erica said to Will, pointing with a slender hand.  “They have tons of used books, stuff that’s really hard to find.”

“I’m sure they’re not open on a Thanksgiving afternoon,” Will replied.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen them closed.  I think the people who run it sleep there or something.”

“I’ll check it out,” Will said.  “You going with your mom and grandma?”

“Yeah, I want to get back to my new computer.”

“Better hurry, then.  They’re about to drive off.”

“Oh, crap.  Wait, mom!”

He watched in amusement as Erica scurried across the parking lot, wildly waving her arms to get her mother’s attention, auburn tresses bouncing with every step. She was still an awkward teenager, but it was already obvious that Erica was turning into a stunning young woman.  He was glad that she took after her maternal line.  The Liebkind women of his dad’s line had been German peasant stock, broad-faced and stoutly built, but Kate was of far more graceful Nordic ancestry.

The bookstore was at the end of the strip mall, a small sliver of storefront with two narrow windows on each side of the door that were neatly packed with books.  Will looked at the display offerings for a few moments, and he was pleased to see that most of the books in the windows were a decent literary sampler, refreshingly devoid of John Grisham novels or photo books about the local college football team.  He opened the door and stepped into the store, and the smell of used books hit his nose at once.

The store was narrow, with only three main aisles of books, but the owner had made the best of the space.  There were books displayed face-out on wooden pegs at the ends of each aisle, and neatly labeled storage bins underneath.  There was a short counter with a register by the left wall near the door, but nobody was sitting behind it at the moment.  Will walked into the right aisle, doing his usual efficient scan of the book spines as he slowly paced down the row of shelves.

Each aisle was sorted thematically, and he skipped past the history and romance sections until he reached the one labeled “Modern Literature”.  Will suspected that every single published author in the business checked for their own books in any bookstore they visited, and he was no exception.  The literature section was organized alphabetically, and he found his own name after a brief search.  The store had half a dozen copies of both hardcover and paperback editions, and he pulled one of the paperbacks off the shelf.

The Crow’s Lament, the title said.  His own name was printed below, in slightly smaller letters, and the widely spaced print underneath it said “NOBEL PRIZE WINNING AUTHOR”.  Will leafed through the paperback, looking at his own words staring back him.

‘The Pretentious Turd’, I should have titled it, he thought.  It had taken him the better part of a year to write Crow’s Lament, the first draft dashed out in numerous caffeine-fueled sessions at the alternative and oh-so-hip coffee shop near campus.  Back then, laptops had been far out of his financial reach, so he had written the first draft in longhand, on a stack of spiral-bound notebooks.  Every weekend, he had used one of the Macintoshes in the university computer lab to transcribe the work of the week into a WordPerfect document.  He still owned the original stack of notebooks; they resided in a sturdy document box in the corner of his office.  His fingers still hurt in memory of his cramped marathon writing sessions whenever he opened the box and looked at the pile of notebooks, their blue covers now faded to a grayish hue at the corners.

Will closed the paperback and tucked it neatly back into its spot on the shelf.  Some of the copies on the shelf looked like he had cashed the royalty checks for them about a decade ago already, but there were two hardcovers and one paperback that looked brand new, their spines pristine and their corners crisp.  

College kids, he thought with a smirk.  Bought the book for a class and then dropped the course after the first day.  He was familiar with the practice, as he too had sold a fair amount of books back to his own college bookstore in unopened condition.

His books were in the A-L section of modern authors, and the Ls were at the very end of the aisle.  Will turned the corner to check out the next aisle when he heard a tapping sound in the corner of the room.  He turned back and saw a display table in the corner, neatly buttressed against the end of the bookshelf.  Underneath the table was a dog, resting on a folded blanket, and the tapping was caused by the dog’s tail on the carpet.

“Hey there, buddy,” Will said, and lowered himself to sit on his heels.  The frequency of the taps increased as he did so, and he figured it was safe enough to stretch out a hand and offer it to the dog to inspect.  It was a red dachshund, a large standard-sized one.

The dachshund sniffed Will’s hand and nudged it approvingly, and Will laughed as he reached out to scratch the dog behind the ears.

“You’re a friendly guy, aren’t you?”

“He’s the bookstore dog,” a female voice behind him said, and Will turned around.

“Aren’t bookstores supposed to have a cat?”

“Pshaw.  Every used bookstore has a cat.  I figured I ought to set myself apart.  Besides, I’m a dog person.”

“Me, too.” Will remained in his half-crouched position, continuing to scratch the dog’s ear.  “What’s his name?”

“Oliver.”  The woman set the armload of books she had been carrying onto the table above the dachshund’s head, and crouched down next to Will.  She reached out and scratched the other side of the dog’s head, and the dachshund let out a satisfied grunt at this preponderance of affection. 

“You’re spoiled rotten, Oliver,” Will smiled.  

“Say, ‘Of course I am, that’s what I’m here for,’” the woman said in affectionate doggy talk, and then leaned in to kiss the dog on the nose.  Then she stood up, and Will raised himself from his crouch.  

She was short, maybe five five at most, and a complete knockout.  Will had a firm idea of what constituted attractiveness, and this woman hit the bullseye dead center.  She had long dark hair tied back into a ponytail, hazel eyes, and an adorable little pug nose over invitingly full lips.  As she righted herself, she brushed a strain of that dark hair out of her face and smiled at him.

“I think Oliver here is the first dachshund I’ve seen in the last few years that’s not named ‘Oscar’,” he said.  “How did you come up with his name?”

“I got him at the pound.  He looked at me with those brown eyes, and I immediately thought of Oliver Twist.  You know, ‘please, sir, I would…’”

“…like some more,” Will finished with her, and they both laughed.  

“Yeah, there’s no worse name for a dachshund than ‘Oscar’.  I hate it when they call him ‘wiener dog’. ‘Hey, lookit that thar wiener dog,’” she mimed in a perfect imitation of a redneck drawl, and the sudden contrast to her normal speech made Will realize that she had no trace of a regional accent.

“You don’t sound much like a local,” he said.

“Born and bred in New Hampshire.  You sound like you’re from up north as well.”

“Well spotted.  Born and bred in Maine.  It looks like we’re both a long way from home down here.”

“Not really,” she shrugged.  “I’ve lived here for long enough that I ought to call this place home by now, I suppose.”

“Is this your store?”

“Yes, it is.” She straightened herself as she looked around, and he could tell the sudden infusion of ownership pride in her features.  The place was small enough to cross in a dozen strides, but it was her domain.  She stretched out her hand.

“I’m Claire.”

“Hi, Claire.  I’m Will.” He took the offered hand and shook it.  “So what brought you down from the Live Free or Die state to lovely Tennessee?”

“Oh, it’s a long and sordid story.  Let’s just say it was a family thing.”

He took the brief and subtle clouding of her expression as a hint to drop that particular line of approach.

“This is a nice little store, Claire.  I almost missed it, but my niece pointed me your way.  How come you’re open on Thanksgiving, instead of taking the day off like everybody else?”

“Are you kidding?  I get a ton of business from holiday refugees every year.  Turkey Day, Christmas, the Fourth, and so on.” She made a face.  “Besides, I hate turkey anyway.”

”That makes two of us.  Thank the gods my sister-in-law’s oven gave up the ghost today.  I wasn’t too excited about going Chinese on Thanksgiving, either, but that place down at the other end of the mall is pretty good.”

“Ah, the Peking Garden.  Yes, I am familiar with their fine products.  It’s the only place in walking range that has edible stuff for lunch, if you don’t count Mickey D’s as edible.”

The muted little cowbell on the door jingled, and Claire looked around him to check out the new arrival.  He hoped it was nobody she knew so she wouldn’t be distracted from their conversation.

“Hey, Libby.  Did you finish Empire Falls yet?”

Will turned around to look at Libby who turned out to be a flower skirted woman of about fifty with a braid that reached down to the small of her back.

“Hi, Claire, honey.  Yes, I did, and I cannot for the life of me figure out why they thought that book was worth a Pulitzer.  It’s just so meandering.”

Claire laughed, a clear and bubbly laughter that sounded very charming to Will.

“Yes, I always thought his writing needed a bit of trimming.”

The woman Libby smiled at him in a noncommittally courteous way, and he smiled back.  Then Libby’s eyes widened ever so slightly, and he knew that she was the kind of bookworm who studied author photographs on dust jackets.

“Oh.  My.  Lord.” She covered her mouth just like Mrs. Yarmouth had done, and Claire gave her a puzzled look.

“What?  See a ghost or something?”

Libby ignored Claire and approached Will with hesitation, and he smiled at her as she came forward, one hand on her mouth and the other on her chest.

“Are you who I think you are?”

“I don’t know,” Will said.  “Tell me who you think I am, and I’ll tell you if you’re correct.” 

He grinned when he saw the genuine puzzlement on Claire’s face.  For once, he was glad to run into a reader who actually recognized him.  Libby finally noticed Claire’s expression as well.

“I don’t know what kind of strings you pulled to get this man into your store, but this is sensational.” She offered her hand to Will, who shook it with a jovial smile.

“I never thought I’d actually shake hands with you,” Libby said, and let out a nervous giggle that contributed to Claire’s confusion all the more.

“I pulled what now?  Is there something I’m not getting here?” Claire looked from Libby to Will.  “There must be something I’m not getting here.”

Libby laughed when she realized that Claire’s ignorance was not feigned.

“Oh, you literature maven.  This is William Liebkind.  You know, Nobel Prize for Literature?”

“I go by Will, really,” he said, suppressing chuckle at the sudden shock replacing the confusion in Claire’s expression.

“This is a joke, right?  Are you playing freakin’ jokes on me on Thanksgiving, Libby?  I swear, I’ll...”

“Oh, you silly goose.” 

Libby shouldered her way past Claire and walked over to the shelf where Will had seen his own books.  She was well familiar with the inventory; it took her a mere five seconds to locate a copy of the hardcover edition and pull it from the shelf.  She turned around, walked back to Claire, and held the book out, with the back cover opened to reveal the author picture on the rear dust cover flap.

“Not one of the greatest pictures anyone’s taken of me,” he said.

Claire took the book from Libby, looked at the picture, and then shifted her gaze to Will.

“Well, paint me green and call me Gumby.”

She closed the book with a clap and gave Will a sheepish smile.  Libby grinned and clapped her hands, bouncing in place like an excited terrier.

“It looks like I may be the only bookstore owner east of the Mississippi who doesn’t recognize a Nobel Prize-winning author when he walks into her store,” Claire said, and Will and Libby both laughed.

“Oh, hardly,” he said.  “It’s not like writers are rock stars.  One time I did a book signing at one of those humongous trendy stores, and they handed me a job application when I walked in and asked for the manager.”

Claire laughed, obviously relieved that he wasn’t offended by her failure to recognize him.

“Oh, this is so cool,” Libby said, fishing her cell phone out of her purse.  “I have to call my friend and tell her about this.  She won’t believe me in a million years.”

“You got a camera on that thing?  I’m sure Claire here can take a picture of the both of us.  That way you have undeniable photographic proof.”

“Oh, would you mind?  That would be wonderful!”

He didn’t think that Libby could get any more excited, but somehow she managed to get twice as bouncy as before.

“I have a digital camera behind the counter,” Claire said.  “Hang on, I’ll go and get it.”

Will only barely managed to not look at Claire’s jeans-clad posterior as she walked off to get the camera, mindful of Libby’s star-struck gaze on him.

“Wow,” Libby said.  “This is only the coolest thing to happen in this place all year.  Nobody ever comes to Knoxville.  Well, at least nobody who’s anybody in the field of literature.”

“Not big on books, your fellow Knox--what is it, Knoxvillians?”

“Knoxvillians,” she confirmed with a grin.  “And no, they’re not big on books.  Football and religion, yes.  Books, not so much.”

Claire returned with the camera, a bulky old thing that had a slot for ancient floppy disks on its side.  Will had done such photo ops a thousand times, and he amiably put an arm around Libby’s shoulder and smiled into the camera while Claire took a few shots.

“That’ll be something to show those stuck-up book club girls at Barnes & Noble,” Libby said, beaming into the lens.

“Alrighty,” Claire declared, and shut off the camera.  “That should give you a few good shots for sure.”

“Hang on there, missy,” Libby said.  She reached for the camera and pulled Claire forward gently.

“We need one or two of you with Mr. Liebkind, for the corkboard behind the register.  Don’t you want to show people that you’ve had a genuine Nobel prize winner in your little bookstore?”

Claire gave Will an apologetic look, and he smiled at her as she handed the camera to Libby.  She stepped next to him, and he put his arm around her and flashed his best publicity shot smile at Libby behind the ancient camera.  After a brief moment, she put her arm around him as well.  She exuded a pleasant fragrance that was a mixture of subtle perfume and hair conditioner.  They stood together like this for a few moments while Libby snapped a few shots, waiting for the camera to laboriously and noisily write the picture to the floppy after every shot.  

“There, that’s it.  Looks like the disk is full.”

Claire detached herself from Will and took the camera from Libby.

“Yep, twelve shots is all you get out of this thing before the disk runs out of space.  I guess there will be one or two good pictures out of the dozen.”  She looked at Will and smiled.  “Thank you so much for indulging us.  This must be terribly amusing to someone like you—two small town book club girls getting all excited over the famous writer.”

“That’s okay,” Will replied, returning her smile in what he hoped was a non-stuck-up fashion.  “I’m quite flattered, actually.  I feel a bit like a rock star now.”

“Yeah, about that,” Libby said.  “Would you mind signing a copy of your book for me?”

They spent the next thirty minutes chatting about books, and Will regaled the two women with tales from the publishing world.  He found himself studying Claire’s face when she talked.  She had an adorable smile, and he tried hard to remember his funniest tales from Publishing Row just to keep seeing that smile.

After a while, even star-struck Libby had realized that the conversation had essentially become a dialogue between Will and Claire, and she excused herself, accepting a hug from Will before running off to continue her errands.  Will saw her pull the cell phone from her purse the minute the store door closed behind her.  He knew there was nobody in her circle of friends who wouldn’t know of his presence in Knoxville within the next hour.  Nobody else had entered the store while they had their chat, and now Will and Claire were once again alone with Oliver, who had resumed his afternoon nap below the table in the corner.

Claire followed his glance out of the window, where Libby was now leaving their field of vision as she walked past the last window on the left side of the store, talking into her cell phone in a highly animated fashion.

“Libby’s nice, but she never stops in for less than a half hour.  Sometimes I have to just about push her out of the door with a box full of books if I want to get any work done.”

“Am I keeping you from working?” Will asked.

“Oh, no.  Not at all.” She gestured around the store in a vague manner.  “As you can tell, I’m not doing a terrific amount of business today.  Although I suspect we’ll see a whole lot of people coming through that door if you stick around for another twenty minutes.  I think Libby is calling the entire book club right now.”

He cringed at the thought of an army of book club ladies flooding into the place, and Claire laughed when she saw the momentary expression of pain on his face.

“Well, I guess I ought to go and rejoin the rest of the family for the customary after-dinner ritual of getting drunk and cussing at each other.”

“You have family here in Knoxville?”

“Yeah, my little brother lives here,” he shrugged.  “For some reason, my mother allowed herself to get talked into doing Thanksgiving a thousand miles from home.”

“Well, you have a nice remaining Thanksgiving, Will.  Thanks for stopping by my crummy little store, and for posing for pictures.  You’ll be the talk of the place for a few weeks, I promise.”

“You have a nice rest of the day, too,” Will said, and took her offered hand.  They shook briefly, and he suppressed the urge to give her a hug like he had done with Libby.  “And this store is not crummy at all.  Trust me, I’ve been to enough crummy ones to know.”

She laughed and brushed her hair out of her forehead with the palm of her hand.

“You’re a liar, but it’s a nice lie.  Thanks for the compliment.  Stop by again anytime.”

On the way back to the car, Will took note of the store’s name again, and he memorized the white number stenciled above the door.  The Lost Savant, number 16384, he repeated to himself.  Now to figure out the name of this road.

There was a road sign across the intersection when he pulled out of the strip mall parking lot, and he quickly pulled his little notebook from the pocket of his sport coat and clicked his pen open on the armrest of the BMW.  He jotted down the name and address of the bookstore and stowed the notebook back in his pocket, satisfied.

“Where on earth have you been?” Bob asked him as he walked through the door fifteen minutes later.  “We figured you got lost or something.  It’s been an hour.”

“Yeah, well, I was shopping for books,” Will said with a smile, and he thought he saw Bob’s eyebrow rise ever so slightly.  “Hey, do you have a copy of the Yellow Pages?”

“Sure thing.”  Bob turned and walked into the kitchen, where he reached into the bookshelf that held all of Christa’s cookbooks.  He pulled a battered copy of the Yellow Pages from the bottom shelf and tossed it to Will.

“Something catch your eye while you were shopping?”

“Yeah,” Will said as he retreated to the living room, replying over his shoulder.  “I guess you can say that.”

“So you’re not packing up and leaving tonight, I take it?”

“Hate to disappoint you, Bob, but I think I might stick around for a little while longer.  Now, would you mind stopping the interrogation, and pouring me some bourbon, please?”

Chapter 4

“You can’t spend another week in Knoxville, Will.  You have a speaking engagement at Brandywine in Burlington on Monday morning, remember?”

“Brandywine College.”  Will closed his eyes momentarily, suppressing the urge to slap his forehead.  “Shit, I completely forgot about those people.  I’m sorry, Megan.”

“I could cancel for you on short notice, but they’d want their speaking fee back.”

Megan had been his publicist for the last seven years, and Will had developed the ability to gauge her level of annoyance by the subtle nuances in her phone voice.  Right now, the pauses before her statements were short, so her mood was still neutral.  He had almost run her off two or three times in the last few years, and the last time he’d had to resort to naked bribery in the form of a hefty raise to keep her from quitting.

He thought about Megan’s proposal for a moment.

“No, that wouldn’t be good.  They’d blacklist me, and that won’t sit well with the other schools up there.  You know how networked those Ivy League places are.”  

On the other end of the line, Megan chuckled softly.

“Will Liebkind, concerned about his reputation on the academic circuit?  What happened to you all of a sudden?  Did you crash your car on the way south and suffer a head injury?”

“Give me some credit, Megan.  Those speaking gigs are easy meal tickets.  No point crapping into one’s own pantry.”

“Crassly put, but I can’t dispute the point.  Will you be able to make it up there in time?”

Will checked his mental calendar.  The trip to Burlington would take two full days from Tennessee, slightly less if he went around D.C. and took a few liberties with the speed limit.

“Yeah, but I’ll have to leave tomorrow morning at the latest.  Don’t worry—I’ll be there, unless I wreck the BMW on the way.”

“Please don’t,” Megan said.  “You’re my meal ticket, and there won’t be any unemployment insurance for me if you check out.”

Will laughed.

“I love when you get sentimental on me.”

It was Friday morning, and Bob was still in his bathrobe, watching TV in the living room.  Kate, Christa and Erica had set off on a breakfast at the IHOP with subsequent mall expedition, and Will had turned down the invitation to join them with unmitigated horror in his eyes.  The day after Thanksgiving was the worst possible day to go anywhere near a shopping mall, as far as he was concerned, but the prospect of legions of fellow shoppers had excited rather than repelled the Liebkind women.  That left Will alone in the house with Bob.

“Well, it looks like you’ll get rid of me pretty soon after all,” Will said as he walked back into the living room.

“Oh?” Bob sat up on the couch and hit the mute switch on the remote control.  “How so?  I thought you were going to hang out here for a bit.”

“Speaking engagement in Vermont.  You know, one of those college pep talk thingies?”

“I wouldn’t know,” Bob grinned.  “They only invite respectable writers to those.  Does that stuff pay well?”

“Ten grand for an hour or two of yakkedy-yak and elbow-rubbing.”

Bob whistled through his teeth.

“Yeah, that’s a decent hourly rate, I’d say.  So when are you leaving?”

“Tomorrow morning is early enough.  Don’t count me in for dinner, though.  I may have something else lined up tonight.”

“Oh?” Bob raised an eyebrow.  “I didn’t realize you knew anyone else in Knoxville.”

“I don’t.  Well, I guess I do now, sort of.” He hesitated for a moment.  They did not voluntarily share private matters often, but for some reason he did not feel particularly combative today.  

“There’s this woman who runs the bookstore near the Chinese restaurant.  I think I am going to ask her to go to dinner with me tonight.”

Bob flashed a surprised grin.

“So that’s where you were yesterday afternoon,” he said.  “I figured you weren’t digging through some dusty paperbacks for an hour.”  He tossed the remote onto the coffee table.  

“Does she know who you are?”

“She does now,” Will smiled.  “One of her customers recognized me, and she was pretty embarrassed.  We took pictures and all.”

“I bet she was.  Half a dozen living Americans running around with that medal, and she doesn’t recognize one when he walks into her store.  I bet she’ll let you take her out just to get back into your good graces.”

“Hey, I didn’t hold it against her.  How many authors do you know by sight?  Besides, I’m kind of hoping that my good looks and winning personality will be enough to make her go out with me.”

Bob laughed as he raised himself from the couch.

“Will, in this town you’re a desirable date if you have a Bachelor’s degree and all your teeth in place.  For a Nobel prize winner, most women here would practically disrobe right at the bar down at Applebee’s.”

“She’s not a local.  Says she’s from New Hampshire.”

“Even better,” Bob grinned as he gathered his robe around himself.  “You know how New Englanders are about edumacation.”  He pronounced the last word with a deliberately thick country twang.

“You’re a New Englander, too,” Will said.

“Oh, yeah.  They never let me forget that down here, either.  They don’t even consider Erica a true Southerner, despite the fact that she was born right down the road at St. Mary’s Medical Center.  You know what they say around here?  ‘If the cat had kittens in the oven, we wouldn’t call them biscuits.’”

“Charming.  I guess you haven’t reached the right level of inbreeding yet.”

“Hey, the South has its own advantages,” Bob said.  “I haven’t shoveled snow in over a decade.”

“Whatever,” Will smirked.  “You live in a place where the public libraries are smaller than the average Burger King.  The lack of snow hardly makes up for that.  Now go and take a shower before you start exposing yourself.  Buy a bigger robe, will ya?”

When the sound of the running shower told Will that his brother was occupied, he pulled out his notebook and looked up the number of Claire’s bookstore.  Whatever she was doing, she must have been right by the phone, because she answered after the first ring.

“The Lost Savant, this is Claire.”

“Hi, Claire.  This is Will from yesterday, remember?”

“Oh, hi, Will.  Of course I remember you.”  She laughed.  “It’s not like I have a famous writer in my store every other day.  What can I do for you?”

Will closed his eyes briefly.  His stomach felt like it was doing a little flip, and he chided himself almost immediately.

This is not high school, and I’m not a teenager, he thought.  God, it’s not like I’m asking someone out to the prom.

“Uh, I was wondering if you had any plans tonight.  I’d absolutely love to have dinner with you.”

There was a brief pause on the other end of the line, and he held his breath.  Then Claire let out a surprised laugh that sounded every bit as tense as he felt.

“Well…yeah.  Sure.  Why not?  I suppose I can call it a day early today.  What did you have in mind?”

“I don’t know.”  The tense feeling in his stomach had been replaced by a sort of buoyancy.  “I don’t know the restaurants in this town, except the Peking Garden, and I’d really rather not do a Chinese buffet tonight.”

“Oh, I’m with you on that one,” Claire chuckled.  “How about seafood?  Do you like seafood?”

“I’m from Maine,” he replied.  “Of course I do.  Are there any decent seafood restaurants in this town?”

“Let’s see.  I’m assuming you’re talking fresh seafood, which rules out Red Lobster and Captain D’s.”  She paused for a moment.

“There’s Chesapeake’s downtown.  There’s also Bayou Bay down by the road to the airport, but that’s more a casual-type place.  Their food is awesome, though.  If you’ve ever wanted to try fried gator, that’s the place.”

“Fried gator?” Will echoed.  “I’ve never really thought of alligator as seafood.  I didn’t know those were legal to hunt.”

“They raise them on farms, just like chicken.”

“Interesting.  Well, where would you go if you came down to visit from New Hampshire, and you only had one shot at seafood in Knoxville?”

“Bayou Bay,” Claire replied instantly.  “Chesapeake’s is very nice, but you can get stuff that’s just as good at Legal Seafood or something like it up in Boston all day long.  If you want something you can’t get up north, you have to try Cajun Bay.”

“Well, that’s settled,” Will said.  “Bayou Bay it is.  If that’s okay with you, that is.”

“Oh, that’s fine with me.”

“May I pick you up, or do you not trust me enough just yet to accept a ride in my car?”

“Oh, please,” Claire laughed.  “If you abduct me or something, I’m sure that Libby will be able to point the cops into your direction.  I’ll be closing at six today.”

“I’ll be there,” Will said.  “Looking forward to it.”

“The girls want to meet us for lunch over at the mall,” Bob said when he walked back into the living room, rubbing his wet hair with a towel.  “Are you up for it?  The place is a madhouse today, but they put in for a table at Ruby Tuesday’s.  Forty-five minute wait.”

“Sure,” Will replied absent-mindedly.

“Hello?  Earth to Will?  We’re talking the mall on the worst shopping day of the year.  I thought you hated the place.”

“I do,” Will said.  “But I have a dinner date lined up, and I have to drive back north tomorrow morning.  Last chance for a family meal.”

Bob gave him a quizzical look.  

“I barely had to twist your arm on that one.  You getting sick on me?”

“Just shut up and put some shoes on those feet,” Will smiled.  “Are you going in that outfit?”

Bob was wearing faded jeans and an oversized black t-shirt with a silhouette of a pole dancer on it.  Underneath, it said I SUPPORT SINGLE MOMS in gold lettering.  He looked down at his belly and shrugged his shoulders.

“Sure.  It’s just Ruby Tuesday’s, you know.  It’s not like they have any sort of dress code.”

“Whatever,” Will sighed.  “Just walk a few steps behind me, or in front of me, so people won’t think we’re associated.”

When they arrived at the restaurant, the Liebkind women were already seated, nursing sodas and water.  The restaurant was inside the mall, near one of the exits, and every table in the house was packed.  Will and Bob squeezed through the seated crowd, took off their coats, and joined the women at the table.

“Don’t even bother with the salad bar,” Christa said as the men picked up their menus.  “It’s awesome, but it’ll take you twenty minutes to get through the line.”

“Well, I’m sure Bob is just shattered to hear that,” Will said with a grin, and Erica chuckled into her soda cup.  He winked at her and dodged the menu Bob was slow-swinging at his head.

“Salad is what food eats,” Bob announced.  “I did not acquire this outstanding physique by nibbling on carrots.”  He tossed his menu back onto the table.  “Ribeye and baked potato for me, I think.”

“Just so you keep in shape,” Will replied, before leaning over to Erica.

“Well, he is in shape.  Round is a shape,” he murmured, and Erica giggled.  Bob folded his arms over his chest with a grin.

“Yeah, yeah, joke all you want.  In the end, one of you will be back on the road tomorrow, and the other will come and ask me for cash before the weekend is over.”  He looked at Kate, who observed the exchange between her sons with a smile.  

“She keeps asking for something called an allowance.  I told her that I am not familiar with the term.  Never heard it once when we were growing up.”

“Right,” Kate said, and shifted her attention to Erica.  “Don’t you believe a word of that baloney.  This one wouldn’t pick up the lawnmower or bring out the trash without some payout.”  She rubbed her thumb and forefinger in the classical gesture for baksheesh.  

“Really?” Erica said.  “I never get paid for taking out the trash.”

“That’s because you’re not a profiteer like your father here,” Christa said amiably.

“You don’t seem to mind my ‘profiteering’ too much when I hand you the checks from the publisher to deposit,” Bob said with a smug expression on his face.  

The waiter arrived, and they ordered their meals.  Will wasn’t particularly hungry, so he ordered the soup-and-sandwich deal.  Bob ordered an appetizer sampler for his lunch, and Will checked the menu and flinched when he saw that the sampler contained nothing but deep-fried foods.  The women ordered various salads from the menu to avoid having to battle the crowds at the salad bar.

“Will is not going to be with us for dinner, so you need to enjoy his company while it lasts,” Bob announced after the waiter had refreshed everyone’s drinks.  “He has a date tonight.”

Will was acutely aware of everyone’s attention suddenly shifting towards him, and he squirmed a little in his chair.

“It’s not a date, and I don’t see why you need to mention it like it’s a big deal.”

“Well, I’d say it bloody well is,” Kate said.  “When’s the last time you brought a girlfriend home for dinner?”

“For inspection, you mean,” Will replied.  “And it’s not like I never date or anything.  Forgive me if I don’t take every woman I ask out to face the family jury.”

“Well, spill the beans, Will.  Who is it?”  Christa prodded him with a good-natured smile.  He sighed and rolled his eyes in resignation.

“Her name is Claire.  She runs the little bookstore in that little strip mall with the Chinese place.”

“You’re going out with Claire?”  Erica stared at Will with open-mouthed amazement.  “From The Lost Savant?”

“Yeah, that one.  I didn’t know there were more bookstores in that strip mall that are run by women named Claire.”

Erica turned to her mother and Kate.

“Claire is pretty.  She’s really nice, too, not stuck up at all.  And smart,” she proclaimed with finality.

“Well,” Bob said, patting Will on the back.  “They do say that opposites attract.”

Back at the house, Will had the distinct feeling that everyone was watching his preparations for the evening with various degrees of badly concealed interest.  He tried to ignore the spectators, but when he checked himself in the mirror after donning his jeans-and-sport coat setup only to spot Erica and Kate peering around the corner of the living room doorway, he threw up his hands in exasperation.

“You people are terrible.  Don’t you have stuff to do?  Something that’s more important than watching me pluck the fuzz off my sport coat?”

Erica’s head disappeared in a blink, but Kate merely returned her son’s irritated glare with a smile.

“Come on now.  I haven’t seen you get ready for a date since high school.  I think it’s cute.”

“For the tenth time, mom—it’s not a flippin’ date.  I’m just going out with someone to grab a bite to eat, that’s all.  Don’t make it sound like it’s such a big deal.”

“You wouldn’t be so defensive if it wasn’t,” Kate said.  “Don’t even try to deny it.”

“Oh, whatever.”  Will patted himself down to make sure he had both car keys and wallet, and then turned towards the door.

“Try and be discreet if you have to come along and tail me, okay?”

When he pulled up to The Lost Savant, Claire was already locking the doors to the store.  He waved at her, and she returned the wave with a smile as she pulled on the door to make sure it was locked.  Then she stowed her keys in her purse and walked towards his car, Oliver on his leash trotting along with her.  Will reached over to open the passenger door for her as she approached.  Her outfit was right in line with his own—she wore blue jeans, loafers, and an eggshell-colored blouse underneath a knee-length navy blue wool coat.  Her long dark hair was gathered into a loose braid that reached down well past her shoulder blades.

“Hi, Claire.  You’re dressed for a polar expedition,” Will said as she opened the door all the way and climbed into the BMW.  Oliver wagged his tail briefly and then jumped into the passenger foot space.

“Yeah, I know,” Claire replied.  “It’s funny—you think I shouldn’t get cold as easily as I do, being from New England and all.  Back home I used to run around in shirt sleeves in twenty-degree weather.”  She lowered her purse into the space between her feet and reached around for the seatbelt.  “Call me weird, but it feels colder much sooner down here.  Something about the humidity, I think.”

Will put the car in drive and steered it out of the parking lot.

“You’ll have to tell me where to go,” he said.

“Take I-75 South here.”  She pointed at the nearby on-ramp, and he did as instructed.  

“That’s a nice car,” Claire said, running her hand over the leather covering her seat.  “Some well-deserved luxuries for the famous writer?”

“You could say that,” he chuckled.  “It’s really just about the only thing I ever spend money on.  I’ve been driving clunkers all my life, and when I finally got published, I splurged a bit.”

“I like it,” she proclaimed.  “It’s nice, but it’s not flashy.  Understated luxury.  Tasteful.”

“Why, thank you,” Will said with a smile.  “I’m past the age where guys try to impress girls with their cars, but I’m flattered nonetheless.”

“Oh, please,” Claire grinned.  “If guys ever got past that age, they wouldn’t sell too many Corvettes.”

“I guess not,” he admitted.

The interstate led them straight into downtown Knoxville, and Claire directed him through the multitude of interchanges until they crossed the Tennessee River on a bridge that looked like it was built during the Depression.  To their left, the modest Knoxville skyline gleamed in the setting sun, a motley collection of office buildings and bank towers that didn’t quite look like they belonged together.  Everything about Knoxville seemed a little off to Will, as if the city planners had just mixed a little antebellum South with a little Minneapolis.  To their right, a massive sports stadium squatted in the shadow of the glass towers of the downtown banks, a huge concrete structure with as much aesthetic grace as an aircraft hangar.

“Holy crap,” Will muttered.  “Don’t tell me that’s where the local college team plays.”

“You got it,” Claire said.  “Home of the University of Tennessee Volunteers.  They say it’s one of the three largest football stadiums in the country.  On game day, it becomes the third-largest city in the state all by itself.”

“Unreal,” he said.  “People must take their football serious around here.”

“You have no idea,” Claire replied, rolling her eyes.  “If you’re not wearing orange on game day, you’re likely to get funny looks, like you’re an apostate or something.”

Will had little interest in professional sports, except for the occasional Red Sox game at Fenway Park.  Watching college football ranked somewhere below knitting and dog grooming on his list of interesting activities.  Claire caught the look of consternated disapproval on his face and laughed, patting his hand resting on the gearshift.

“Another football hater.  I think we’ll get along just fine.”

Their route led them south out of downtown, leading past mile after mile of strip malls, fast food joints and used car dealerships.  If this was not Knoxville’s low-rent district, it was not too far away.  They passed pawnshops and bail bonds, and the further they went south, the more dingy the establishments seemed to get.  His growing discomfort with the neighborhood must have been obvious to Claire, because at some point she patted the sleeve of his sport coat.

“Don’t worry, the crummy part ends right before the Super Wal-Mart.  The Bayou Bay is about two miles ahead on the right side of the road.  You can’t miss it—they light it up like a Cinco de Mayo party in the evenings.”

The place was a large one-story clapboard structure painted in a seawater shade of turquoise, and adorned with colorful light chains.  It reminded Will of the ramshackle lobster and clam restaurants on the Maine coast, the ones where nobody cared about sitting on roughly hewn wooden benches because the clams were so fresh that you could feel the sand grinding between your teeth.  Will pulled into the parking lot.

“What are we going to do with poor Oliver here?” Will asked.  The dog looked up at the mention of his name, and Will reached out to scratch Oliver’s head.  His hand brushed against Claire’s leg as he did so, and Oliver defused the situation by placing his head on his master’s thigh for easier access.

“They don’t allow pets in there, and I won’t be able to pass him off as an assistance dog.  He’d pull straight for the nearest food and blow his cover instantly.”  She regarded Oliver with a smile, and the dachshund returned her gaze with a hopeful wag of the tail.

“Sorry, buddy, you can’t come.  Fried food is bad for you anyway.”  Claire rubbed Oliver’s ears and then looked at Will.

“Do you mind if he stays in the car while we’re in there?  It’s a cool evening, and he’s a pretty well-behaved little guy, as long as there’s no food out in the open.”

“He’ll be fine, I’m sure,” Will said.

He cracked the windows of the BMW to let some fresh air in for Oliver, and they climbed out of the car and made their way in. Claire smiled in appreciation when he held the door for her.

The Cajun Bay was not the kind of place that had a waitress.  People placed their orders at the counter and then picked them up as the order numbers were called out.  They ordered their food, Will going along with Claire’s advice and mirroring her order.  

“Fried gator,” he said with a grin as they found a spot at one of the tables.  “They don’t exactly have that on the menu at Legal Seafood.”

“Don’t expect some exotic kind of taste experience,” Claire smiled.  “It tastes a lot like chewy chicken.  But at least you’ll be able to say that you’ve tried it once, right?”

“Hey, I never knock a food until I’ve tried it.  Within reason, of course.  I draw the line at brains and eyeballs.”

“Aw, shucks.  That rules out a pretty big slice of southern cooking for you.”

The place was packed to the rafters, but their order number was called just a few minutes after they had taken their seats.  Will went to fetch the order from the counter.  On his way back, he admired Claire’s profile as she studied the room in turn.  He put the paper-lined plastic baskets down on the table and slid back onto his seat.

“Here we go.  Two orders of fried gator.  Looks…interesting.”

The gator was cut into strips and deep-fried.  To Will, it looked indistinguishable from clam strips.  He tried a bite, mindful of Claire watching him expectantly.

“Hmm.  Not bad.  You’re right, it’s a lot like rubbery chicken.”

“See?  Now you can say you’ve eaten gator.”  She took a bite of her own food and looked at her half-eaten strip of gator.  

“Poor things.  With all the people killed by alligators in the last few decades, we eat a lot more of them than they eat of us.”

“I wonder if they make the same kind of flavor comparisons when they do catch one of us,” Will grinned.  “’Hey, Bob, have you tried these joggers yet?  They taste just like chicken, only a little more chewy.  Quite delightful once you let them sit in some canal mud.’”

Claire laughed.

“Oh, I have no doubt they’d return the favor in spades if they were the ones with the big brains and the opposable thumbs.”

“So you’re not one of those people who think that the lions would play Canasta with the lambs if it wasn’t for the destructive influence of us evil humans?”

“Hell, no,” Claire said.  “Nature is wholesale slaughter.  All the world’s a buffet.  Just look at little Oliver—if I dropped dead at home one day, he’d grieve right up until dinnertime.  Then he’d be like, ‘Well, she was fun, but I’m really hungry now, and there’s no sense letting her go to waste.’”

They talked and laughed for a while as they ate their dinner, and it was only when they were almost done with their food when Will realized that she hadn’t asked him a single question about either writing or the Nobel prize.  In fact, they hadn’t talked about books at all, and when he pointed that fact out to Claire, she laughed.

“I’m knee-deep in books all day, and I’m sure you can stand to talk about something else, too,” she said.  “I mean, I love literature, but I don’t have to be steeped in it twenty-four hours a day.”

She studied him over the rim of her plastic soda cup, smiling cryptically.

“You get asked about your writing all the time, I bet.  Don’t you always wonder whether women go out with you because you’re a famous writer?”

The frankness of the question caught him off guard, and he took a sip of his own soda to buy some time for a response.  When it came out, he surprised himself with his own honesty.

“Actually, I don’t really care whether they do.  I have taken advantage of that fact more than a few times.  Not very mature and responsible of me, is it?”

“All it means is that you’re human,” Claire said after a moment of contemplation.  “I can’t say I’d be immune to taking advantage of my fame if I had any.”

“So, are you going out with me because I’m a famous writer?”

She smiled and lowered her gaze, sloshing the ice cubes in her soda around before taking another sip.

“No, I’m going out with you because you seem like a nice guy.  The fact that you’re good-looking doesn’t hurt, either.”

“How’d you figure I was a nice guy?”

“You were nice to Libby at the store, talking to her and letting your picture be taken with her and all.  And you were nice to Oliver, even though you didn’t know I was watching you.”

“I see,” Will smiled.  “Well, don’t be fooled.  My brother will be most happy to tell you what a complete and irredeemable prick I am.”

“Sibling opinions don’t count,” Claire said.  “They’re too biased.  If we only ever judged people by what their siblings thought of them, we’d hardly date at all.”

After dinner, Claire ordered a crab cake to go, and they went back to the car, where Oliver was adorning the inside of the passenger window with his nose prints.  He wagged his tail furiously when Claire opened the door and clipped a leash to his collar, and the wagging turned more frenzied when he saw the food container in her hand.

“That’s my boy,” Claire laughed.  “’Oh, mommy, I missed you so much…hey, what’s in the box?’”

She walked Oliver to the nearest patch of grass, where he did his business, never taking his eyes off the little Styrofoam box in Claire’s hand for more than a second.  When he was finished, she opened the box and put it in front of him, and Oliver wolfed down the contents, his tail wagging.

“Dachshunds,” she said apologetically.  “They’re lovable creatures, but they live to eat.”

“He’s pretty trim,” Will observed.

“That’s because I keep him on a strict diet.  Tonight was a treat.  Call it compensation for having to wait in the car.”

When Oliver was finished with the food and started working on the box, Claire stooped down and took the container away from him, which he tolerated with a mere wistful glance at the box.  She tossed the remains into a nearby trashcan.

“That’s dinner for you, buddy,” she said.  Then she looked at Will and smirked.  “He’s going to make a beeline straight for his bowl when we get home, hoping that I forgot all about the crab cake.”

“Can’t blame a guy for trying,” Will said to Oliver, who wagged his tail in agreement.

They drove back towards downtown Knoxville, continuing their conversation from the restaurant while Oliver curled up in front of Claire’s feet and napped.  It was dark by now, and the neighborhood didn’t seem quite as grungy as before.

Will took the return route from memory, only having to verify a turn with Claire once before they were back on the Interstate leading north out of downtown Knoxville.  

When he pulled the car into the parking lot in front of The Lost Savant, Claire looked at him with a slight smile on her face that reminded him of Erica.

“Why, it almost seems that you can’t wait to get rid of me,” she said.

“Hardly,” he said, returning the smile.  “I thoroughly enjoy the company.  I just figured it would show good manners if I didn’t lay claim to your entire evening.”

“That’s very considerate,” Claire replied.  “I’ll mark it in your file.” Then she leaned back into her seat and picked up her purse from the space between her feet.

“Thanks for the lovely evening, Will.  It was a nice change of pace.  I don’t get out too often.”

“I had a good time, too,” he said.  “Any chance we can repeat the event some time soon?”

She eyed him with what looked like suspicion, as if she was trying to decide if he was making fun of her.  Then she offered a cautious smile.

“I’m sure you have better things to do than to hang out with a small-town bookstore girl, but if you’re ever back in town, I’d love to get together again,” she said.

Will reached into the pocket of his sport coat and pulled out his notebook.  She watched as he scribbled something onto a page, which he then pulled out of the notebook and handed to her.

“If you can deal with a guy giving you his number,” he said with a smile, and she took the piece of paper with a laugh.

“I’m unlisted,” he said apologetically.  “Just don’t hand it out to the girls from the book club,” he added, and she laughed again.

“Hardly,” she said as she tucked the paper into her purse.  “Some of them make Libby seem reserved and uptight.  You’d get flooded with calls.”  One of her carefully tamed strands of dark hair had freed itself from the hairclip, and she brushed it out of her face with an absent-minded motion.

God, she’s gorgeous, he thought.  He felt the urge to lean in and sneak a kiss, but there was something about her demeanor that told him it would seem too forward.  For all her frankness and confidence, he sensed a nervousness about her that made him think of a skittish horse approaching a stranger.  If he made the wrong moves at the wrong time, he knew that she would bolt away from him.

She opened the passenger door, and Oliver hopped to his feet, ready to disembark.  When she climbed out, he couldn’t resist the temptation to sneak a peek at her posterior, which filled out her jeans in a most appealing manner.

Then she leaned back into the car, and before Will could react, she kissed him on the mouth, their lips making contact briefly, but firmly.  He felt the heat rise in his cheeks.

“Have a good night, Will.  I know you have a schedule and everything, but I do hope I’ll see you again.”

“So do I,” he replied, still reeling from the unexpected sensation of her lips touching his.  “Hope to see you again, I mean.”

Smooth, he thought to himself with irritation, but she merely smiled at him in response as she gathered Oliver’s leash in her hand.  He watched as she walked over to her car, a round little New Beetle the color of eggshells, Oliver keeping a bouncy pace next to her.

They pulled out of the parking lot and turned in different directions, Will taking a right towards the highway, and Claire turning left onto the main road.  He watched in the rear view mirror as her taillights disappeared in the distance.

On the way back to the house, he kept recreating the feeling of their kiss in his head, the brief but firm pressure of her lips on his.

Maybe this place isn’t totally without redemption after all, he thought. 

Chapter 5

Will’s little travel alarm clock went off at six in the morning, and he silenced it swiftly before it could wake up his mother sleeping in the guest room next to the living room.  He raised himself from the couch and ambled over to the bathroom, where he opted for a quick and quiet cat wash in the sink instead of a shower.  

When he left the bathroom, the kitchen was lit, and he could hear someone rummaging around in the cabinets.  He finished dressing and then went over to investigate.

“Mom, what are you doing up so early?”

Kate was searching through the cabinet over the kitchen sink, where a motley collection of spices and condiment containers formed a precariously unstable stack.  As he watched, his mother’s grasping hand disturbed the equilibrium of the stacked boxes, and several of them came clattering down onto the sink.

“I was going to make you some breakfast before you head back, but I can’t find the tea.  It seems like they put it in a different cupboard every evening just to mess with me.”

Will stooped down to collect some of the containers.

“That’s okay, mom.  I’m not hungry.  I’ll probably just have a glass of orange juice and two aspirin for breakfast.”

“Nonsense,” Kate scoffed.  “You’ll get hungry by eight o’clock, and then you’ll pull into some drive-through and load up on those awful egg muffin things.”

“Nothing wrong with those.  Breakfast of champions.”

“Breakfast of people who don’t know how to cook real food,” Kate retorted.  “They don’t even put real eggs into those. God, it’s a wonder you don’t weigh three hundred pounds.  Ah, here we go.”

She fished a box of teabags out of the cupboard and stepped over to the stove. Will shoveled the dropped containers of salad dressing and gourmet croutons back into the cupboard and closed the door before another avalanche could come raining down.

“You want your eggs scrambled or over easy?”

Will rolled his eyes, but leaned in to kiss his mother on the cheek, surrendering to the inevitable.

“If I can’t talk you out of it, make ‘em scrambled.  With cheddar, if there’s any in the fridge that hasn’t grown fur yet.”

When Kate had made a batch of scrambled eggs with cheddar, she piled some of it onto a plate and placed it in front of Will on the kitchen table.  Then she made up a plate for herself and sat down in the chair across the table from him.  Will dug into his scrambled eggs, but stopped his fork after the second bite when he noticed his mother’s amused gaze on him.

“What, mom?”

“Just wondering how your date went last night.  The one with the girl from the bookstore?”

“She’s thirty-three, mom.  Hardly a girl.  And the evening was fine, thank you for asking.”

“Well, good.  I’m glad.  It’s rare to see you in a good mood these days.”

“What do you mean, mom?” Will eyed his mother over his plate of eggs.  “Am I really that much of a grump?”

Kate shrugged her shoulders and picked up another fork tip of eggs.

“Well, yes.  Sometimes you’re pretty insufferable, especially around Bob.”

“Oh, come on, mom.  We’re siblings.  We’re supposed to be at each other’s throats.  We’ve always been giving each other a hard time, since we were kids.”

“No,” Kate shook her head.  “He grew out of it once you two were out of high school.  So did you, for a while at least.  Now you’re back to holding your nose when he walks by, and he’s just trying to have a normal relationship with you.”

Will was about to launch an indignant response, but at that moment Erica walked into the kitchen, pajama-clad and bleary-eyed.

“’Morning.”  

“Good morning, sweetie,” Kate replied.  “What are you doing out of bed at six thirty in the morning?”

“Saying bye to Uncle Will.”  Erica opened the fridge and examined its contents for a second.  “Crap.  Out of orange juice, again.”

“Do you want some tea instead?  The water is still hot.”

“I suppose.”  Erica walked over to the kitchen table and dropped herself into the chair next to Will.  

“You look all bright-eyed and bushy-tailed this morning,” Will remarked with a smile as she planted her forearms onto the kitchen table and lowered her face onto them, her hair spreading out like an auburn fan.

“I know,” she moaned.  “I was up way too late last night playing on the computer.”

“Maybe having your own computer in your room isn’t such a great idea,” Kate said.  She shot Will a displeased look, which he shrugged off with a smirk.

“No, no, it’s okay,” Erica assured, raising her head from the table.  “It’s just that it’s all new.”

“It’s like when you get your first car,” Will said.  “The first week or two, they’ll have to pry you out from behind the wheel, but then it just becomes routine.”

Erica had perked up visibly at the mention of her first car, and Will shook his head with a laugh.

“Oh, no, dear niece.  If I give you that BMW as well, your dad will never speak to me again.”

“Oh, yes, he would,” Erica said, frowning.  “He’d just use it for himself and let me drive that shi- err, nasty truck of his.”  She shot a sidelong glance at Kate, who was back at the stove, dropping a tea bag into a mug.

“Your father would do no such thing,” Kate admonished her granddaughter.  “I bet he’s already shopping for a car for you.  Something nice and big and safe.”

Erica looked at Will and flashed a triumphant grin.

“I got my permit a few weeks ago,” she said.  “Six months to go until the big one-six.”

“Excellent,” Will smiled.  “I loved my first car.  It was a piece of crap, but it was freedom.”

“What kind was it?” Erica asked.

“A shitty little 1976 Dodge Dart.  It was that bright signal orange color they liked back in those days.  Ugly as hell, but at least you didn’t have to search for your car in a parking lot, I tell you that.”

“I don’t care what kind of car I get, as long as it has four wheels and a roof,” Erica said wistfully.  “It’ll be so nice not to have to ask mom or dad to drive me to the mall.”

At the stove, Kate lifted the water kettle and prepared to pour Erica’s tea water, her other hand holding a container of half-and-half.

“Whoa, mom.  Hold on there.”  Will raised himself from his chair and stepped over to the stove.

“You take milk in your tea?” he asked Erica, who nodded.

“Never pour the water before the milk,” he said to Kate as he took the kettle out of her hand.  He took the milk as well, poured some half-and-half into the tea mug, and then topped it off with water.

“You don’t want your milk to scald, which is what happens when you dump it into hot tea.  Always pour the milk first.”

“Well, look who’s getting all fancy on us,” Kate said, rolling her eyes.  “Apparently, making tea for fifty years doesn’t qualify me to make my granddaughter a cup of it.”

“Oh, you can drink it like that, but only if you don’t mind looking like a commoner,” Will said, winking at Erica.

“You come from a long and proud line of commoners,” Kate said.  “You can get as fancy as you’d like, but I’m still the one who had to clean up after you took off your full diaper and kicked it around the living room when you were two.”

“Yuck.”  Erica stuck out her tongue.  “I’m not sure I still want breakfast, grandma.”

After breakfast, Will carried his bag out to the car, opening and closing his car door quietly despite Erica’s insistence that nothing short of a nuclear blast would wake up Bob and Christa before eight o’clock on a weekend morning.  When he had the car arranged properly—bag stowed in the trunk, cell phone plugged in, fresh bottle of water in the cup holder—he returned to the house to say his good-byes.

“Drive carefully, sweetie.  And stop by in Augusta the next time you’re headed south.  I’d like to see you more often than just four times a year, you know.”

“Sure thing, mom.”  Will hugged his mother and kissed her on the cheek.  “I have an appearance to make in Boston the week after next.  I’ll swing by on the way, I promise.”

Erica stood on the toes of her slippered feet to hug him, and he patted her on the back as she did.

“See you up in Maine for Christmas, kiddo.  You can email me with your wish list this year.”

“Oh, yeah, it’ll be just a picture of a BMW,” she grinned, and kissed him on the cheek.  “Thanks again for the laptop, Uncle Will.  You’re awesome.”

“At least somebody thinks so,” Will smiled.  “You’re welcome, again.”

He started walking to the car, and turned around halfway to the driveway.

“Tell your mom and dad I said ‘thank you’ for the Thanksgiving weekend.  I had a good time.”

“Will do,” Erica beamed.  Kate gave him an approving smile, and he returned it with a half-smile of his own, one corner of his mouth pulled up in a reluctant smirk.

Erica and Kate remained on the front steps of the house, like they always did when they saw him off, and waved until he turned the corner at the end of the subdivision and disappeared from their sight.

The drive back was long and boring, and Will’s book on CD was finished before he was halfway through Virginia.  He tried FM radio, but after scanning through the local stations and finding nothing but country and religious sermons, he turned off the stereo altogether.

He spent the night at a motel in Maryland, checking in at ten in the evening and leaving again at six in the morning.  The drive through Pennsylvania and New York was almost as tedious as the first day’s drive through Virginia, with the added annoyance of crappy fall weather.  When Will finally rolled into Burlington on Sunday evening, he was heartily sick of driving.

Brandywine College was rich and image-conscious, so they put their famous guest speaker up in the Whittington Arms, the finest accommodations Burlington had to offer.  The hotel was a pristinely preserved nineteenth-century building in downtown Burlington, complete with wrought-iron lift doors and heavy carpeting everywhere.  Will didn’t care much for the Victorian-era styling, and he thought the uniformed bellhops looked a bit pretentious, but it beat sleeping in a motel any day of the week, and the place had a very well-stocked bar next to the foyer.  He dropped his luggage in his room, prepared his outfit for the morning, and went down to sample the wares at the bar before bedtime.

The speaking assignment was standard college circuit template, one hour of talking followed by two hours of schmoozing with the faculty and the local press.  Will shook a lot of hands, smiled into a lot of cameras, and went back to the hotel after lunch with a mild headache.  He packed his stuff, switched from the Famous Writer outfit into jeans and sweatshirt, and high-tailed it out of Burlington as soon as his obligation to Brandywine allowed.

The drive through New Hampshire and western Maine took another six hours, and when Will pulled into his driveway on Monday evening, he resolved to stay at home and order delivery food for the next week straight.

Back in his own house, having three bathrooms and four bedrooms at his disposal without having to consider anyone else, he considered for the first time that the place was probably too spacious for one person alone.  His house easily exceeded the square footage of Bob’s place, which was shared by three people.  Will could have sheltered Bob, Kate, and Erica, and still have one bedroom to spare for visitors.  He had one bedroom set up as his office, but the other two spares were largely empty, used as storage rooms for books and paperwork.  It was a new house—he had bought it only three years after it was built when the previous owner sold the place in a divorce—and it was largely unused, built for a family that had never materialized.

Will tossed his dirty clothes into the laundry room, took a shower, and picked up the phone to order a pizza before settling down in his office with a rum & coke.  His desk was barren now; the laptop had been the only thing on it.  He remembered how cluttered his writing space used to be, back when he had written Crow’s Lament and two other novels. Crow’s Lament had gone on to be published to raucously positive reviews from all the important critics.  The two novels that followed it were collecting dust in his desk drawer, filed away for a second draft edit that had never happened.  He still had the original spiral-bound notepads that held the first draft of Crow’s Lament, thirty-three of them, stacked in a large cardboard box in the back corner of his office.  Back when he had written out the story in torturous longhand, line after line of tightly packed blue ink sentences, his desk had been littered with character biographies, chapter outlines, clippings from magazine articles, and a hundred other snippets that found their way into Crow’s Lament in one way or another.  Now his desk was empty, covered with a thin film of dust except in one spot where a square outline marked the spot where his laptop had been until last week.

As he was sitting in is office chair, sipping his drink and looking over the contents of his office, it suddenly occurred to him that he had never removed his working files from the old PowerBook before he had handed it to Erica.

“Fabulous,” he muttered to himself.  Apparently, I don’t even care enough about my own writing to keep tabs on my work in progress.

The doorbell rang, and he finished his drink, tossing the glass onto his desk as he got up from his chair.

Brandywine was his last speaking assignment of the year.  The rest of Will’s schedule looked fairly clear until well past New Year’s, with only a book signing in Boston and an interview with a literature magazine left in this calendar year.  Both of those fell into the “self-promotion” category and didn’t pay anything, but according to Megan, the World’s Most Patient Publicist, he had done twenty-five paid speaking appearances since January, which gave Will more than enough leeway for a few non-paying events.  Many authors hated book signings with a passion—sitting in a Barnes & Noble for six hours and signing books non-stop—but Will actually liked doing them.  The college circuit was full of self-important people, entire liberal arts departments stuffed with pretentiousness both behind the podium and in front of it.  Book signings brought out the regular folks, people like Libby who read because they loved his work, not because it was on the syllabus.

The book signing in Boston was in the week following Will’s return from Tennessee.  It was in a brand new Barnes & Noble right in the middle of downtown, and the Christmas shopping season was in full swing, so the crowds were thicker than usual.  The first snow of the season had fallen a few days earlier, and downtown Boston looked cozy, with a blanket of snow serving to enhance the myriad of Christmas lights strung everywhere.  Will was in a good mood all through the event, signing books and exchanging niceties with readers.  The assistant store manager assigned to the event was a very pretty brunette in her late twenties, and they got along fabulously all evening, joking and talking whenever there was a break in the line.  When the signing was over, she extended an unspoken invitation to Will, lingering in his proximity far longer than required by her tasks.  He knew that she would take him up on the invitation if he asked her to join him at the bar in his hotel, but for some reason he didn’t feel like extending it.  The café in the bookstore had done brisk business selling their eggnog coffees, permeating the store with a distinct holiday-like smell, and the whole atmosphere was so festive and pleasant that bedding this pretty bookstore manager at the end of the evening would have felt like despoiling the day for some reason.  He let her unspoken invitation pass, and contented himself with a hug and a firm handshake when he said his good-byes.

Amazing, he thought on the walk back to the hotel.  Will Liebkind passes on screwing a glory bunny.  Next thing you know, there’ll be pigs flying about when I open the curtains in the morning.

That evening, Claire called.

Will’s cell phone rang when he was in the shower, and he cursed all the way from the bathroom to the chair where he had placed his sport coat.  He wrapped a towel around himself as he fished the phone out of the inside coat pocket, and glanced at the display to see who was ringing him out of the shower.

The number was unfamiliar, but the area code was 865, which was his brother’s East Tennessee region.

“Hi, this is Will.”

“Hi, Will.  It’s Claire from the bookstore in Knoxville.  Remember me?”

“Of course I do,” he laughed, his irritation dissipating instantly.  “I had a great time the other night.  How are you doing?”

“Oh, fair to middlin’,” she replied.  “I kind of had a rough day at the shop.  Today I had the most annoying customers ever, and now I’m trying to salvage the day with a glass of wine and some Bach.”

“Sorry to hear that.  What happened?”

“Oh, nothing dramatic.  Just a demanding and rude couple with a demanding and rude kid.  I could handle the lady bad-mouthing my shop and trying to talk me down on the used books she wanted to buy, but when the kid started to mess with Oliver, I kicked them out.”

“Oh, no,” Will said.  “Poor Oliver.  What did the brat do?”

“Pulled on his ears, hard, when he thought I wasn’t looking.”

“Son of a bitch.  Should have pulled his ears, too.”

“Oh, believe me, the thought crossed my mind.  As it stands, they were already threatening to sue me.  For what, I have no idea.”

“I have a really nasty attorney,” Will replied.  “If they give you any trouble, let me know, and I’ll let him off the leash.”

“Thanks,” she laughed.  “Much appreciated.  How’s your day been?”

“Not too bad.  I just did a book signing in Boston, which was kind of fun.  I’m at a hotel right now, but it’s back to Maine in the morning.”

“The high-flying life of the professional writer,” she said, and he could hear her smile.  

“Something like that.  I got free Starbucks eggnog coffee all evening.  Those guys know how to treat their celebrities.”

Claire laughed merrily, and it made him feel buoyant.  

“So, anyway, I just wanted to call and see how you were doing,” she said.  “I had a good time last week.”

“We could do a repeat,” Will replied.  “Maybe something in a more formal setting this time, so I’m not the only guy in the room who’s not wearing a ball cap.”

“Alright,” Claire said.  “Are you going to be in town again soon?”

“Yeah.  I have something coming up in Knoxville at the end of the week,” he fibbed.  “I could stay a bit longer and check in with the family as well.  Are you free this weekend?”

“Yeah, I am.  I hired some help, so I’ll be able to have more days off in the future.  I think I’ll start by taking Fridays.”

“Excellent.  I’m looking forward to it.”  He paused for a moment.  “Do you want me to call you at the shop when I get into town?”

“Let me give you my cell phone number.”  

She told him the number, slowly enough for him to scribble it onto the back of a hotel brochure.

“You’re only the fourth person to have that, you know,” Claire said.  “The other three are my parents and my sister.  Oh, and there’s the new girl at the store, but I told her not to give that number to anyone under pain of death.”

“Intensely private, aren’t you?”

She paused briefly before answering.

“It’s a bit of a long story.  Maybe I’ll tell you about it over dinner this weekend.”

“Fair enough.  I’ll call you when I get into town.  Have a good night, Claire.”

“You too, Will.”

And so, Will found himself heading south again not even a week after his stay in Knoxville, despite his pre-Thanksgiving vow to make the holiday trip his last visit in Tennessee for at least a year.  He was flying this time, lacking the desire to repeat the boring sixteen-hour drive, but after running the security gauntlet at the airport and being delayed on the taxiway for an hour due to weather, he almost wished he had taken the car again.  

Booking a ticket on short notice in the middle of the holiday season was financially unwise.  His two-way ticket from Boston cost him a whopping nine hundred dollars.

That’ll teach me not to fib about my schedule, he thought as he sat squeezed into a coach class seat, on a plane that seemed to have crying infants in every other row.  He accepted the three-hour flight as purgatory, having relaxed himself with the help of three martinis in the Cheers bar at Logan Airport, and he actually managed to spend half the flight napping.

Once in Knoxville, he took advantage of his third-row seating to get a head start on the dash to the rental counters, and he secured the nicest-looking car he could find, a Lincoln Navigator.

“I thought it was you,” the woman behind the National counter said when he presented his driving license, and then asked him for an autograph.  He signed it on the back of a rental brochure, complete with dedication, and the star-struck rental agent gave him the Navigator for the rate of a compact, blushing as he thanked her with a wink and a smile.

The Lincoln was the size of a battleship, easily sporting twice the mass of his BMW.  He navigated it out of the narrow labyrinth of the airport garage gingerly, unaccustomed to the girth of an SUV.  

Will had been to Knoxville by plane before, but it took him a few minutes to remember the route to Bob’s house from this end of town.  He had to refresh his memory via the complimentary road map in the glove box of the Navigator before steering the monster car north towards downtown.

Once he had gotten used to the elevated vantage point offered by the Navigator, he got out his cell phone and dialed Bob’s number.

“Hello?”

“Hey, Bob.  Home alone this morning?”

“Will!  How’s it going?  Yeah, the wife is at work, and Erica’s in school.”

“Christa’s working now?”

“She has been working, Will.  She’s been subbing for the school system for a year and a half now.  Says it gets her out of the house, and I don’t mind that she’s making her own play money.”

“I see.  Hey, would you mind if I stopped by for a while?  I have some business in Knoxville.”

“Sure thing.  Mom went home on Monday, so the guest bedroom is all yours.  When are you coming to town?”

“I’m kind of there already,” Will said.  “I’m on the highway that goes from the airport to downtown.  Alcoa, is it?”

“Well, I’ll be damned,” Bob laughed.  “I thought you hated this town.  Come on by, and I’ll cut the morning work early.”

“Alright.  I’ll see you in a few.”

When Will passed the exit for Merchants Drive, where Claire’s bookstore sat in throwing distance from the highway, he resisted the temptation to stop by and say hello.  Instead, he continued on I-75, straining his neck to spot Claire’s eggshell-colored Beetle in the parking lot as he drove by.

“What a car,” Bob said as Will climbed out of the Navigator a few minutes later.  He had come outside when he heard Will pull up, and watched with amusement as Will tried to thread the SUV next to Bob’s truck in front of the garage without swapping paint.

“Yeah, what a monster,” Will replied.  “It’s the size of a frickin’ Kenworth.  Probably gets eight miles to the gallon.”

“Ah, but it’s pretty.”  Bob patted the jet-black hood of the Navigator.  “Hey, you want to mess with Erica’s head?  We could run out and get one of those huge gift bows, and stick it to the roof.  She’ll flip when she comes home from school.”

“Hell, no,” Will laughed.  “That would be mean.  If we do that to her, she won’t talk to either one of us for a week.”

“Still, it would be fun.”

Will shook his head with a grin.  “You want to, go right ahead, but I will disavow any involvement.”

He removed his travel bag from the backseat.  The airline luggage strip hung down from the handle like a limp tongue, and he pulled it off with a jerk.

“So, what brings you to Knoxville so suddenly?” Bob asked as they walked up to the house.  “Did you forget about another scheduled speech or something?”

Will thought about making up something about a college lecture or book signing, but then decided that it wasn’t worth the trouble.  Besides, Bob and Christa would have wanted to attend any local event with Will as the main feature just out of politeness.  

“Well, here’s something for you to laugh at,” he said.  “I just blew over a grand on tickets and a rental just to go on a second date with Claire.  You know, from the bookstore?”

Bob looked at him in surprise and then barked a laugh.

“No shit?  Are you serious?  The bookstore girl?”

Will nodded in affirmation, and Bob shook his head with a grin.

“Holy crap.  You’ll have to bring her by and let the family meet her.  She must be something else if she can get you back to Knoxville voluntarily.”

“She is something else.  Pretty, smart, and funny.”

“Well, then.”  Bob’s grin widened, and Will sensed the zinger before it had passed his brother’s lips.

“They do say that opposites attract.”

“God, Bob,” Will replied.  “Do you have to recycle your quips now?”

Will made himself at home in the downstairs guest bedroom while Bob went back upstairs to finish up his morning work.  When Will had emptied the contents of his travel bags into the various drawers of the armoire next to the bed, he went upstairs to join Bob in the office.  

Bob had music playing over one of those miniature stereo systems that miraculously pumped out better sound than the cupboard-sized unit they had shared in their bedroom when they were kids.  It took Will only a second to recognize the music.

“Johnny Cash?”

“Yeah,” Bob smiled without taking his eyes off the screen, his fingers once more drumming on that noisy beige keyboard of his.  “Hurt.  Johnny Cash covering Nine Inch Nails.  How weird is that?  Awesome music, though.”

“How can you listen to anything while you’re writing?  My concentration breaks when the neighbor’s kids crank up their stereos as they pull out of the driveway.”

“I don’t know,” Bob said as he finished his paragraph and hit the Enter button on the keyboard with an exaggerated peck.  “I just work better with music.  Kind of gets me in the zone, you know?”

“I thought the beer did that.”

“That, too.  Can’t have too many, though.  I can’t write for shit with a full buzz on.”

Will pulled up one of Bob’s office chairs and dropped himself down on it with a sigh.

“To tell you the truth, I can’t write for shit lately even without a buzz on.”

“No shit,” Bob chuckled.  “Will Liebkind, most promising young American author of the last twenty-five years, suffering from writer’s block?”

Will shrugged his shoulders and studied the trees outside.

“I suppose.”

“You know what my creative writing professor once told me?” Bob asked.  “He said that his daddy was a plumber, and he’d never had a day of plumber’s block.  This is what we do, right?  You’re either a writer or you aren’t.  If you’re a writer, you park your ass on that chair for six hours a day, or however long your wrists and eyes hold up, and you fucking write.  Otherwise you’re just some day-dreaming bum who wants to have written.”

“Oh, I have written.” Will’s eyes narrowed.  “Just in case you forgot about that thing on the wall in my office.”

“Ah, yes.  The Nobel.”  Bob folded his hands behind his head and leaned back in his chair, which creaked precariously under his girth.  “I think that medal is pretty much the source of your troubles, Will.”

“How do you figure?”  Will felt the heat rise in his cheeks.  “What would you know about all the shit that comes with that thing?”

“Oh, I’ll never get one of those medals, not in a hundred years.  I’m simply not that good, and I’ll concede that, so don’t get defensive.  I do know that an empty fridge and a mailbox full of bills is the best cure for writer’s block in the world.  God knows the fear of it keeps me in this room most of the week.  A chapter a week, five books a year.”  He gestured at the bookshelf taking up one side of the room, rows of books with his various pen names on their spines.  

“Your problem is that you don’t have to worry about those checks coming in.  That book of yours, the one that won you the Nobel—that one’s probably getting you more in royalties in a quarter than I make in two years.”

Will shifted in his seat a little.  His accountant was the only person who had a completely accurate picture of the royalties, but he seldom saw less than six figures on the quarterly checks.

“Not everyone’s just writing for money, Bob.  You make it sound like the check is all that matters in the end.”

“It’s not all that matters, but it’s what keeps me in this chair.  If I had those checks coming in whether I wrote or not, I’d probably cut it down to one novel every ten years.  It’d be really good, though, and weigh in at three thousand pages.”

Will wanted to retort with a snippy comment, but he held his tongue.  Bob was right, of course, but the fact that his pulp-writing brother had put his finger on the issue so quickly and accurately did not serve to make Will feel any better.  He leaned forward in his chair and cupped his face with both hands.

“Shit, Bob.  I think I’m already burned out.  I’ll be the next J.D. Salinger, or Harper Lee.  One great novel, and then you don’t hear shit from the guy until you read his obit in Time.”

“Ah, cheer up, Will.  You’re not even forty yet.  There’s still a book or ten in that head of yours.  King didn’t even really get started until his mid-thirties, and the coffee table downstairs wouldn’t hold all the hardcovers he’s cranked out since his fortieth birthday.”

“Stephen King is literary fast food.”

“If King is fast food, I’m one of those three-for-a-dollar knockoff Twinkies from the Seven-Eleven,” Bob said.  “But I tell you what—fast food or no, the guy is laughing all the way to the bank.  All the way to the fucking bank.”

Will couldn’t remember when he had last talked to his brother for a few hours at a time.  They were still talking shop up in Bob’s office when they heard the front door open in the early afternoon.  There was the thunk of a heavy backpack hitting the hardwood floor, and then Erica’s voice rang out.

“Dad?  Whose car is that in the driveway?”  

“We’re up here, Erica.”  Bob winked at Will.  “You know, we should have pulled the giant red bow thing.  She’d be squealing so high that the neighborhood dogs would fall over with blood coming out of their ears.”

Will shook his head with a grin.  “Well, she’s your child to abuse.  I’ll stay out of it, if you don’t mind.”

Erica came up the stairs and around the corner to the office, peeking into the room cautiously.

“Uncle Will!  What are you doing here already?  I mean, again.  You know what I mean.”

“Just stopping by for a few days,” Will smiled.  “I have some business here on the weekend, and I was going to crash here for a bit.”

“Awesome.”  Erica bent down to give Will a hug, which he returned rather awkwardly from his sitting position.

“His business is working over at that bookstore on Merchants,” Bob smirked, and Will suppressed the momentary urge to reach out and slap his brother.  

“Really?  With Claire?  That’s awesome,” Erica repeated.  “I went over there on Monday, and she told me about your date.”

“She did?  Any mention of me, by any chance?”

“Maybe,” Erica smiled, and a mischievous glint crept into her eyes.  “I could tell you what she said about you, but it’ll cost ya.”

“Oh, great.  Blackmailed by my own niece.  My fifteen-year old niece.  What’s it going to cost me?”

“Um, you could take me over to the mall in that shiny new car, for example.”  She batted her eyelashes in exaggerated innocence, and Will laughed.

“That’s a steep price to pay,” Bob cautioned.  “She never gets out of Abercrombie & Fitch in less than an hour.  I’m not sure the information is worth the price, Will.”

“Ah, what the hell.”  Will gathered himself and got up from his office chair.  “Let’s go, before I change my mind.”

“You’re a brave man,” Bob called after him as they left the office, Erica bounding down the stairs like a Jack Russell terrier on a sugar high.  Will flipped his brother the bird as he left the room.

Chapter 6

“Did you really come back to Knoxville just to go on another date?” Erica asked as they pulled out of the driveway.

“I suppose I did,” Will admitted.  “I was going to make something up about some college speech, just so your dad wouldn’t be able to make fun of me, but then I figured he’d want to come and listen to it.”  

He glanced at Erica and saw that she regarded him with a cryptic little smile.

“Why do you ask?  Is that such a weird thing?”

“No, no.  Not at all.  It’s just totally not Uncle Will, that’s all.  It’s pretty sweet, actually.”

“Hey now,” Will protested.  “Are you suggesting that I’m usually not sweet?”

“No, that’s not what I mean.  It’s just that I’ve never heard about you having a girlfriend or something.  It’s cool, though.”

“Is it now?” Will smiled.  “Well, I’m glad you approve.  Now spill the beans about your talk with Claire, or I’ll turn around at the convenience store on the corner there.”

“Alright, alright.”  Erica grinned and raised her hands briefly in mock capitulation.  “Just keep going back to the interstate and go south.  I’ll talk when you’re on the exit ramp to the mall.”

Erica held her ground despite Will’s prodding, enjoying his helpless impatience.  He pretended that it didn’t matter to him all that much anyway, but her impish little grin told him that she wasn’t buying it.  She finally relented when they climbed out of the Navigator in the parking lot of the mall.

“She said you’re ‘really nice’.”

“That’s it?  Just ‘really nice’?”

“Yeah, but she was saying it with feeling, you know?  ‘Really nice’”, Erica said again, this time with heavy emphasis on the ‘really’ in approximation of Claire’s tone of voice.  “Oh, and she was really impressed that you’re not stuck up at all.”

“Fooled her, didn’t I?” Will grinned.  

It was the middle of the week, and the mall wasn’t particularly crowded, which suited Will just fine.  They stopped at Abercrombie & Fitch, where Erica picked out an armful of pants and shirts to try on.  Will continued his interrogation while he waited for Erica in front of the changing room.

“Did she say anything else?  About the date, maybe?”

“Come on, Uncle Will.  You know she likes you.  She’s going out on another date with you, right?”

“Yeah,” Will conceded.  “But maybe she’s just trying to be nice.”  He glanced around to see one of the salesgirls looking at him.  She averted her gaze when she saw that he noticed.

“And will you hurry up, please?  I look like a pervert, hanging out in front of the changing room like that.  The girl behind the counter is probably calling mall security on me as we speak.”

Erica giggled.

“Oh, don’t worry about the mall cops.  They’re all either eighty years old, or a hundred pounds overweight.  We can take ‘em.”

“That would make for fantastic headlines.  ‘Famous author a Peeping Tom; beats up octogenarian rent-a-cop’.”

After what seemed like the better part of an hour, Erica had finally worked through the stack of clothes, and Will was glad when the changing room door finally opened again so it didn’t look like he was talking to himself.  

At the register, he raised an eyebrow when the cashier rang up Erica’s selections.

“A hundred and twenty bucks for a pair of pants and two tops?  Good God.  I can buy enough jeans for that kind of money to last me two years.”

“Yeah, girl clothes are always more expensive,” Erica replied as she pulled a small stack of twenties from her pocket and counted them out.  “They know who’s shopping for clothes, and who isn’t.”

“Did your dad give you all that cash?”

“No, grandma did.  She always gives me money when she comes to visit.  Dad only takes me clothes shopping once a year, just before school starts.  I do talk him out of a twenty on occasion, though.”

 “I’ve seen your closet, kiddo.  You’re not likely to run out of clothes any time soon.”

They walked back through the mall, exchanging comments about the people passing them in either direction.  To Will, it seemed that the girls in Erica’s age group wore far more make-up than the ones he saw up in New England.  Every other female teenager was dolled up like something out of a youth magazine, and when he asked Erica about them, she rolled her eyes.

“Yeah, that’s the thing around here,” she said glumly.  “You take a look at the girls in my grade, it’s like they all want to make the cover of Cosmo or something.  They wouldn’t be caught dead at the supermarket without war paint.  You might run into some cute boy from school, you know.”  She spoke the last sentence with an exaggerated accent that was a perfect blend of Southern drawl and Valley Girl.  Will grinned and wrapped his arm around Erica’s shoulder.

“Don’t you ever turn into one of them,” he said.  “Any guy with half a brain would climb over a pile of those cheerleaders to go out on a date with you.”

“Well, then there aren’t any guys around here with even half a brain,” she countered with a wry smile.  “I’ll let you know when I find one, though.”

Will was just about ready to steer Erica back towards the car when he saw a storefront sporting a familiar logo.  

“Hey, what do you know?  They have an Apple store in this mall.  It’s almost like civilization.”

“Yeah, it opened last year.  I usually go in there and drool over the computers.”

“You owe me some time now.  Come along--I need to pick up a new laptop to replace the one I gave to you.”

“Dragging me in there?  Oh, twist my arm,” Erica grinned.

The Apple store was clad entirely in white and stainless, to match the white and stainless computers that were lovingly arranged on custom wood display tables.  The place clearly drew the hip-and-trendy crowd; Will looked around to find that he was the only person above the age of thirty in the store.

He started looking over the lineup of laptops parked in neat rows on the display tables, and he had barely touched a key on one of the machines when one of the sales people approached him.

“Shopping for a new computer today?”

The sales guy was maybe in his early twenties, and the rings in his lip and nose clashed with the relatively conservative Apple polo shirt.  Will suppressed a sudden urge to reply with a smart-ass comment.

No, I’m looking for a pound of Oolong tea.  Where can I find that?

“Yeah, I gave up my old one to my niece here.”  He nodded his head towards Erica, who was busy playing with one of the iPods on display.  “What’s the latest and greatest in PowerBooks?”

“Well, they’re not called PowerBooks anymore.  They’re MacBooks now.  We have the regular models, and the Pro line.”

The Pro models were the closest thing to his old PowerBook, wide and flat slabs of brushed metal with large screens and comfortable keyboards.  Will half-listened to the sales pitch while trying out a few of the floor models.  When the sales kid gave him an opening, Will pointed to the model with the biggest screen.

“I’ll take that one, and a copy of whatever software package includes Word.”

The sales guy all but clicked his heels and disappeared to get the indicated model out of the stock room in the back, and Will walked over to Erica.

“Don’t you have one of those iPod thingies already?”

“I wish I did,” she replied, putting the one she had been holding back into its cradle with a wistful look.  “On the new ones, you can even watch videos and stuff.”

Will didn’t understand the allure of watching videos on a screen the size of a matchbook, but the little devices looked undeniably cool, and the look of longing in Erica’s eyes was genuine.

“Well, I’ve been trying to come up with ideas for your Christmas present,” he said.  “You think you can wait a few weeks for one of those?  Your parents would kill me if I gave you one right now just for the hell of it.  I need a good occasion.”

He almost laughed at the sudden shift in Erica’s expression, which went from wistfulness to hopeful excitement in the blink of an eye.

“Really?  Oh, man.  That would be totally awesome.”

“Not just partially awesome, huh?  Well, don’t save your meager allowance for one.  You may just have one waiting for you when you guys come up for Christmas.”

“Thanks, Uncle Will.” Erica hugged him fiercely.  “You spoil me rotten, you know?”

“Yeah, whatever.”  He returned her hug.  “Just come and visit me a lot in the retirement home when I’m old and cranky.”

Will handed over his credit card to pay for the computer, and the sales guy asked for his ID.  When Will showed him the Maine driver license, the kid nodded and swiped the card.  He handed the sales slip to Will for a signature, and there was no evidence that the kid recognized Will’s name.  

Visual Arts major, he thought, recalling his conversation with Laura a few weeks ago.  Probably hasn’t touched a work of fiction since he made a C minus in his freshman English Lit class.
When they left the store, Will carrying his new laptop in a box under his arm, he looked at the sales slip.

“Holy crap.  Nine and a quarter percent sales tax?  I could have saved myself a few hundred bucks if I had bought this thing in New Hampshire instead.”

“Why don’t you just return it while we’re still here?” Erica asked.

Will thought about it and then shook his head.

“More hassle than it’s worth.  Besides, I need to get some work done, and I don’t know how long I’ll be here.  Just remind me to not buy any expensive stuff again when I come to visit.”

Back in the parking lot, he suddenly remembered his old writing files.

“Hey, kiddo, have you deleted any stuff from that laptop I gave you?  I left some work on the desktop, and I don’t have another copy of it anywhere.”

Erica shook her head.

“I haven’t deleted anything.  I’ve just browsed the Internet and stuff.”

She hesitated for a moment, and then looked up at him.

“Um, Uncle Will?  I sort of read some of your stuff.”

“You did?” Will raised an eyebrow.  “I don’t usually show it to anyone before it’s finished.  I trust you didn’t run off and submit it to a publisher or anything.”

“No way,” she laughed, relief in her voice.  “I just read around in it a little bit.”

“And?  What did you think?”

“It’s good,” she said.  “Really good.  You’re an awesome writer.  It’s just…some of it is a bit wordy.  You know, long-winded?  Like you were writing for pages.”

His initial impulse was to defend his work and brush her criticism aside.  Then he reminded himself that this was Erica, not some blowhard newspaper critic or snot-nosed creative writing student.

“Wordy, huh?  Yeah, I guess I go off on tangents on occasion.  To tell you the truth, I don’t like it much myself.”

“Oh, no, it’s good,” Erica protested.  “Your descriptions are awesome.  I couldn’t write like that in a hundred years.  It’s just that you could cut about half of it without hurting the rest.”

“My niece, the literature critic,” he laughed.  “Maybe you can pick up the torch after I quit this stuff.  It looks like it’s sort of the family business anyway.”

“I don’t think I could ever get as good as you or dad.”

“Nobody starts out writing like a pro, kiddo.  You have to read and write a lot before you can crank out anything that’s worth a damn.  I could show you the kind of junk I wrote when I was in college, but it would make you flinch.”

“That bad, huh?” Erica grinned.  “That’s kind of hard to believe.”

“Believe it.  We’re talking the most rotten attempt at epic fantasy anyone’s ever written.  Think ‘lousy Tolkien rip-off.’  Orcs and elves and all.  And dragonriders,” he finished with fake enthusiasm.

“I can’t even get anything lousy finished,” Erica said glumly.  “I have good ideas for stories all the time, but they all seem to go nowhere after a while.”

“Page forty disease,” Will laughed.  “Every aspiring writer has a drawer full of stories that fizzle out right around page forty.  Welcome to the writing world.”

When they returned to the house, Christa’s car was in the driveway, so Will parked the Navigator behind Bob’s ratty truck. 

“Thanks for taking me to the mall,” Erica said as they walked up to the front door.  “I know you hate the place.”

“No sweat.  I needed to get that laptop anyway.  Just remind me to come and copy my files off your machine before I leave, okay?”

Erica unlatched the front door with her key and stealthily tucked the Abercrombie & Fitch bags behind the door to the garage before heading over to the kitchen.

“Hey, mom.  We’re back.”

“I see that.” Christa stepped out of the kitchen, spatula in hand.  “Hey there, Will.  Didn’t think I’d see you again this soon.”

“Yeah, I’m sure Bob’s already spilled the beans,” Will grimaced as he hugged his sister-in-law.  “Can’t keep anything secret in this family.”

“Well, you coming back to Knoxville just for a date is a pretty momentous occasion,” Christa said.  “Kate says you must have it bad, because Normal Will won’t even drive the hundred-odd miles to Augusta to see his mother unless there’s a major holiday.”

“He talked to mom about this already?”  Will shook his head.  “I might as well take out a whole-page announcement in the paper whenever I go out with someone.”

“Dinner will be ready in ten.  Hope you’re up for vegetable lasagna.  I don’t cook anything fancy during the week.”

“You mean it’s possible to make lasagna without any meat?”

“It is if you want to keep Little Miss Choosy Eater there fed and nourished,” Christa said, nodding into Erica’s direction.  “She eats poultry, but only free-range.  Eats fish, but only stuff that wasn’t caught with a trawler net.  Forget about meat and pork.”

“Hey, at least you don’t have to worry about her running out to McDonald’s every other evening,” Will said, winking at Erica.  

“Oh, I wish she would.  That way I wouldn’t constantly have to look for new vegetarian cookbooks.  Even then, half the recipes I try out of those, she’s like, ‘This is so bland, mom.’”

“That’s because there’s no meat in there,” Will said in Erica’s direction.  “Dead critter is what gives food its flavor, you know.”

Erica stuck both fingers into her ears and silently mouthed “la la la” in response before disappearing around the corner, undoubtedly seeking to secure her clandestine clothes purchases before Christa or Bob could find the bags.

“Kids,” Christa said, rolling her eyes.  “You think you’re done with the worst when they’re out of diapers and finally in school, and then they turn into teenagers.”  

The vegetable lasagna was surprisingly good, and Christa looked pleased when Will helped himself to seconds.  Bob opened a long-hoarded bottle of aged single malt Scotch, and before long, Will was pleasantly buzzed.

After dinner, he excused himself to call Claire.  He had to step out to the driveway to fetch his cell phone from the rental, and he welcomed the opportunity for a walk up the street, away from the three sets of curious ears in the house.  

Claire answered her cell phone after the third ring.

“Hello, Will.  Did you make it to Knoxville already?”

“Yeah, I did.  How did you—ah, never mind.  You said I was only the fourth person to have your number.”

“Yes, you are,” she said.  “I have your name in there right with your number, so it shows on the display.  How’s your evening going?”

“Oh, pretty good, I guess.  Just having dinner with my brother’s family.  I hear you’ve met my niece already.  She’s the little redhead who likes to hang out in bookstores and chat about her uncle’s social life.”

“Oh, yes,” Claire laughed.  “I believe we’ve met.  Erica, right?”

“The very one.  I hear she interrogated you about our evening last week.”

“I wouldn’t call it an interrogation.  She’s a nice girl, by the way.  Something about her kind of reminds me of you, actually.”

Will was momentarily stumped by the comment, and he resisted the urge to deflect it with a clever remark.  

“Yeah, she‘s a good kid,” he said instead.  

“So, are we still on for tomorrow night?  I’ll be off all day, so we don’t have to rush out after closing like the last time.  If you’re free, that is.”

“Absolutely,” he replied.  “Do we need reservations for that fine eatery you mentioned?”

“Yeah.  Do you want me to call them, or do you want to do the honors?”

“I’ll do it,” he said.  “What’s the name of it?”

“The Orangery.  It’s in the Yellow Pages, the only entry under ‘Snooty French Restaurants’.”

He laughed, and committed the name of the place to memory.

“Alright, I’ll take care of it.  Can I pick you up at the store?  Say, around five?”

“That would be lovely,” Claire said.  “I’m looking forward to it.”

“Same here.”

Will spent the majority of the next day on pins and needles.  He salvaged his writing from Erica’s laptop in the morning and spent until noon trying to work on his old stuff before closing the laptop and going for a walk around the neighborhood.

Claire was punctual.  He pulled up at the Lost Savant fifteen minutes ahead of time, only to find her VW bug already parked in front of the store.  She came out immediately when he pulled up, and he hurried to get out and open the door for her. 

The Orangery was small, but the parking lot was crammed with late-model luxury cars of mostly German provenance.  Will managed to maneuver the Navigator into a spot without putting dents into the expensive European sheet metal parked on either side.

The place actually had a maitre d’, and Will had attended more than enough dinners in far more exclusive places to know how the game was played.  A discreet exchange of two twenties later, they had a nice candle-lit table in a cozy corner, far away from the kitchen or the bathrooms.  The service was prompt; word traveled fast from the front desk to the back.  Will and Claire had barely opened their menus when the beverage waiter came over to see to their needs.

“Water, please.  We’ll order our wine with the meal, if you wouldn’t mind.”

Claire looked at him quizzically, and he gave her a conspiratorial wink.  When the waiter was out of earshot, he smiled at her.

“It’s a test of sorts.  You order your wine before you even know what you’re going to have for dinner, they’ll mark you as an uncouth barbarian.”

“I see.” Claire shook out her napkin and placed it on her lap.  “Good thing I never come here.  That way it won’t matter if I make an ass out of myself for eating with the wrong fork or something.”

“You can turn it on them by even refusing to let them bring you water.  Just tell them that only an insufferable prick would order water without knowing what food it will accompany.”

Claire laughed at his joke, and he joined in, glad to see her relax a bit.  She wore her long dark hair loose, with only a few strands neatly gathered from her temples and tucked back.  In the flickering light of the candle on the table, he could see a light dusting of freckles on the bridge of her nose that he hadn’t noticed before.

They ordered their entrées, lamb tenderloin for Will, and Beef Wellington for Claire.  Will ordered a robust Bordeaux to go with the food, and foie gras for a first course.

“You must be used to this,” Claire said when the waiter left with the menus.  “Eating in places like this, I mean.”

“Sort of,” Will admitted.  “I won’t spend money on this frou-frou stuff myself, but there are plenty of universities and book folk who wouldn’t dream of dining a Nobel laureate at Outback.”

“I guess not,” she smiled.  “Perks of the job, right?”

“A minor perk.  Hundred and fifty dollar meals still don’t make up for having to listen to some provost chew through a commencement address for an hour and a half.  Then you go out to eat with the intelligentsia, and you still can’t eat that Kobe beef in peace because they all expect you to dispense sage literary quotes.”

“You poor thing,” Claire said with a wonderfully fake expression of sympathy on her face.  “I feel for you, I really do.”  She reached across the table to pat his hand, and her touch was firm and warm.  

“Yeah, I suffer greatly.  But enough of my sob tales from Publishing Land.  I’d like to hear some tales out of you for a change.”

She looked at him with mild amusement, her chin lightly resting on the knuckles of her hand.  

“Okay.  What kind of details from my boring little life would you like me to share?”

“Whatever you feel like sharing.  You could start with telling me how you ended up all the way down here in Tennessee.  It’s a long drive from New Hampshire.”

“Well, that was kind of the point,” she said, and her expression darkened a little once again, just like it had the first time he had asked her about the subject at the bookstore.  “You see, that particular story is a bit of a downer, and I’m pretty sure you don’t want me to spoil the nice evening like that.”

“I don’t think there’s anything you can tell me that would spoil the evening for me,” he said earnestly.  “Unless it’s a confession that you really don’t like me after all, and that you’d rather not see me ever again.”

Claire laughed, but it was a shaky laugh, not the bright and cheerful sound to which he was accustomed by now.  

“No,” she replied, shaking her head with a smile.  “I think you already know that it would be a big, fat lie.”

She held up her left hand and wiggled a non-existing wedding ring with her thumb.

“I was married once, back when I lived in New Hampshire.  My ex was a real winner.  Star linebacker in high school and college, you know.  He was a decent kicker, too.  One day, we had an argument, and he kicked me against the basement door so hard that the lock broke, and I ended up taking a flight of stairs head first.”

“I was twenty-one weeks pregnant at the time.  The only time I’ve ever seen the son-of-a-bitch scared was when I started bleeding like a stuck pig, from the area where you don’t want to see bright red blood when you’re pregnant.”

“He drove me to the hospital, and dumped me five hundred yards from the entrance to the emergency room.  Didn’t want any surveillance cameras recording his license plate, I guess.  Before he drove off, he told me that he’d do worse things to me if I told them what had happened.  By the time I made it to the emergency room, it looked like someone had dumped a bottle of ketchup down the front of my jeans.”

“I miscarried that night, right there at the hospital.  They had to induce delivery at that point, so I went through labor just to deliver a baby girl that was already gone.  They wrapped her up tightly, and then handed her to me so I could say goodbye.”  

Claire held out her hand, palm facing up, and Will could see that she was shaking ever so slightly.

“She was so small—I held that little bundle in my hand, and I could have wrapped my fingers all the way around her.”

There were tears rolling down her cheeks now, and she wiped them away with a defiant swipe of her hand.

“I checked out the next day against medical advice, bought a bus ticket to New York City, and left New Hampshire with thirty-eight dollars to my name and the clothes on my back.  One of the nurses at the hospital gave me some pants that were not ruined with blood.  My little sister put me up in her tiny apartment in Manhattan for a week, and loaned me three thousand dollars.  I basically chucked a dart at a travel map, and bought a bus ticket to Tennessee.  I figured that would be just about the last place in the country he’d come looking for me.  And that’s how I ended up in Knoxville, of all places.”

“That’s why I have an unlisted number, and that’s why I don’t give out my cell phone number.  That’s why I changed my last name by court order, and why I carry a loaded .38 in my purse—just in case he decides to look me up and make good on his promise.”

She took her napkin and dried her cheeks with it briefly.  Then she looked at Will with a weak smile.

“Well, that’s my tale, cheerful as it is.  I’m basically broken goods.”

Will took a deep, shaky breath, and he realized that he had balled up his own napkin in a clenched fist.  He relaxed his grip and smoothed the cloth out with a slightly trembling hand.

“Good God, Claire.  It’s a miracle that you don’t kneecap every guy who asks you out for a date.”

She smiled at him, a forlorn little smile, and the sight of it made his heart jump a bit.  At that moment, he would have cheerfully kicked the bastard who had mistreated her into the next county, bad publicity or not.

“Well, to tell you the truth, I don’t usually go out on dates, even if someone asks me out.  That happens rarely enough, though.  It seems like I have some sort of aura that says, ‘Do not approach this woman’.”

“Claire, any guy who wouldn’t ask you out is either batting for the other team, or completely out of his mind,” Will replied with finality, and she smiled at the compliment.

“See what I mean?  You’re such a nice guy.  I spoil the mood with my tale of sorrow, and you dish out such a compliment.  Why is it that you don’t have a long line of women waiting for their turn at your side?”

Will studied her over the rim of his water glass for a moment.  Her expression was earnest, and he had the feeling that she expected him to put something on the table to balance her own self-revelation.  

Well, I guess it’s in the spirit of the evening, he thought.  

“I don’t have any idea.  Could be that I am to damn self-absorbed to even consider making anyone else a priority.”  He paused for a moment, and she folded her hands underneath her chin, studying his face.  

“You remember my niece, right?”

Claire nodded with a smile.

“Well, I adore the kid, I really do.  Love her to bits.  Sometimes I find myself wishing she was my own.  I look forward to seeing her every time our family gets together.  Yet I keep forgetting her birthday every damn year because I have my head up my ass most of the time.  Don’t even ask about the rest of the family—I don’t think I’ve done more than called long distance for a few minutes for any of their birthdays the last five years running, and that includes my mother.  How pathetic is that?”

He leaned across the table and lowered his voice.

“But you know the reprehensible part?  I keep asking myself why it is that my slob brother has a good wife and a smart and beautiful daughter, while I can’t seem to attract anything but literature groupies looking for a trophy one night stand.”

Claire studied his face for a moment and then shook her head.

“That’s not reprehensible, that’s just envy.  I think the fact that you don’t think much of your brother’s work just makes it a lot worse for you.  You’re the better writer by far, so how come he gets to be so much happier, right?”

“Right,” he conceded.  “Immature, petty, but there you have it.”  Will twisted his glass in his hands, studying the reflections of the candle flame in the water.

“Isn’t that pathetic?  I’m established, I’ve gotten all the accolades you can hope to get in my field, and I won’t ever have to worry about money again.  And here I am, thinking that my life sucks compared to that of my brother, who barely clears sixty grand in a good year.  Isn’t that pathetic?”

“It’s human,” Claire replied without hesitation.  “We all have our flaws.  It’s how we deal with them that defines us.”  She gave him a lop-sided smile that reminded him of Erica.

“Truth be told, I am glad that you have your own flaws, Will.  It makes you more approachable.”

He raised an eyebrow.  “How so?”

“Oh, come on.  You’re a famous author, you’re wealthy, you’re good-looking, and you won the Nobel Prize.  Even the most self-confident woman would have to get intimidated.  That’s probably why you only get approached by gold diggers and groupies.”  She smiled that sly little smile again.

“I know that I’m a lot less intimidated now that you’ve introduced me to some of the skeletons in your closet.”

Will laughed and raised his glass in a mock toast.

“Well, there are a few more in reserve.  It’s a big closet, you know.  Remind me to drag out some more whenever you feel intimidated by me again.  And thanks for not pointing out that my tales of woe are insultingly trivial compared to yours.”

Their food arrived, and they enjoyed their dinner.  It was good food, even though there was nothing distinguishing it from the kind served at any number of upscale restaurants.  Claire clearly enjoyed the experience, confiding that the different customs in a place like this made her feel as if she was in a foreign country.  Will had more experience navigating upper-class eateries, and he knew that the mystique was merely a way to justify the price tag, but he enjoyed Claire’s delight at details like the artful swirl of sauce on her dinner plate.

They took their time with the three-course meal, and by the time they had finished their desserts, it was nine o’clock in the evening.  Will settled the bill despite Claire’s insistence to go Dutch.

“At least let me cover the drinks for the rest of the night,” Claire said when they walked back to the car across the still-busy parking lot.

“I guess that’s a fair proposal,” Will replied.  “Where do you want to go?”

She gave him a sideways glance.  “I have some decent wine at home.  It won’t cost us thirty bucks a bottle, and we won’t have to sit in some smoke-filled bar to enjoy it.”

He looked at her, surprised by her unexpected boldness, and she gave him an encouraging smile that looked almost hopeful.

“Sure,” he replied, returning her smile in what he hoped was a sufficiently casual manner.  “I’d love to.”

Whatever gods there may be, he thought to himself as they drove off into the evening, please don’t let me screw this one up. 

Chapter 7

Claire’s place was a small single-level brick house in the suburbs, on a street not too different from Bob’s neighborhood.  There was a small covered porch, and a tiny strip of garden right underneath one of the windows where Claire was growing a variety of kitchen herbs.  The front lawn was as modest as the rest of the place; Will guessed that it probably only took a half dozen passes with a push mower to traverse the front yard.  The other houses on the quiet cul-de-sac looked like they had sprung from the same architect’s design board.

Claire pulled her little Beetle into its parking spot, leaving as much space to her left as she could.  The concrete pad in front of her house was designed for two cars, but the girth of the Navigator made that a tight proposition.  Will waited for Claire to get out of her car, and then pulled into the spot at a careful pace.  

“Why do people prefer these things over normal cars?” he asked Claire after he had lowered himself out of the Lincoln and closed the door.  “It gets eight miles to the gallon, and half the time you can’t see where you’re going.  I hate it.”

“Beats me,” Claire shrugged.  “You know what kills me?  Whenever I see one of these battleships, they’re usually single occupancy.  That’s an awful lot of steel to wrap around one person.”

She walked over to the door, sorting out her keys.  There was a large window to the right of the door, and Will could see the vertical blinds part as something pushed its way through them.  Then a dog’s head appeared in the window, and the blinds swinging wildly behind the dog indicated furious tail wagging.

“Hey, sweetie,” Claire cooed as she opened the door.  Oliver jumped up to greet her, whining as he did, and Claire gently pushed him back into the house.

“Hurry up, and don’t let him slip out past your legs,” she cautioned Will.  “He’s much more agile than he looks.”

Will heeded the warning, blocking the way out with his legs while he pulled the storm door shut behind him.  

“Hi, Oliver,” he said as the dog jumped up to plant his paws on the legs of Will’s pants.  “Sorry, we didn’t bring you anything from the restaurant this time.  French cooking doesn’t leave any leftovers for a doggy bag.”

“Oh, he’s had his dinner already,” Claire said.  “I fed him before I left.  Of course, he’s hoping that I forgot all about that.”  She looked at Will and smiled.

“Oliver must think you’re a decent guy.  He usually barks at everyone who walks through that door.  He’s a sweetie at the shop, even with strangers, but at home he feels like he needs to earn his keep by defending the castle.”

“He’s obviously a good judge of character,” Will said, and stooped down to scratch Oliver behind both ears.  “So, does it have a bearing on a guy’s chances for another date how Oliver reacts to him?”

“Maybe,” Claire smiled.  “He’s never steered me wrong.”

Claire’s house was small, but cozy.  The living room, where they now stood with Oliver circling their legs, was lined with bookshelves on three of its four walls.  The front door and the large window through which Oliver had observed their arrival took up the fourth wall.  There was a small entertainment center, but it looked forlorn, wedged between two book cases, and the stereo on its bottom shelf looked far more modern than the small TV above it.

“Not bad,” Will said as he looked around.  “You have almost as many books in this place as you do at the store.”

“You don’t know half of it,” Claire laughed.  “There are more in the office, and more still in the bedroom.  I’m actually amazed the walls can hold that much weight in paper.”

“If this place ever catches fire, it’ll burn for a month,” Will said.  He stepped over to one of the shelves and started scanning book spines.  At home, Claire didn’t sort her books alphabetically by author, but rather thematically.  One shelf held fantasy and science fiction—Tolkien, Heinlein, Asimov.  Another held poetry—Shakespeare, Frost, D.H. Lawrence, Spenser, T.S. Eliot.  

“Who’s your favorite poetry author, Claire?”

She looked at him, biting her lower lip as if in thought, and then shook her head.

“Can’t pick just one.  It’s like asking me what kind of ice cream I like best.  Some days, you feel like chocolate, and some days, you feel like vanilla, you know?”

“Come on,” Will said.  “Everyone knows that the best ice cream is vanilla.  And every bookworm I’ve ever known has a favorite poet.  There’s got to be one you like a little more than the rest.  One whose name pops into your head right away when you hear ‘poetry’.”

Claire bit her lower lip again and thought about the question for a moment before nodding resolutely.

“Frost.  If you have to absolutely nail it down to a single choice, it would have to be Robert Frost for me.”

“Not a bad choice,” Will said.  “New England’s own poet, you know.  New Hampshire’s own, actually.”

She smiled weakly at the mention of her old home state.

“Yeah, I know.  Some of my book club friends would agree with my pick, but there are plenty who consider him too mainstream, whatever the hell that is.  I guess they had to suffer The Road Not Taken one too many times in high school.”

“Our English teacher was fond of Birches,” Will grinned.  “Funny thing is, that one’s still my favorite Frost poem, despite Mrs. Thurber beating it to death in class.”

“It is my firm opinion that high school English turns more people off of literature than anything else,” Claire said.  “I know I love literature in spite of my schooling, not because of it.  Do you prefer white or red?”

“Sorry?”

“White wine or red wine,” Claire smiled.  She took down the folding toddler gate that was blocking access to the kitchen, and stowed it behind the sofa.

“Stern confinement measures,” Will commented, and Oliver glanced at him with what seemed to be agreement.

“Yeah, well, they’re necessary,” Claire said from the kitchen, where Will heard her taking glasses out of the cupboard.  “If I let him have the run of the house when I’m gone, he’ll turn the place upside down looking for food.  I spent a hundred bucks on four different trashcans in search of one that’s dachshund-proof, and I never found it.  Did you say red or white?”

“Red’s fine, thanks.”

“I was hoping you’d say that.  I found this lovely Cabernet Shiraz that’s just unbelievably good for the money.”

“You probably know more about wine than I do,” Will said.  “I’ll trust your judgment.”

“Oh, I’m not a lush or anything.  I just enjoy a nice glass of wine at the end of the day as a reward for staying on my feet from eight to six.”

Will sat down on the couch, and Oliver wasted no time jumping up to claim the spot next to him. 

“No, no, little buddy,” Claire said when she emerged from the kitchen with two wine glasses.  “You’re sitting in mommy’s spot.  Scoot.”  

“Thank you,” Will said as she handed him a glass and then sat down next to him, displacing Oliver with a gentle hand.  The dachshund yielded the spot and then curled himself up against Claire after having moved only the requisite twelve inches to make space for her.

Claire took a remote from the coffee table and turned on the stereo system, which was set to some classical music channel.  Then she sat back against the sofa cushions with a sigh.

“Red wine and Vivaldi’s Four Seasons,” she said.  “That’s usually what I do for fun in the evenings.  Am I boring or what?”

“Not at all, Claire.  I spend my evenings sort of the same way.  Only for me it’s usually a bourbon with ginger ale, or a vodka with orange juice.  To reward myself for yet another day of getting nothing done, you know.”

Claire chuckled and took a sip of her wine.  

“Well, you can’t rush genius, right?  How long did it take you to write that famous novel of yours?”

“Oh, right around a year or so.  If I had kept up that pace, I would have another eight or nine novels sitting on the shelf right next to that one.  As things stand right now, the first one is all by itself, like an only child.” 

Will tried the wine, and he found that it was as good as Claire had promised, a full-bodied blend that had just the right balance between dry and sweet.

“You know what?” he continued.  “I razz my brother about his writing all the time, but I wish I had his ability to apply ass to chair.  Three novels a year, like clockwork.  They’re pulp, but they take up just as much space on the bookshelf, right?”

“Don’t tell me your brother writes bodice rippers,” Claire grinned.  “I’ve never seen anything else with your last name on it.”

“Oh, he’s got pen names.  You know those Thorn McAllister novels?  The really cheesy ones with the guy who hunts terrorists for a living?”

“That’s your brother?” Claire laughed.  “I always thought those were written by a writer pool, the way they crank out a new one just about every other month.”

“Nope, those are all from the fertile imagination of Bob Liebkind.  I can get you some autographed copies if you want,” he added with a grin.  

“That’s amazing.  Two published writers in the family.  What are the chances of that?”

“Family disease,” Will said.  “Looks like it’s genetic, actually.  My niece may have picked it up, too.  She’s starting to show symptoms.”

Claire turned her wine glass slowly in her hand and studied his face.  

“You’re the most down-to-earth famous person I’ve ever met,” she said.  “Of course, I haven’t met too many famous people, so that may or may not be a compliment.  The only other writer I’ve met in person was a total dick.”

“Oh, yeah?” Will grinned.  “Who was it?”

She told him the name of an A-list author who was well known to Will, a guy who had seen several of his thrillers made into blockbuster movies, and whose ego was only eclipsed by his bank account.

“Yeah, I know him,” he said.  “And your assessment is pretty much right on the money.  He is a complete and total dick.  Charges for autographs, if you can believe that.”

“Yeah, I know,” Claire replied.  “He did a book signing downtown a few years back.  I was in the store anyway, and I bought one of his stupid books for him to sign.  I shell out twenty-five bucks for the hardcover, and he wants ten bucks to sign it.  I told him he was out of his mind, went to get a refund for the book, and dropped the receipt back at his table.”  She snorted with derision.  

“I’m sure the royalties from one crummy book are a drop in the bucket for him, but it’s real money for me, you know?”

“Good for you,” Will laughed.  “He’s not that great of a writer anyway.  I don’t know why his stuff sells like donuts at a Weight Watchers conference.”

“I mean, seriously.  Who would charge for a signature?  You don’t, and you won the Nobel Prize.”

“He probably does it because he thinks everyone with a signed copy is going to flip it for fifty or a hundred bucks on eBay.  He’s a jackass, but he’s a rich jackass.”

“Pshaw,” Claire said.  “He’s still a jackass, and no amount of cash can fix that.  I talk smack about him every time someone at the store buys one of his books.”

“Remind me not to get on your bad side, then,” Will smiled.  

Claire shook her head as she returned his smile.

“Oh, you’re nowhere near my bad side, mister.”

They looked at each other for about three heartbeats, their faces closer than they had been all evening.  Will felt the almost irresistible desire to lean in and kiss her on those full lips, and he resolved to give into it if the moment lasted just two heartbeats longer.

“You know, you can kiss me if you’d like,” she said, as if she was reading his mind.

Will raised his hand and gently brushed back the strand of hair that had fallen onto her forehead, and she smiled again, unflinching.  He leaned forward and kissed her, and she closed her eyes as their lips touched.  It was a cautious kiss, and towards the end, their tongues met briefly.  Will tasted Cabernet, and her very own flavor, infinitely more intoxicating to him than the red wine.

When they pulled apart after a few moments, she opened her eyes slowly and smiled.

“Hmmm.  That was nice.”

“Yes,” Will agreed.  “Very.”

“Master of poetry, you are,” she chuckled softly.

“Never claimed I was.  Fiction, remember?”

She kissed him in response, this time with decidedly more passion, and they sank back into the couch cushions, arms wrapped around each other.  This time, their lips stayed locked for a good while longer.

The Liebkind house was dark when Will pulled into the driveway shortly after midnight.  The only evidence of activity was a ghostly flicker of blue light behind the window of Erica’s little den, and Will smiled at the mental image of his niece hunched over the laptop at an hour when she should be long asleep.  Maybe the computer--and the unfettered Internet access it entailed--was a bit too much of a good thing for Erica, but he trusted her self-moderation skills.  

He let himself into the house as quietly as possible.  There was the muted noise of a television coming from upstairs, but the downstairs living room was dark.  Will helped himself to some of Bob’s bourbon, and then sat down on the couch, not bothering to turn on the lights.

As he sat in the dark living room, listening to the noises of the house and the occasional traffic outside, he recalled the second half of the evening, the part that had taken place at Claire’s house.  There was something about her that reminded him of a wounded bird on the mend, fragile and skittish, but there was also a forwardness he hadn’t expected.  Will recalled the sensation of those full lips of hers on his own, and he chastised himself for the tenth time since leaving her house for turning down her offer to stay for the night.

I know it’s what she wanted to hear, he thought.  Despite the fact that both their bodies had indicated otherwise, something had kept him from giving in to his desires and taking her to the bedroom, and it was the same flicker of intuition that had made him surrender the initiative for their first kiss.  This was new territory for her once again, and he would let her navigate it at her own pace.  For some reason, he knew that she wouldn’t have turned him down tonight, but he also knew that things would have been different between them in the morning.  It would have been too fast, too soon.

Am I really looking to go the distance with this one? 

He knew the answer to that question already, of course.

At the breakfast table, there was barely concealed curiosity on the faces of all three Liebkinds, and Will made it almost all the way through his plate of scrambled eggs before the inquisition began.  It was Erica who finally broke, shaking Will’s shoulder and grinning like the Cheshire cat.

“And?  How was your date with Claire last night?”

“It was great,” he said, overemphasizing the last word for effect while spearing a strip of bacon on her plate with his fork.  In response, she slid the plate towards him.

“You can have all of that dead pig if you want.  I don’t even know why mom bothers putting it on my plate.”

“Because I have hope that you’ll come to your senses and eat something other than rabbit food again some day,” Christa said.

Will stabbed his fork into another bacon strip and stuffed the double layer of bacon into his mouth, ignoring Erica’s look of revulsion.

“That’s just ugh, Uncle Will.  Ever been to a meat packing plant?”

“Ugh says the girl who drowns her scrambled eggs in ketchup,” Will retorted, flashing a bacon-laced grin at his niece.  

“And yes, I know what they do at those plants.”  He pointed his fork at the sausage patties on Bob’s plate.  “You know what goes into those?  Everything but the oink.  And I don’t care, as long as they spice it up right.”

“Amen to that,” Bob agreed.  “So they use all the parts of the pig.  Waste not, want not, right?”

Bob, who knew exactly how to get his daughter’s goad, seemed delighted at the opportunity to tag-team her with Will, who usually fraternized with Erica.  She stuck her finger into her mouth in a pretend-vomiting gesture, but then focused her attention on Will again, deflecting his attempt to redirect the conversation.

“So?  Just great?  You’re going to go out again, or what?”

“Erica,” Christa cautioned.  “I’m sure your uncle has no desire to discuss his personal love life with us over breakfast.  Not any more than you would, anyway.”

“That’s okay,” Will said.  “And for your information, nosy niece, we are going to go out again.  In fact, I think I am going to ask her to come up to Maine with me for our Christmas shindig.”  

The thought hadn’t occurred to him until it was out of his mouth, but now that it was out, it seemed like a fabulous idea.

“No way,” Christa and Erica said in unison, and Will laughed at the perfect synchronicity of their exclamations.

“Yes way,” he said.  “Just watch.”

Bob leaned back in his chair and folded his arms with a satisfied grin.

“Will’s bringing a new girlfriend home to meet the family.  This is going to be the most fun Christmas since mom ate that pot brownie by accident.”

Since it was Saturday, none of the family left the house after breakfast, and Will had to flee the house to get away from the constant, good-natured interrogations by Erica and Christa.  In truth, he didn’t mind their interest at all, but there was the problem of making good on his breakfast table announcement.  He chided himself for running his mouth as soon as he was out of the house, and when he left the driveway in the Lincoln, he had resigned himself to confessing and begging absolution from Claire.

Her car was parked in front of the store when he pulled up, and Will felt a brief twinge of anxiety when he parked the Lincoln and walked towards the door of the bookstore.  There was the possibility that his intuition had been dead wrong, and that she felt rejected by his retreat last night.

If that’s the case, I’ll hit myself in the nuts every day for a month, he thought.  

His fears dissipated, however, when he opened the door, and Claire looked up from the counter with a smile.

“Hey, stranger.  Did you get home okay last night?”

“Yeah,” Will said.  “Had to suffer through Twenty Questions with my niece and sister-in-law this morning, though.”

There was someone else in the store, a college-aged girl in a shapeless tie-dye skirt and Birkenstocks.  She carried a crate of books to the counter as Will watched, and gave him an amused look.

“Will, this is Lauren, my new associate.”  Claire waved her hand in a little flourish.  Then she walked around the counter towards him, and before he could even consider whether she would want him to be affectionate in front of her new employee, she stood on tiptoe and kissed him on the mouth.  The doorbell had summoned Oliver from his comfortable den in the back of the store, and he came trotting up, tail wagging.

“I thought she was totally trying to pull my leg, but it’s really you,” Lauren said with a wry grin.  

“Totally,” Will agreed amiably, and both Claire and Lauren laughed.  

“You’re up early,” Claire said.  “I’ve only opened ten minutes ago.”

“Yeah, like I said, I needed to make a quick escape.  And I had something to run by you.”  

He glanced at Lauren, who understood the hint perfectly.

“I’ll sort some books onto the shelves in the back,” she said, giving Will a knowing little smirk, and he winked at her.

When Lauren had disappeared in the back of the store, Claire looked at him with expectant curiosity, and he bought himself a moment by dropping to one knee and petting Oliver, who enjoyed the attention as usual.

“What are you doing this Christmas?” he asked when he raised himself again.

“This Christmas?” Claire looked puzzled.  “Same as every Christmas, I guess.  Watch ‘It’s a Wonderful Life’, have some eggnog, and enjoy some time off.  Why do you ask?”

“I’d love for you to come to Maine with me,” he said.  “My family gets together at my mom’s place every year.  We usually eat too much, get drunk, and make fun of each other.  It would be great if you could join in.”

“Maine?”  Claire looked at him with unconcealed trepidation.  

“Oh, I don’t know, Will.”  She looked down at Oliver, who had not ceased wagging his tail since Will had stepped through the door.  

“Oliver doesn’t do so great in cargo holds, and they won’t let a dog of his size fly in the cabin.  Plus, I can’t let Lauren run the store all by herself yet.  She’s just learned how to work this antique cash register without losing her fingers in the drawer.”

“So close for a few days,” Will said.  “I’ll come down and pick you up in the car, and we can ride north in comfort.  It’ll be a road trip.  Oliver can have the whole back seat all to himself.”

Claire bit her lower lip and looked from Will to Lauren, who was sorting books and pretending not to hear their conversation.  Then she looked down at Oliver, whose wagging tail seemed to indicate tacit approval of Will’s proposal.

“How long has it been since you’ve been anywhere for fun?” Will prodded gently.

“It’s been a while,” Claire admitted.  “I suppose a little vacation couldn’t hurt.  And I’d love to see New England again.”

Will suppressed a desire to dance a jig on the spot.

“Hey, Lauren,” Claire said.  “How would you like to take a few days off over Christmas?”

“Fine with me,” Lauren shrugged.  “I can go visit the folks.”

Will raised his eyebrows at Claire and gave her an encouraging smile.

“Come on, it’ll be fun.  Plus, I could use the backup.”

“Okay, then,” Claire laughed.  “I’ll come.  But are you sure you want to drive down all the way to Knoxville again just to fetch me?  That’s a long way to go to pick up a Christmas date.”

“No,” Will said.  “It really isn’t.  Not for this particular Christmas date.”

“Aww,” Lauren said from the back of the store, abandoning all pretenses of disinterest.  “That’s so sweet.”

“Just mind the books, Nosy Nelly,” Claire said with a smile, and Will saw the faintest flush of red on her cheeks.

“I have a confession to make,” Will said when they sat down for lunch at the Tex-Mex restaurant Claire had recommended.  It was a temperate December day, and the restaurant was just across the street from the busiest mall in town, so all the tables were packed.  They’d had to take a table in the smoking section to avoid a wait, and while Will usually couldn’t stand sitting in a cloud of blue, he didn’t mind it so much at the moment.  

“Oh, yeah?  What’s that?”  

“I didn’t have any business other than you this weekend.  I came down from Maine just to see you again.”

He dumped a packet of sweetener into his iced tea and stirred it with his straw before looking at her again.  Claire leaned back in her chair, and her expression was one of amused surprise.

“Really?  Why would you do that, Will?  I never thought I was all that interesting, myself.”

“Well, you may be wrong on that one.”

The compliment had the desired effect—she blushed and averted her gaze very briefly.

“Does that weird you out or something?” Will probed.

“No, it doesn’t.  In fact, I find it rather flattering.”

“It doesn’t say ‘stalker”, or ‘desperate’?”

She laughed at this and shook her head.

“Nope.  You don’t really fit the profile, you know.  I mean, I know you can have your pick of any number of women in your own area code if you wanted.  That sort of rules out the ‘desperate’ profile.  And if this is your idea of stalking, then by all means, keep at it.”


Will returned her smile and took a sip of his iced tea.

“I have a confession to make as well,” Claire said, and he looked up at her with a raised eyebrow.

“Well, let’s hear it.”

“I never actually read your book until last week.  After you came into my store, I pulled it out to take home and read, but I didn’t actually get around to it until after we went out last week.  I finished it only last weekend.”

Will laughed out loud.

“Serves me right, I guess.  I just walk around and assume that everybody who likes books has actually read that pretentious turd, just because they kissed my ass in Stockholm for writing it.”

“Oh, don’t say that,” Claire admonished him.  “It’s good.  It’s better than good—it’s great.  You know how you feel when you listen to something like Beethoven’s Fifth?  Stuff that really moves you?”

He nodded, and she continued, her gaze fixed on her own glass.

“Well, that’s how I felt when I read your novel.  It’s like listening to Beethoven—you’re in awe that someone can actually put his fingers on a keyboard and produce something like that.  It gives you hope for this messed-up species.”

Now it was Will’s turn to blush, and he tried to wave the compliment away with a curt flick of his hand.

“That’s about the nicest literary criticism I’ve ever heard,” he said.  

“Well, it’s the truth,” Claire replied.  “And don’t think I’m just saying it because I’m trying to get into your pants.”

He had taken another sip of his iced tea, but his timing proved unfortunate, as he could barely prevent the liquid from shooting out of his nose when he laughed.

“Okay, then,” he said after he had recovered.  “I’m glad that’s settled.  Because, you know, I was really worried about that.”

“So,” Claire said when they stepped out into the December sun again.  “Are you going to hang out at your brother’s place until Christmas?”

“Hell, no,” Will laughed.  “Three weeks at Bob’s place?  I can’t do that to myself.  Besides, I need to go back and fetch my car.  I have absolutely no intention of driving that rental monster north.”

And I don’t want you to get sick of me, he thought.

“Maine,” Claire said as she shielded her eyes from the sun.  It was probably sixty degrees outside, warm enough for Will to shed his sport coat.

“I haven’t been back northeast since…well, in ages.  Do you think there’ll be snow for Christmas this year?”

“More than likely,” Will said.  “We’ve had a white Christmas in Augusta four out of the last five years.  It may not be enough to build snowmen, but it’ll look all festive.”

“That sounds great,” she sighed.  “The seasons here in the South are called mild, warm, hot, and very hot.  Last year, I actually had to run the air conditioning in the house in late November.”

Will watched as she blinked into the sun and stretched out like a kitten after a nap.  Her long hair, which looked almost black in the dark bookstore, had a reddish sheen to it in the sunlight, and the light dusting of freckles on her fair skin was so obvious that he wondered hw he could have missed it when they had first met.  She noticed his glance and gave him a smile that looked completely relaxed and unembarrassed.

“So when are you heading home?” she asked.

“Tomorrow morning,” he replied with a hint of regret.  “I’ll come back down on the twenty-first, if that’s okay with you.  That gives us three days to get up to Maine.”

“That’s fine,” she said.  “I’ll just close the shop until the day after New Year’s.”

They reached the Navigator, and Will stepped forward to open the car door for Claire.  She smiled in appreciation as she climbed up into the passenger seat, and this time he did not resist the temptation to sneak a glance at her shapely butt.

“Tell me if you think I’m too forward,” he said when they pulled out of the parking lot and into traffic.

“Why would I think that?” Claire asked.  

“Well, we’ve only been on two dates—one real date, actually—and I’m asking you to come and meet the family already.”

“Trust me here,” she smiled.  “I’ll let you know if I think you’re being too forward, Will.  Like I said, I’m actually quite flattered.  Guys who are looking for a quick roll in the hay or three don’t usually take their dates to see their mothers.”

“I guess you have a point there,” he conceded.  “And I think that neither one of us is just looking for that quick roll in the hay.”

“No, we aren’t.”  She closed her eyes and turned her face into the sunlight.

“Hmmm.  It is kind of nice to have some warm sun on your face three weeks before Christmas, but I miss the snow so much that I’ll probably start making snow angels the second we get out of the car in Maine.”

“That I’ll pay to see,” Will smiled.  The thought of beautiful, mature, intelligent Claire stretching out in the snow and making snow angels like a carefree kid was not only amusing, but surprisingly sexy as well.

“Will I see you before you leave tomorrow?” she asked.

“Of course.  I did sort of commit to another family event tonight, so it won’t be a date or anything, but I’d love to have breakfast with you in the morning before I take off.  My flight doesn’t leave until ten past nine, and I know you have to be at the store, but I was hoping I could get you out of bed early.”  He made his best attempt at puppy dog eyes, and Claire chuckled.

“Only if you let me buy this time, mister.  You’ve been footing the bill way too often lately.  I feel the need to reciprocate.”

“Well, if you must, then by all means.”  Will was relieved that she did not seem to feel snubbed.  “You have to find us a decent breakfast place, though.  As you know, I’m not too terribly familiar with the area yet.”

The last word of his sentence seemed to linger after he had spoken it, heavy with implications.

“Okay, then,” Claire finally said.  “Just give me a call tonight after your family thing, and we’ll figure something out.”

That evening, Will stayed in with the rest of the Liebkind family, who had elected to forego their bi-weekly Saturday night restaurant dinner in favor of a meal at home.  Will inspected the grocery bags Christa had brought home and surmised that it wasn’t a money thing; the food came from a European deli, and the price stickers holding the bags closed told Will that it would have been a wash between cooking at home and taking the whole clan out to a decent steak place.

Christa refused his offers of assistance in the kitchen, and he spent some time playing Mille Borne with Erica and Bob in the living room.  By the time Christa had finished her preparations and joined them for a few games, Will and Erica had caught Bob cheating no less than four times.  Being caught red-handed never perturbed Bob in any way—he freely admitted the offense with a disarming grin every time.

“It’s the only way I could win against this one since she was twelve,” he offered as an explanation, indicating Erica with a nod of his head while he reshuffled the cards.

Dinner was terrific.  Christa had made a fresh tomato salad, and the main course was a large plate of meat pinwheels with layers of cheese and herbs wedged in between tender slices of veal.  Bob atoned for his blatant card game cheating by fetching a bottle of excellent red wine from his stash.

After the meal, Will retired to the front steps with a glass of wine and his phone, ignoring the knowing smiles which Christa and Erica shot each other as he left the house.  He supposed that this previously unknown side of him was the source of much entertainment for his sister-in-law and niece, but he didn’t mind their good-natured prodding.

“Wow, you must have had a lot to talk about,” Erica remarked when he walked back into the house after chatting with Claire for a little while, and when he looked at his watch in order to contradict his niece, he was surprised to find that they had spent a half hour on the phone.

“Yeah, I suppose we did,” he replied simply.  “Books and such, you know.”

“Sure, Uncle Will,” she smiled.  “Books and such.  Fun subject, that.”

In the morning, Claire took him to a coffee house near the university, an alternative little hole-in-the-wall that was staffed and frequented by young college kids with tattoos and piercings.  They looked decidedly out of place as they occupied a small table with their coffees and pastries, but Claire did not seem to mind, and after trying the food, Will didn’t care about the ambience anymore either.  His apple turnover alone had cost almost five bucks, but the ingredients were fresh, and the dough was clearly handmade.  

“How do you keep finding all these places around here?” Will asked Claire as they shuffled their plates and cups around on a table that was the size of the steering wheel in Will’s rental car.  

“Oh, I go for drives on Sundays, and I like to try out new stuff.  It seems that Knoxville has one of every chain restaurant in the country, but if you look around, you’ll find an amazing amount of these little independent places, and they blow away any franchise.”

“You compete against big chains every day with that little store of yours—I’m not surprised you side with the little guys over the corporate bigwigs.”

“That’s a nice thought, but I can’t compete with Barnes & Noble,” Claire laughed.  “I can’t even begin to try.  They get much better deals with the distributors.  That’s why I do used books.  People won’t buy the new Harry Potter from me if they can get it five bucks cheaper than my cost over at the big bookstore.  The used ones, though—those I buy for ten bucks and resell for fifteen, and that’s what keeps the lights on.”

Will resolved on the spot to refuse any future events in Knoxville that were not tied to Claire’s store in some way.  Doing a book signing at the two-acre bookstore down by the mall would feel like outright treason now, even if he was sure that Claire wouldn’t hold it against him in the least.

“You’re amazing,” he said to her, and she raised an eyebrow with a smile.

“How so?”  She leaned towards him and propped her chin on the knuckles of her hand.  Tell me more, her expression said.

“You said you came to Knoxville with nothing but a few grand, and now look at you—running that business of yours.  I don’t have any sense for business at all.  If it wasn’t for the fact that I can afford an accountant, the publisher could probably get away with stiffing me on the royalties all year long.”

“Ah, that’s no big deal,” Claire said.  “You want to do something badly enough, you find a way to do it.  No secret to it, really.”

Simple enough, he thought, returning her smile and once again finding himself admiring her features—the freckles on her nose, the graceful slope of her nose, the crease that appeared in the middle of her forehead when she was smiling her cute little half-smile.  Some of us just have an easier time with that than others.

At the airport, Will returned the Navigator to the rental lot, turning over the keys with a great deal of relief.  He met up with Claire in front of the departure terminal, and she walked all the way to the security gate with him.

“Call me,” she said, embracing him tightly.  She stood on tiptoe and kissed him on the mouth, a slow and sensuous kiss that seemed to last for a minute.  Then she detached herself from him and straightened out the collar of his sport coat.

“I will,” he promised.  “As soon as I get home, and twice a day thereafter until I get back down here for Christmas.”

“I’ll hold you to that.”  She grabbed him by the collar she had just straightened, and kissed him again, this time with more finality.

When the plane ascended into the bright and sunny December morning, Will studied the landscape below through the scuffed Plexiglas of his window.  A month ago, the collection of generic neighborhoods spreading over the gently rolling hills below had been among his least favorite spots in the world, and now he couldn’t wait to get back here.

When the plane touched down in Boston a little over two hours later, it didn’t entirely feel like coming home.  Part of him was still sitting in that trendy college coffeehouse with Claire, chatting and eating five-dollar pastries, and he knew that he was in deep trouble when he found himself smiling at the memory as he walked through the terminal on the way to the long-term parking lot.

Amazing, he thought.  If I’m not careful, I’ll find myself shopping for real estate in that place within a month or two.

He realized his troubles were deeper than he guessed when part of him didn’t mind the idea in the least. 

Chapter 8

“So this is it?” Claire asked.

They had turned into the entry gate of a condominium complex, an expensive-looking property with a ten-foot high cast iron fence surrounding it.  The gate itself was automated, and it only gave access to the community through a key card or a resident’s electronic go-ahead.  Will pulled up to the visitor gate, where a large computer screen displayed a long list of last names and condo numbers.

“Yep, this is the place,” Will replied.  “I think it’s way too expensive, but mom likes not having to lift a finger for the upkeep.”

He punched a button and scrolled through the screen pages until he found his mother’s name.  Then he entered her condo number on the keypad underneath the screen, and a moment later they heard a ring tone through the speaker.

“Hel-loo!” 

Kate’s voice sounded cheerful enough to make Will suspect that the bar was already open.

“Hey mom, it’s Will.”

“Oh, hi, honey!”  She turned away from the phone, and her voice sounded muffled as she addressed whoever was in the room with her, presumably Bob and his branch of the family.  

“It’s Will, and his girlfriend!”

Then her voice turned clear again as she spoke into the receiver once more.

“Hang on, I’ll buzz you in.”

“Thanks, mom.  See you in a second.”

He rolled his eyes with a smile, and Claire grinned at him.

“I’m sure you’ve not been called anyone’s ‘girlfriend’ since senior year in high school.”

“That’s about right,” she agreed.

“Well, you’ll have to hear more of that for the next few days.  Once that pack latches on, they don’t let go.”

There was the sound of a few key presses from Kate’s phone, and then the cast iron gate rolled aside silently, granting access into the complex.

The condominiums here were all detached townhouses with identical pseudo-Tudor exteriors, and well-maintained lawns that were undoubtedly spray-painted every year.  In the parking lots, Mercedes and Lexus were far more represented than Toyota or Chevrolet, and the residents that were out and about all looked to be roughly in Kate’s age group.

“Upscale retirement condos,” Will explained as they drove around the complex, adhering to the five-mile-per-hour speed limit.  “There are a few yuppies living here, but it’s mostly older folks who don’t want to worry about mowing lawns and shoveling snow anymore.”

“It looks nice,” Claire said, studying the houses that looked as identical as eggs in a crate.  “Safe and clean.”

“That it is,” Will agreed.  He steered the BMW into the lot in front of Kate’s condo and parked next to her Chrysler minivan.  He put the car in park, turned off the engine, and then turned to face Claire.

“Nervous?”

“A little,” she admitted.  “It’ll be a long weekend if they end up hating me.”

“Oh, they won’t hate you, trust me,” Will smiled.  

The trip north by itself already qualified as the best vacation Will had taken in recent memory.  They had stopped whenever the mood had struck them.  Instead of eating fast food on the run, they had gone off the beaten path and tried out some local hole-in-the-wall restaurants and diners.  Instead of sleeping in a motel off some Interstate exit, they had stayed a night in a cozy bed & breakfast in southern Pennsylvania, and then walked the Gettysburg battleground the next day, braving the cold December wind and discussing history.  Will found that Claire was extremely knowledgeable on a wide variety of topics, and that she had a razor-sharp wit and a bulletproof understanding of logic.  In a debate team, she would have been an unbeatable opponent.  She had the ability to convincingly take both sides of an argument, and she made a highly effective Devil’s Advocate.

“You’re living proof that college degrees are overrated,” he had told her when they were back in the car and once again driving north.


“How so?” she had asked.


“Well,” he had explained, “I have two Masters degrees and a Ph.D. in English, and I have to check my arguments three times before presenting them to you so you don’t find any logical flaws to rub my nose into. I spent six years at the most prestigious Ivy League school in the country, and I can count the number of people there who could out-debate you on the fingers on one hand—and that includes the faculty.”


She had smiled at him, obviously pleased, and he had the feeling that this compliment was worth more to her than any number of remarks about her looks.


“Come on,” he said to her, amused by her sudden flash of insecurity at the prospect of meeting his family.  “You’ll knock them off their feet, I’m sure.”

They took their bags out of the trunk, released Oliver from the back seat, and walked towards the door.  Before they were on the top step, the door opened, and Kate stepped out, arms extended towards Claire in welcome.

“Well, hello there.  You must be Claire.  We’ve heard so much about you.”

“Hi,” Claire managed to squeeze out before Kate had embraced the taller woman in a hug.

“Gosh, you’re gorgeous,” Kate exclaimed as she finished her hug and then held Claire at arms length to inspect her.

“Mom,” Will pleaded.  “Let us at least get inside and put down our bags before we start the appraisal process, okay?”

“It’s nice to meet you, Mrs. Liebkind,” Claire said, and Will’s mother waved her hand dismissively.

“Don’t even start that ‘Mrs. Liebkind’ nonsense, honey.  You just go ahead and call me Kate.”

“Kate,” Claire repeated.  “Very nice to meet you, Kate.  I’m Claire Connelly.”

“And who is this little guy?” Kate asked, stooping to pet Oliver.

“This is Oliver,” Claire smiled.  “He’s my roommate back home.”

Kate ushered them into the house and steered them towards the guest bedroom on the ground floor.  Will was glad to see that his mother had quartered Bob, Christa, and Erica in the upstairs bedrooms, which meant that Will and Claire would have the entire downstairs to themselves at night.

“You two are in here, unless Claire would rather have a separate bedroom of her own.  I can clean out my room and sleep on the couch for a few nights.”

“Oh, no, Kate—that’s not necessary,” Claire said.  “If anything, I’d be the one sleeping on the couch, but I think we’ll be just fine in here.”

They stowed their bags by the side of the queen-sized bed, and Kate left them ‘to freshen up’.  The downstairs bedroom had its own little half bathroom, and Will saw that Kate had replaced the old tub and shower curtain with a nice little Plexiglas shower stall since he had last spent a night in this room.  Kate kept the downstairs bedroom strictly for visitors, so the décor was neutral Pier One stuff in inoffensive pastel colors.  

The rest of the Liebkind clan was spread out in the living room.  Bob and Christa sat on Kate’s spacious leather sofa, eggnog glasses on the coffee table in front of them, and Erica had curled up on Kate’s recliner.  There was a glass of eggnog in front of Erica as well, but Will strongly suspected that it lacked an ingredient present in the other glasses.  Nonetheless, he gave her glass a sniff as he walked over to the couch.  Oliver trotted into the living room behind them, eyed the congregation with a wary gaze, and then made a beeline over to the kitchen.

“Hey, kiddo.  Getting sloshed with the ‘rents?”

“Oh, don’t I wish,” Erica said, reaching up to reciprocate his hug.  “Hi, Uncle Will.  Have a good trip?”

“We had an awesome trip,” he replied.  Behind him, Claire walked into the living room, and Erica beamed at her.

“Hey, Claire!”

“Well, I didn’t think this was going to happen until just now,” Bob grinned as he rose from the couch to offer Claire his hand.

“I’m Bob.  And you must be the poor soul Will managed to talk into that mind-numbing drive from Knoxville.”

“I am that poor soul,” Claire verified as she shook Bob’s hand with a smile.  “Claire Connelly.  It’s nice to meet you.”

“This is Christa, my long-suffering spouse,” Bob said, “and I believe you already know the bookworm over there.”

“Yeah, we’ve met,” Claire said, winking at Erica.  

Will and Claire sat down on the couch, which was wide enough to accommodate half a football team, and Bob dropped back into the cushions.  Will was happy to see that Bob wore a new pair of jeans and a suitably festive-looking wool sweater, instead of one of his usual freebie t-shirts from politically incorrect establishments.

“Claire’s bummed because there’s no snow on the ground yet,” Will announced.

“Oh, you may get lucky yet,” Kate said as she emerged from the kitchen, carrying two glasses of eggnog and nudging a reluctant Oliver back into the living room with a gentle foot.  

“Didn’t you watch the weather report before driving up here?  There’s a cold front moving in from the Great Lakes.  They say we should be getting one to two inches by tomorrow morning, and the ground is cold enough for it to stick.”

“See?  You’ll get to do your snow angels after all,” Will said to Claire, taking a sip of the eggnog his mom had just handed him.  He grimaced and put the glass down on the coffee table.

“Good grief, mom, this thing is half rum.  It’s not even four o’clock yet.”

“Oh, you lightweight.  It’s just two fingers worth, that’s all.”

“Alcoholics,” Will offered to Claire in explanation.  She replied by picking up her own glass and taking a healthy sip without changing her expression, looking at Will over the rim of her glass with what he decided was a mischievous twinkle in her eyes.

“Looks like you’re outmatched,” Bob said with an approving smile in Claire’s direction.

“Well, if you can’t beat ‘em, might as well join ‘em,” Will said, taking another sip from his own glass.  “But if that’s only two fingers worth of rum, it’s that one-fifty-proof stuff.  If you dropped a lit match into this eggnog, I’d lose my eyebrows.”

They spent the evening talking and getting increasingly buzzed on the contents of Kate’s liquor cabinet.  Erica, the only sober person at a table of drinkers, spent an hour petting Oliver and conversing with Claire before excusing herself to resume her love affair with her new computer.  Apparently, the PowerBook had not been out of her immediate reach since Will had given it to her a month ago.

“You have a very intelligent daughter,” Claire said to Christa when Erica had retreated to her upstairs bedroom.

“Yeah,” Bob chimed in.  “I tell folks that she’s got her smarts from her father, ‘cause her mom still has hers.”

“I wish I had the time to home-school her, or the money to put her in a decent private school,” Christa said to Claire, ignoring her husband’s quip.  “The Knox County school system doesn’t offer much of a challenge to her.  Most of the time, she’s bored to tears.”

“And she’s only fifteen,” Claire mused.  “If she keeps building her intellect at this rate, she’ll be flooded with scholarship offers by the time she’s ready for college.  We were discussing the logical flaws of Pascal’s Wager,” she added.

“You should see the books she has on the shelves in her room,” Will said.  “She’s already reading stuff that would be over the heads of most college seniors I’ve known.”

“Someone like her, you just give her the tools she needs, and then get out of her way,” Claire said.  Christa smiled at this assessment of Erica, and Will guessed that Claire had already won over his sister-in-law.  Bob, too, was clearly smitten, and Will noticed that his brother actually sat up a little more straight when Claire talked to him.

He’s sucking his belly in a bit, too, Will thought, suppressing a grin.  

“So Will tells us you run a bookstore back home?” Christa asked.  Will chose to withhold comment on the fact that it had been Erica, not he, who had furnished the family with all Claire-related intelligence.

“The Lost Savant, on Merchants,” Claire said.  “It’s really not much, but it’s all mine.  I figured out a good while ago that I’d rather work for myself than anyone else.”

“Good for you,” Kate replied.  “I was fifty before I figured out that the most tolerable boss to work under is the person I see in the mirror every morning.  That, and nobody can fire me if I have a margarita at lunchtime.”

“Perks of being self-employed,” Claire smiled.  “For me, it’s the occasional sangria over at the Mexican place.”

“I’ve been known to have a beer or two while I’m working,” Bob said.  “In fact, I think three of my four last novels were composed with the aid of the folks over at Anheuser-Busch.  I should really start acknowledging them.”

“Ever notice how many of our family conversations revolve around the use of alcohol?” Will mused.

“That’s because we start drinking the minute we’re all in the same room,” Kate said.  “It’s a family tradition.  Just be glad Aunt Sadie couldn’t make it to the East Coast this year, or I’d be three sheets to the wind already.”

“Your family is great,” Claire said from behind the bathroom door when they were getting ready for bed, after everyone had retreated to their various rooms for the night.  Oliver had only made three half-hearted tries for the comfort of the bed before resigning himself to the little blanket nest Claire had built for him in a corner of the room.

“We’re completely dysfunctional,” Will said.  “My mom drinks like an Irishman, my brother and I are like oil and water on the best of days, and our dad would make us all look like saints if he was still around.”

“Every family meets the definition of ‘dysfunctional’, Will.”

Claire emerged from the bathroom, and Will found himself openly staring.  She was barelegged, and the only clothing in evidence was one of those oversized sleep shirts that were designed to look like they were pilfered from a guy.  Her hair was flowing freely onto her shoulders and back, released from the constraints of the elastic band that had held it in a ponytail all day. 

“Like what you see?” she asked with a smile, amused by his open-mouthed stare.

“Yeah,” he managed after a moment.  “On a scale of one to ten, you’re about a twenty-nine.”

She walked over to where he sat on the edge of the bed, pulled his head towards hers with a firm but gentle hand, and kissed him.  It was a long, sensuous kiss that was both tender and insistent, and when their lips parted again, Will found that he was suddenly short of breath.

“I will not be able to sleep next to you and keep my hands to myself all night,” she announced.  “So what do you say we skip the part where we both try and figure out whether to take the initiative?”

“Agreed,” Will said, and reached up to pull her face towards his own.

When Will woke up in the morning, it was still dark outside, and Claire was sleeping by his side, her head nestled on his shoulder.

He blinked the sleep out of his eyes for a few moments, and then turned his head to study Claire’s sleeping face against his chest.  Her hair was tousled, she didn’t have a trace of makeup on her face, and she was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen.  He remembered Laura, the girl he had bedded after his speech at the small college in Asheville, and he wondered how he could have ever thought of her as blindingly attractive.  This woman by his side completely outclassed Laura, even without a thread on her body or a trace of cosmetics on her face.

Especially without a thread on her body, he smiled.  

The house was still quiet, and Will checked his watch.  It was ten past six, and without biological urges in the picture, he would have been happy to spend the entire day with Claire sleeping curled up by his side.  As things stood, he needed to use the bathroom, and he freed his shoulder carefully without waking her.

On his way back from the bathroom, he glanced at the window, and noticed that there was no light at all coming through the lower half of it, even though the slats of the blinds were tilted horizontally.  It looked like someone had bunched up a blanket on the windowsill.  Will trotted over to the window and pushed it open quietly.

There was a small shelf for a window air conditioning unit right at the level of the windowsill, and it was packed with a good foot and a half of snow.  Will reached out and pushed the pile of snow off the ledge.

“Holy shit,” he chuckled.

Outside, the world was white.  Snow fell from the sky in thick and heavy flakes.  The cars in front of the house were vaguely vehicle-shaped snow piles, and the only evidence of the fire hydrant in front of Kate’s house was the little red snow flag poking through the white blanket that covered the front lawn.  As Will watched, a snow plow passed the house slowly, orange warning light blinking, and the pile of cleared snow in front of Kate’s driveway already stood higher than the roof of Will’s covered car.

He heard a muffled exclamation from the bed, and turned around to find Claire awake, looking at him with sleep-fogged eyes.

“What’s out there?”

“Mother Nature’s perfect timing,” he grinned.  “It seems that somebody upstairs hooked you up for a white Christmas.  There’s about two feet of snow on the ground out there.”

“No way,” she said, and climbed out of bed.  She walked over to where he stood, and he stepped aside to let her look through the window.  She stood on her toes to peer outside, and he admired the perfectly proportioned hourglass shape of her hips and the inviting curves of her butt.

“Well, paint me green and call me Gumby,” she chuckled.  “That’s a lot of snow out there.”

“Yes, it is,” he agreed.  “I don’t think we’ll be going anywhere today.  This is going to suck for the people flying in late for the holidays.  Boston and Portland are probably out of commission right now.”

“Cold out there,” she said, and wrapped her arms around herself with a little shiver.  He reached past her and closed the window again.  Then he pressed his body against hers and hugged her to himself tightly, kissing the side of her neck.

“Hmmm,” she said.  “This has been an awesome vacation so far.”

“Oh, yes,” Will replied.  “I’m glad I could talk you into it.”

“Me, too.  Last night alone was worth the trip for sure.”

There were noises of activity coming from the back of the house now, undoubtedly Kate preparing an early breakfast.  Will heard the clanking of plates and silverware, and then the television in the living room came to life at considerable volume.  Kate liked to watch her news over breakfast, and from the looks of the neighborhood, there would be plenty to report this morning.

After they got dressed, Will and Claire stepped out into the living room.  Kate’s house had a large combined living and dining room, and Kate was busy placing various food items on the dining table.

“Mom, you’re not feeding an army squad.  That’s more food than we can eat in a week.”

“Good morning,” Kate replied, smiling at Claire.  “Did you sleep well?”

“Very well,” Claire confirmed.  “I didn’t even notice that we had a snow storm coming through.”

“Oh, yeah.”  Kate nodded at the television, where some intrepid field reporter was braving the elements at what looked to be Logan Airport.  “They’re already calling it the Great Christmas Blizzard.  Two and a half feet in less than twelve hours, and it’s still coming down.”

“So much for one to two inches, huh?” Will said.

“That’s New England weather, all right,” Claire said happily.  “Just like I remember it—if you don’t like what you see outside, wait thirty minutes.”

They sat down for breakfast after some more prodding from Kate, who had apparently dumped the contents of the fridge onto the dining room table.  There were fresh biscuits, a large serving bowl of sausage gravy, what looked to be ten different kinds of jellies and preserves, bowls of cereal, pitchers of juice and milk, and multiple plates of eggs done every way known to man.

They were in the middle of their breakfast, watching the developing news that was basically full-time blizzard coverage now, when Erica wandered into the living room, barefoot and clad in crimson-colored pajamas.

“’Morning.  Did you guys take a look outside yet?” she asked, and Will and Claire nodded.  Erica grabbed a chair and lowered herself onto it in her usual style, legs tucked under.  She studied the breakfast assortment with a slightly wrinkled nose, and then reached for one of the cereal bowls.

“Good morning, sweetie,” Kate said, emerging from the kitchen where she had prepared yet another breakfast option, presumably just in case the New England Patriots decided to invite themselves over.  She noticed Erica’s hand hovering over the three identical-looking milk pitchers, and pointed to each of them in turn.

“Whole milk, two percent, and skim right there.”

Erica served herself and then settled back on her chair, bowl in one hand, and spoon in the other.

“Holy cow.  Can you imagine three feet of snow falling in Knoxville?  It’d be complete pandemonium.”

Claire laughed out loud.

“You’re not kidding.  Fifteen hundred wrecks in two hours, and no bread or milk left on the supermarket shelves.” 

“When you’re done with your cereal, do you think you could run upstairs and give your parents a stir?” Kate asked.  “This sausage gravy really needs to be eaten while it’s hot.”

“Oh, I’ll do it right now,” Erica replied with a smile, placing her bowl and spoon onto the table in front of her.  “They won’t be able to yell at me for getting them up before eight if grandma told me to do it.”

When she was gone, Will shook his head with a grin.

“She’s from a different mold, that’s for sure.  Everybody else in the family likes to sleep in, and she’s up and running at six every morning.”

“Not everyone in this family sleeps in,” Kate reminded him.  “Maybe it skips a generation, you know.”

“And maybe Erica’s dad is really the milkman, or they adopted her without telling us.”

“Yes, and that baby belly Christa carried around was just a pillow under her maternity clothes,” Kate said dismissively.  “I swear, that poor girl was so large, I could have bet money on twins at least.  Besides,” she added, winking at Claire, “nobody delivers milk anymore, not since you two boys were in kindergarten.”

They spent the day bantering, playing games, bantering some more, and engaging in the family pastime of watching the news and providing a sarcastic commentary track.  Later, they went outside to check out the level of snowfall, and the snow on Kate’s front lawn was high enough to reach to Will’s waist.  Oliver, who wasn’t used to snow at all, didn’t know what to make of the cold white glop covering a perfectly serviceable lawn, and he sniffed around for only a minute or two before retreating to the front door again.

“I’d do some snow angels, but I’d get buried,” Claire laughed when Will reminded her of her pledge.

In the afternoon, Kate disappeared in the kitchen once more, and a little while later, the smell of mulled wine drifted into the living room.

“It’s a German thing,” Will explained to Claire.  “It’s called Gluehwein.  I think it’s required by law over there to have Gluehwein at Christmas.”

When Kate returned with a half dozen stoneware mugs, even Erica received one.

“You’ll be sixteen soon,” Kate said to her.  “Your dad and uncle got to have mulled wine when they turned fourteen.  Once a year won’t hurt a thing.”

“Welcome to the family pastime,” Bob said, clinking his mug against hers.  She blew onto the hot wine, took a careful sip, and then pursed her lips in evaluation.

“Not bad,” she finally pronounced, “but you won’t have to worry about me getting hooked on this stuff any time soon.”

“It’s a seasonal thing,” Will told her.  “It’s more for the warm feeling in your belly than anything else.”

“And the fuzzy feeling in your head after you’ve had two or three,” Bob added.

“Claire here is probably going to report us to Social Services the second she sets foot back into Tennessee.”  Christa eyed the mug in Erica’s hand, but made no move to separate her daughter from the mulled wine.  

“Hell, no,” Claire said, shaking her head with a smile.  “I’m not one of those people who feel the need to tell other people how to raise their kids.  Whatever you’re doing is obviously working well, anyway.”

Erica smiled at Claire and then redirected her gaze to the wine mug again, and Will thought he saw the faintest trace of a blush on her cheeks.

In the evening, they exchanged presents, another tradition that was new to Claire.

“A German thing?” she asked him when they consolidated all the presents under the chest-high tree Kate had set up in a corner of the living room.  

“A German thing,” he confirmed.  “We’ve done presents on Christmas Eve since I can remember.  Apparently, that’s what grandpa was accustomed to back in the old country, and it’s been passed down to us through our dad.”

Erica played her part well when she opened the iPod Will had bought her, feigning complete surprise and then exchanging sly winks with her uncle later.  Will’s present to Bob was one of those noisy keyboards his brother loved, only in matte black instead of the ugly beige hue of the ones in Bob’s collection.  Will had spent an hour or so on the Net researching the type, and now he was well schooled in the history of the IBM Model M.  The black variants were apparently far more rare and infinitely more desirable to collectors than the beige ones, so Will had tracked one down at an online auction.  He had probably paid way too much for it, having had to outbid a whole flock of rabid technology geeks, but Bob’s excitement at the sight of the hulking black monstrosity made it worth the money.  

In the days and weeks to come, Will would look back at this Christmas as the most pleasant and relaxed family gathering they ever had.  It seemed that Claire’s presence was bringing out the best in everyone, especially Will himself.  Christmas Eve passed in a pleasant blur of conversation, drinking, exchanging presents, and eating.  

Bob, Christa and Erica were booked on a flight back to Knoxville two days after Christmas.  Their return flight was late enough to avoid the wave of delays and cancellations that had followed in the wake of the Christmas Eve blizzard.  Will and Claire accompanied the three Tennessee Liebkinds to the airport in Portland, and while the snow on the side of the airport road was still piled six feet high, the departure board in the terminal showed mostly green lights.

“Are you sure you don’t want to leave your car here and bring Claire home on the plane?” Bob asked.  “It’s a long drive, and the weather’s getting iffy again.”

“We’ll be okay,” Will said.  “Looking forward to it, actually.  We had a good time on the way up.  Claire wants to stop by at her sister’s house in New York on the way down anyway.”

“Well, you guys have a safe drive, then.”  Bob gave his brother a brisk hug.

“Get those girls home safely,” Will replied.  He hugged both Christa and Erica, and then watched as each of them hugged Claire as well.

“You make sure to keep hold of Will here,” Christa said to Claire as they exchanged their good-byes.  “I’ve seen him more in the last four weeks than I have in the four years before that.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” Claire replied, shooting Will a glance and a smile.

When he saw his brother and his family walk down the concourse beyond the security gates and disappear from sight, Will felt a strange sense of loss, and for a moment he felt the urge to run up to the ticket counter and purchase two last-minute tickets.  Then the feeling passed, and he smiled at Claire when she took his hand.

“You okay?” she asked.

“Yeah.  I just had this weird feeling, that’s all.”

She looked at him in question, and he shrugged his shoulders.

“It’s like when you leave for a trip, and you know the moment you leave the house that you’ve forgotten something important, but you just can’t remember for the life of you.”

He glanced into the steel-gray sky beyond the panorama windows of the terminal.  Beyond the glass, a large turboprop plane was spinning up its propellers, sending up a cloud of fine snow from below.  Further back on the runway, a jet was in the middle of its takeoff run, its wheels leaving the snow-covered ground as Will watched.  He followed the jet’s ascent into the cold and austere-looking sky until it left his field of vision.

“Come on,” Claire said, leaning up against him and kissing his cheek.  “Let’s go have a hot chocolate or something.”

He returned her smile and squeezed her hand.

Just a cloud passing in front of the sun, he told himself.  Stop being such a pessimist.

“Hot chocolate sounds awesome,” he said.

They walked back through the terminal, holding hands all the way back to the car.

Chapter 9

When the phone rang, Will was deeply asleep. 

He had no idea how many times the cell phone on the dresser had rung before he was awake enough to climb out of bed.  The caller was insistent, calling back every time Will’s phone routed the call to voicemail after three rings.  

Will reached the dresser and stared at the cell phone with bleary eyes for a moment, fighting the feeling of dread that had suddenly settled deep down in his stomach.  He glanced at the alarm clock on his bedside table.

Ten past five in the morning, he thought.  Let it be a wrong number, so I can dress down the asshole that’s making phone calls piss drunk at this hour.

Back in his bed, Claire stirred, raising her head from the pillow and looking at him with narrowed eyes.  On the dresser, the cell phone went through its ring cycle again.  He picked it up and pressed the “answer” button.

“Hello?”

“Will!”  The voice on the other end of the line almost shouted with relief.  “It’s Christa.”

The knot in his stomach twisted itself tighter at the sound of her voice, dissolved in tears.

“What’s wrong?  What happened?”

“You need to come to Knoxville,” she said, and ended the sentence with a sob.  “Your brother is dying.”

He felt like someone had dumped a bucket of ice water down his back.  All traces of sleep were washed away in an instant, and he let out a shaky breath.  His head suddenly started swimming, and he grasped the edge of the dresser to steady himself, almost dropping the cell phone in the process.

“What happened?” he asked after a moment of silence.

“He was up late last night, and he went out to the convenience store.  At one in the morning,” she added.  “Some kids were robbing the place, and he walked right into it.”  She sobbed again, and he felt tears welling up in the corners of his own eyes.

“One of them hit him in the head with a steel crowbar.  They must have thought he was dead, because they just dragged him out of sight and left him there in front of the fridge.”  Christa started crying again.  “They cleaned out the store, cigarettes and beer and all, and then locked it from the outside.  Nobody noticed until some cop showed up for a coffee two hours later.”

“Son of a bitch,” Will muttered numbly.  “Son of a bitch.”  

Claire was fully awake now, looking at him with concern, and he sat down on the floor in front of the dresser, propping himself up against it.

“He’s in surgery right now, but they say I should call the family and tell them…tell them to come if anyone wants to see him before…”

“Where are you?” Will demanded, cutting her off, as if preventing her from saying it out loud could somehow negate the possibility of the event.

“St. Mary’s Medical Center,” she said.  “Erica is here, too.”

He opened a drawer, clamping the phone to his ear with his shoulder as he rifled through the contents.

“I’m coming down there,” he said.  “We’re leaving right now.  I’ll charter a plane at Bangor or Hancock County.  Don’t do anything until I’m there.”  And tell that son of a bitch to hold on, he thought.

“Okay,” Christa said simply.  “Okay.  Hurry up, Will.”

“Have you called mom yet?”

“Yes.  She’s driving down to Boston right now to catch the morning flight at seven thirty.”

“Don’t go anywhere,” Will said.  “I’ll be there in a few hours.  Call me on the cell phone if you need to.”

“Okay,” Christa said.  “Please hurry, Will,” she repeated.

“I will.”

He filled Claire in while they hurried to get dressed.  He had taken Claire to his house in Ellsworth, and they had spent the last day driving around Bar Harbor and Acadia National Park.  It had been a lovely evening, but now he regretted the four glasses of wine he’d had during and after dinner.

There was nobody around at the local airfield, so Will tried some of the numbers for flight services at Bangor.  Few of the places he called offered charter services, and none of them were prepared to do business on such short notice, but on his fifth call, he offered a large enough sum for the owner himself to offer his services.

“I have a Beech Baron that can make the trip in five hours, give or take,” the owner said.  “How many people?  The plane can hold five plus pilot.”

“Just two and a dog, no luggage,” Will said.  “How soon can you take off?”

“I need to fuel her up, check the weather, and file a flight plan.  Give me about an hour, and we should be ready to go.”

“We’ll be there,” Will promised.  

The drive from Ellsworth to Bangor on Route 1A usually took a little under an hour.  Thankfully, the road was mostly empty at five thirty in the morning, and Will made the drive in thirty-five minutes, breaking the speed limit by a considerable margin.  Whether by providence or sheer dumb luck, there was no cop on the road looking to net early-morning speeders, and they made it all the way to the airport unmolested, rushing through a sleeping Bangor.

The charter company was located in a dark corner of the airport.  There was a sleek twin-engine propeller plane sitting in front of the hangar, and a lanky gray-haired man in jeans and leather jacket was walking around it with a checklist.  

“You’re the fella who called, I reckon,” the man said by way of greeting, and Will nodded before accepting the outstretched hand.

“Will Liebkind.  This is Claire Connelly.  I appreciate you taking our business so early in the morning.”

“Well,” the old guy chuckled.  “To be honest, that’s some mighty good money you’re offering.  I’d be a fool not to take it.  These things are expensive to keep running.”  He patted the side of his plane lovingly.  “Airline all out of tickets for today?”

“My brother’s been in a mugging down in Knoxville,” Will said.  “Got a crowbar against the head.  He’s hanging on by a thread, and I really need to get there as soon as I can.  No time to mess with Delta.”

The smile dropped from the face of the pilot, and Will could tell that the old fellow was momentarily embarrassed.  Then he pointed over his shoulder with a calloused thumb.  

“Let’s get going, then.  I’ve filed for ten thousand feet, and if I goose the old girl here, we can be there by ten or so.”

The airplane was a six-seater, with the passenger compartment behind the pilot featuring two pairs of leather seats that faced each other.  Will and Claire each claimed a seat, with Oliver taking the spot between their feet without complaint, and the pilot sealed the side door before climbing into the pilot’s seat.  He spun up the engines, obtained taxi clearance, and rolled the plane out onto the taxiway.  Will only paid cursory attention to the proceedings. The windows of the nearby terminal building reflected the strobe lights of the Beechcraft, and he could see the mirror image of the plane in them as they rolled by, the tires kicking up little puffs of snow.

Traffic at the airport was light.  They were in the air in less than five minutes, and Will settled into his seat as the plane started its ascent into the dark clouds above Bangor.  

The pilot was true to his word.  They touched down in Knoxville five minutes before ten o’clock.  Will settled business with the pilot, and they rushed from the General Aviation section to the rental counters in the main terminal. Will lost his temper with the rental agent who dragged her feet with the paperwork even after he had impressed the urgency of the situation to her.  They finally rushed out of the rental lot, and Will raced the car up Alcoa Highway towards downtown.

After they had dropped Oliver off at home with a bowl of food and a rawhide bone, Claire called Christa on Will’s phone to get terminal directions.  They pulled into the parking garage of the medical center a bare thirty minutes after they had touched down.  Just like in Bangor, they had made it without getting pulled over by police, despite Will pushing the rental Buick to triple digits and passing cars to the left and right.

The medical center was a collection of drab-looking brownstone towers, and the inside of the place didn’t look any more cheerful than the outside.  They rushed through the main building, Claire getting routing information from Christa via cell phone.  After what seemed like a half hour of dashing through anonymous linoleum-lined corridors, they rounded a corner and stepped into a waiting room.  

Will’s heart sank when he saw Christa and Erica huddled on two chairs in a corner of the room.  The furniture of the place gave it all the charm of a Communist-era East Berlin hotel room.  Christa put the phone aside when she saw them walk in, and Erica turned to face them.  He saw that they both had red eyes, but there were no tears in evidence, as if they had cried themselves out a few hours ago already.

“Oh, Will.”  Christa stood up and rushed towards him, and he hugged her tightly.  Out of the corner of his eyes, he saw Claire walking over to Erica and embracing her.

“What’s going on?” Will asked.  “Have you been here since you called me this morning?”

“Pretty much,” Christa said.  “He’s in surgery again—third time.”

“That’s good,” Will said.  “That’s great.  They don’t put someone on the table three times if they don’t have a chance of making it.”

Christa looked at him with an expression that was part doubt, part hope.

“God, Will, I hope you’re right.  The surgeon said he has a five percent chance of making it.  They say they’ve never seen anyone with a hematoma of that size.” She sobbed again.

“He was on the floor of that store for two hours, just bleeding into his brain.  They say it would have been much better if he had gotten into surgery right away, but now…”

“He’s got a hard head,” Will assured his sister-in-law.  “He’ll probably outlive the rest of us.  He’s just using a quarter of that brain anyway,” he added, and Christa chuckled despite the tears that were flowing down her cheeks once again.

“How’s the kid?” he asked in a low voice, glancing over at Erica, who had surrendered to Claire’s embrace in a disturbingly passive manner.

“Numb,” Christa said.  “She’s all cried out.  Hasn’t had a sip or bite of anything since we got here.”

“Sons of bitches,” Will exclaimed.  “Did they catch the guys who did it?”

“Cops said they’re looking for them,” Christa replied.  “They knocked the security cameras off the wall, but they couldn’t figure out where the tape recorder was stored.  Everything’s on tape.”

“They’ll have ‘em soon enough.”  Will looked across the room to where Claire stroked Erica’s hair, talking to her in a voice that was too low for Will to understand.

“What is this world coming to?” he asked quietly.  “How much money can you get out of a convenience store register?  Trying to kill a guy for a grand in cash and a few cartons of cigarettes?”

“I just know I’d like to get my hands on them,” Christa said.  “Leave me in a room with them for a few minutes, and they’ll get all the due process they deserve.”

“I’ll reload the gun for you,” Will smiled, and hugged her again.

They sat in silence for a half hour before Will’s stomach reminded him that he hadn’t eaten a thing since they had been woken up early in the morning.  He left the waiting room and asked a passing nurse for directions to the cafeteria.  Fifteen minutes later, he returned with a small tray full of sandwiches and a cardboard carrier loaded with orange juice and coffee cups.  He placed the sandwiches on a table in the corner of the room, and then handed drinks to Christa and Claire.  When he held out a cup of orange juice to Erica, she shook her head with a weak smile.

“Come on,” he prodded gently.  “You need to get something into your stomach.”  

He held the cup out again, and this time she took it without enthusiasm, taking a sip of the contents and then placing the cup on the table next to her chair.

They waited another hour, and Will was just about ready to go and beat up someone for some information, when a tired-looking doctor in green scrubs walked into the waiting room.  Christa stood up immediately, barely contained trepidation in her face.

“Mrs. Liebkind?” the doctor asked, and Christa nodded.

“Are these folks family as well?”

“I’m his brother,” Will said.  “What’s the news?”

“Well,” the doctor said.  “Things are not great, but they’re a little better than they were this morning.  I’ve evacuated the biggest subdural hematoma I’ve ever seen from his skull.  That’s one for the medical books, I think.”

“Is he going to live?” Christa asked, and Will’s heart seemed to want to skip a beat as they waited for the doctor’s response.

“He’s made it this far, and that’s more than I hoped for this morning, to be honest with you.”

“Pretend you don’t have to beat around the bush and spare our feelings,” Will said.  “Let’s cut the tippy-toe bullshit.  What’s the prognosis?”

The doctor looked at Will for a moment, and then smiled a tired little smile.

“Well, you have to understand that I’ve never had anyone live who had that much blood in their brain for so long, so everything I can tell you is basically what we medical professionals call a ‘wild-ass guess.’”

Will nodded, and motioned for the doctor to take one of the available chairs.

“The trauma was one thing.  The damage from the blood pooling in the right side of his brain is another.  There’s no telling what kind of damage was done until he wakes up.”

If he wakes up, you mean, Will thought grimly.

“He’s in an artificial coma now.  We’ve done all we can do from a surgery standpoint for now, and it’s all ‘wait and see’ from here on out.”

“So all you know right now is that he isn’t dead, but that you don’t know whether that’ll change,” Will summarized, and the doctor shrugged.

“Mr. Liebkind, I’ve been a neurosurgeon long enough to know that we don’t know a whole lot yet about traumatic brain injuries.  Some people die from what should be a minor issue, and some people survive what all the textbooks say should be a fatal injury.”  He shrugged his shoulders, and the fatigue in his face made him look haggard.  

“I’m just glad that we managed to keep your brother alive and get rid of that hematoma in his head.  If he’s made it this far, he has a good chance of coming out of it, although I can’t even begin to predict what kind of permanent damage he has suffered.”  He paused, and glanced at Christa, who looked like she was on the verge of tears again.

“Sorry if that sounds a bit bleak, but you said you wanted the straight dope, and quite frankly, I’m a bit too worn out right now to coat it all in optimistic pep talk.”  He smiled apologetically.

“Thanks, doctor,” Will replied, and offered his hand. 

“You’ve fixed what you could, and he’s alive.  That’s not bleak, that’s good news.  It certainly beats the hell out of the alternative.” 

They decided to split up duties and take turns going home for showers and meals.  Christa insisted on remaining in the hospital for now, and Claire decided to keep her company.  Will volunteered to take Erica back to the house, and she came with him without protest.

On the way back to the car, they walked through an atrium with tall ceiling-to-floor windows that looked out over the rest of the medical complex.  Erica walked over to one of the windows and studied the scenery, arms folded across her chest.

“What are you looking at?” Will asked after a while, when she had changed neither expression nor position for a good two minutes.  In response, she pointed across the campus to another nondescript building.

“That’s the Women’s Pavilion,” she said.  Her voice was flat, and it sounded nothing like the Erica he knew, as if all emotion had been drained out of her.

“I was born there, you know,” she continued.  “Mom showed me a few years back.  She has a friend who’s a nurse there.  They even showed me the room and all.”

She wiped a tear out of the corner of her eye with one hand.  The motion looked almost angry to Will.

“Wouldn’t it be totally messed up if Dad died in the same place where I was born?  I mean, can’t you cancel out something good with something really bad?”

“Oh, honey,” Will said.  “Don’t even say that.  Nothing could ever cancel out the good that happened when you were born.”  Will put an arm around her shoulder and pulled Erica close.

“Sometimes, senseless shit like this happens, and all we can do is to dig our way out.”

“This is some pretty senseless shit,” she said.  “Why would anyone want to hurt someone like that?  Don’t people know that other people have families, too?”

“Some do,” Will said.  “Those are the ones that don’t walk around braining people with crowbars over a few bucks.  Most people are clueless, though.  They walk through life thinking they have the starring role in a movie, and everyone else is just an extra, or a cardboard cutout.”

“Well, fuck them,” she said.  Will was used to the expletive, but it had a whole different impact coming out of Erica’s mouth.  She almost never cursed, at least not in front of her parents, and Will couldn’t recall the last time he had heard Erica drop the f-bomb.

“I know you and daddy make fun of each other a lot,” she said.  “I know you don’t think much of him sometimes.”

Will opened his mouth to protest, but then closed it again.  His niece was more perceptive than most adults, and denying that which was obviously true would have been an insult to her intelligence.  He smiled and shook his head.

“I’ve stopped thinking of you as a kid a while ago,” he told her.  “I don’t know when that happened, but at some point I found myself thinking that the world would be a better place if more adults had even half your brain.”

She smiled at this, but it was a weak smile, a mere shadow of her regular cheer.

“He’s a good dad, you know.  Do you know he’s never hit me once, not even when he was so mad at me he could hardly speak?”

Will shook his head.

“He’s had fights with mom, but he’s never hit her, or even yelled at her,” Erica continued.  “He always finds a way to get us what we need, even if it takes a while.  He built that room for me almost all by himself, and I know he put off buying a new truck to pay for it all.  That’s why he’s still driving that piece of junk.”

“He loves you both,” Will said.  “I’ve never doubted that.  I may give him a hard time about the junk he writes, or the tacky t-shirts he wears, but I’ve never doubted for a second that he loves you.  I will personally kill you if you ever tell anyone this came from my mouth, but I envy him for having you and your mom.”

Erica finally averted her gaze from the distant Women’s Pavilion, and turned her head to look at him.  Will saw the faintest bit of a smile in the corner of her mouth.  In reply, she gave him a hug, and he patted her back gently.

“Let’s go home and take a shower.  You don’t want to smell like a truck driver when they let us in to see your dad.”

They drove back to the house in Will’s rental car.  It was close to noon, so Will stopped at a cluster of fast food places just off the exit to Bob’s house.  Erica merely shrugged when he asked her what she wanted to eat, so he got a bag of Subway sandwiches to go.

Back at the house, they showered and changed clothes.  In the kitchen, Erica just shook her head when Will put a vegetable sub in front of her.

“Come on, kiddo.  You gotta eat.  If I take you back to the hospital with an empty stomach, you’ll just pass out sooner or later, and then you won’t be any good to anyone.”

He pushed the sandwich back towards her across the kitchen table, and this time she picked it up and took a bite.  He watched her as she chewed on her sandwich absently, her eyes focused on a point a thousand yards behind Will.

If he dies, she’ll never be the same again, Will thought.  The thought of Erica remaining in her current state of detached withdrawal made him shudder.  

His cell phone rang, and they both flinched at the harshness of the sound in the quiet kitchen.  Will fished it out of his pocket with fingers that had suddenly gone numb.

“This is Will.”

“They’re going to let us in to see him,” Christa said without preamble.  “Your Mom just arrived, too.”

“We’ll be there in fifteen minutes,” Will said.

He ended the call and shoved the phone back into his pocket.

“They’re letting us visit your dad,” he told Erica, and she immediately dropped her food back into its wrapper and pushed back her chair.

When they arrived back at the hospital, Will saw a news van parked right beside the front door of the main building.  

“Ah, shit,” he muttered.

“What’s the matter?” Erica asked, and he pointed out the white van with the satellite dish on its roof.

“Newshounds.  Could be they’re there for some other reason, but I think someone’s caught on to your dad’s family name.”

He parked the car in the lot across the street, and they ducked past the news van into the main entrance.

They made it almost all the way back to the waiting room before running into a news crew.  When Will and Erica turned the last corner to the waiting room, he could see them hovering outside the now closed waiting room door—a petite female reporter with a tall and overweight cameraman in attendance.  She held a microphone with the logo of some local news channel, and she was tapping it impatiently against her leg.  The reporter looked up when Will and Erica walked towards them, and tapped the shoulder of her cameraman with the back of her hand.

“I think that’s him,” she said, and the camera guy dutifully lifted his camera onto his shoulder in a motion that made him look like a soldier shouldering a rocket launcher.

“Mr. Liebkind?” she asked as Will and Erica approached.  Her face had assumed what Will guessed was her professional mask, an expression of focused concern.

They must teach them that face in journalism school, Will thought.  The reporter took just a little step to one side, enough to block his way without being completely brazen about it, and he suppressed the urge to put his shoulder into her and send her flying backwards.

“Would you mind letting us pass?” he asked, trying not to let his annoyance show in his voice.

“Could we ask you a few questions about that terrible incident involving your brother?  I promise we’ll be brief.”

“You probably know more about it than I do at this point,” Will said.  “I’d love to give you something to use on the six o’clock news, but I’m afraid I don’t have any salacious details.  Now, if you wouldn’t mind, I’d like to get back to my family.”

The reporter shrugged her shoulders, giving Will an apologetic smile.  Then her gaze wandered over to Erica, who looked like a rabbit transfixed by the gaze of a snake.  Before the reporter could even open her mouth or reposition the microphone, Will raised a hand and stepped between them, shielding Erica.

“I’d really appreciate it if you could respect the privacy of my family.  There’s nothing newsworthy here, just a bunch of people having a bad time.”  He glared at the cameraman, who hovered three feet away.

“And please get that thing out of my face.  Good grief, are you close enough to count my pores yet?”

The cameraman smirked, but kept the lens fixed on them firmly.  Will shook his head in disgust.

“We’re just doing our jobs, Mr. Liebkind,” the reporter said in a conciliatory tone of voice.

“Like hell,” he replied.  “This is not ‘reporting news.’  This is hovering around the kill of the day.  Now fuck off, please.”

He took Erica by the hand and pulled her past the reporter, keeping between his niece and the camera lens.  They opened the door of the waiting room, and Will ushered Erica in, making sure to deny the camera behind him a good shot of the room.

If this makes the news, Megan will be pissed, Will thought as he closed the door behind him.  His publicist was fond of reminding Will that pissing off the press was never a good idea.  An hour in the editing room could spin thirty seconds of footage any way the reporter wanted.

The waiting room was empty. Will tracked down a nurse who led them down another corridor to the Intensive Care unit. 

When they entered Bob’s room, Christa and Kate were standing by the bed, and Will’s first thought upon seeing his brother was that they must have been shown the wrong room.  Erica recoiled with a little gasp at the sight of her father, and then rushed to embrace her grandmother.

Bob was hooked up to an amazing variety of machinery.  His head was covered in a thick gauze wrap, and the entire right side of his face was black and blue.  There were tubes in his nose, tubes in his mouth, and tubes in his arm, all hooked up to things that buzzed, whirred, and beeped softly.  The forest of tubes and wires made it all but impossible to stand right next to the bed without accidentally unplugging something, so the three women stood in a little cluster around the foot of Bob’s bed.

Will walked over to give his mother a hug.  Kate was red-eyed, and she clutched a tissue, but there were no tears in evidence anymore.  He embraced her and kissed the top of her head, and she sniffled in response.

He looks like he’s been kicked by a horse, Will thought.  The gauze cover on his head undoubtedly concealed the fresh surgery scar on his skull, and they would have shaved his head completely in preparation for the surgery.  Bob’s face was flaccid, as if all the muscles in it had been paralyzed, and the tubes pushing his lips apart looked intrusive.  He looked smaller somehow, as if his brush with death had reduced his substance.

Another doctor joined them after a while, talking about trauma and brain damage and neurology in a low tone.  There would almost certainly be lasting damage, he said, but there was no way to tell the extent of it just yet.  Kate and Christa listened attentively, while Erica contented herself with sitting on the edge of her father’s bed and taking his limp hand into her own.  Will noticed that this doctor gave them a slightly modified version of the same speech the trauma surgeon had given them, and that was basically a polite version of ‘we’re shocked he’s even alive, and we know precisely zilch about what’s in store for you.’  Will knew they were talking about brain damage, which could mean anything from partial paralysis to Bob spending the rest of his days with the cognitive abilities of a turnip, but he also knew that the doctor was way too diplomatic to mention any of the unpleasant scenarios.  

When they were finally ushered out of the room again by a gentle, but insistent ICU nurse, it was mid-afternoon.  They gathered in the waiting room again, where someone had cleaned up the mess of half-empty bottles and sandwich wrappers they had left behind.  Will was glad to see that the news team had lost interest and pulled up their stakes.  He had no doubt there would be mention of them on the six o’clock news—there did not seem to be enough excitement in this town to pass up some drama involving a Nobel laureate—but he was reasonably sure that cursing at the reporter ensured that the limited camera footage of himself and Erica would not be used.  

“Will you stay in Knoxville for a while?” Christa asked him as they filed back into the waiting room.  She looked worn out, as if she hadn’t slept in days.

“Of course I’ll stay,” he replied, stung that she had even felt the need to ask.  “You think I’d leave you two alone to deal with this so I can go attend some literary circle jerks?”

“Good,” she said, as if she hadn’t heard the indignant part of his reply.  Then she sat down on one of the chairs and buried her face in her hands.

“I just don’t know what I’m going to do,” she said.  Her voice was meek and shaky, just a fraction away from a sob.  He had never seen Christa show any weakness, and the sight of it unnerved him.  She left the last word of her sentence trailing, as if she had meant to append the words without him.

“Hey, now.”  He put his arm around her shoulder.  “He’ll come out of it.  I told you he has a thick skull.  Hell, you know he does.  We’ll take it step by step from here, that’s all we can do.  Don’t drive yourself nuts.”

He held her close and patted her shoulder.  As he looked around the room, he noticed for the first time that there were tissue boxes on every table in the room, strategically placed to be reachable from every chair.

This is the Really Bad News room, he realized.  This is where they usually bring the relatives when the doctor has to deliver the ‘I’m so sorry’ speech.  I guess as lousy as things are right now, they could be worse.
It took the combined persuasive skills of Will, Kate, and Claire to convince Christa to let someone drive her home for a shower and some sleep.  She only conceded after Will pledged to immediately call her on the cell phone if Bob so much as changed position in his bed.

“Drive her home, mom, and take Erica with you, too.  You can all get some sleep and come back to relieve us later.  No debate,” he added when Erica opened her mouth to utter a protest.

When they were gone, Claire walked over to his chair and sat down next to him, leaning her head against his shoulder.

“Thanks for sticking it out here with me,” he said.  In response, she looked at him with narrow eyes.

“I should smack you on the back of the head for even saying that,” she said.

“Sorry.” He averted his eyes from her reproachful gaze, and leaned back in his chair.

They sat in silence for a while, listening to the announcements on the floor and looking towards the door like harried foxes whenever someone passed by on the corridor outside.  When Will felt his eyelids getting heavy, he pulled two more of the cushioned waiting room chairs close to them, and they both propped up their feet to take a quick nap.

“I tell you one thing,” Claire murmured just before the lack of sleep caught up with them.  “If I was ever in your brother’s place, I’d want a family like yours around me.”

Chapter 10

They spent the next few days taking turns holding vigil at Bob’s bedside.  Will had ceded the spare bedroom in Bob’s house to Kate, and taken up quarter at Claire’s place instead.  There were usually two people by Bob’s side at all times, and when New Year’s Eve came around, they all gathered in the ICU together.  The doctor had upgraded Bob’s prognosis to a cautiously optimistic one earlier in the day, and they allowed themselves a little levity, putting on party hats for the midnight ball drop, and carefully placing one on Bob’s bandaged head as well.

New Year’s Day came, and with it one of the rare East Tennessee snowfalls.  It was nothing like the Christmas blizzard in Maine, of course, a scant inch of snow that was mostly gone a day later.  It was just enough to remind Will of the thing he disliked most about this part of the country, and that was the lack of seasons.  He loved the short, cool summers, the gorgeous falls, and the snow-laden winters of Maine.  Here, the summers seemed to stretch for nine months, and he could not understand why Bob had chosen this corner of the country to put down roots.  Bob had gone to school at the University of Tennessee instead of following the family tradition of sticking with the University of Maine, which had a perfectly fine campus not twenty minutes from where they had grown up.  While in college, Bob had met Christa, who grew up in western North Carolina, and they had married right after their senior year.  Then Erica was born a year later, and Bob had never voiced a desire to return to Maine.  The fact that the two halves of the family were a thousand miles apart most of the year had always seemed like a blessing to Will, and now he felt a bit of shame for that.

“Why don’t you take Bob’s truck to drive around in?” Christa suggested one afternoon, when Will was driving her to the hospital to keep her company at Bob’s bedside.  Erica was at home with Kate, and Claire was at her store to reopen it after the long Christmas break.  Will was still driving the rental he had picked up the day he had come to Knoxville to rush to the hospital.

He looked at Christa, trying to figure out a way to turn down her offer without offending her, and failing.  He merely shrugged his shoulders.

“I mean, it’s not like he’s going to be using it any time soon, and this thing must cost you a few hundred bucks per week.”

“I guess,” Will conceded.  “I haven’t really thought about that.  Hasn’t been at the top of my priority list, you know?”

“Well, it should be.  I know it would be on mine, with all that money we don’t have.”

“What do you mean?”  Will asked.  “Doesn’t Bob have health insurance?”

“We have private health insurance,” Christa replied.  “It’s about eight hundred dollars a month for the three of us.  I’m sure they’ll pay whatever the contract says they have to cover, but I don’t even want to think about the first bill we’ll get from the hospital.”  She buried her face in her palms and exhaled sharply.

“When Erica was three, she had an ear infection, and one day she just refused to eat and drink because her ears hurt so badly when she swallowed.  We had to take her to the ER at Children’s Hospital to get her hydrated with an IV.  Two bags of saline, two hours on a cot with her, and a blood test.  The bill was almost a thousand dollars, and our co-pay was almost half that.  And that was just a stupid IV.  Can you imagine what they’ll charge for this?”

“Look, Christa, I wouldn’t even worry about that right now.  Anyone comes bitching to you about money, you send them to me, okay?”

She looked at him with dismay in her eyes.

“Oh, Will, I love you for saying that, but I can’t expect anyone else to help me pay our way.  Bob wouldn’t want you to do that, either.”

“Yeah, well, Bob’s not in a position to contradict me right now,” Will said.  “You’re not going to go back and work for the school, are you?”

“Of course I am.  We need the extra money.  I mean, we’ve needed it all along, but especially now.”

“Doesn’t Bob get royalties for his books every quarter?”

“Yes, he does,” Christa said.  “And I deposit them as soon as they come in.  It’s just not quite enough to make the bills for the next quarter sometimes, you know?  Especially not with the amount I have to take out each time for health insurance and income tax.”

Will felt shamed once again.  Here he was, living on one successful book in comfort, and his brother wrote three novels a year and probably got fewer royalties all year than Will received in a quarter.

“We’ll worry about that when the time comes,” he told his sister-in-law.  “All things considered, I’d rather get a big bill from the hospital than a small bill from the funeral home.”

Erica returned to school with reluctance.  Will knew that high school was no fun fair for a bright and sensitive teenager like her, and he completely understood her when she balked at the idea of going back to her high school while her father was still breathing and eating through a bunch of tubes.  Still, Christa was insistent, and unwilling to negotiate.

“You don’t want to have to repeat the year,” she told Erica.  “Then you won’t be able to get out of here and off to college until you’re nineteen, you know.”

Erica’s gruff response was unclear, muttered under her breath while she was leaving the room in a huff.  Will thought he made out the words screw and college, but it turned out that she saw the logic of her mother’s position after all, because she trotted off to meet the school bus the next day without further resistance.

“You should go to the hospital with her more often,” Claire said that evening, when Will told her about the day over a glass of wine in Claire’s kitchen.  “Maybe take her somewhere else, to get her mind off things.  Have her see something other than hospital rooms.”

“I’ll go with your mom and Christa when I have time,” she continued when he looked at her in question.  

“Why do you say that?” he asked.  “Getting tired of eating crummy donuts from the vending machine with me in the ICU?”

“Of course not,” she smiled.  “Don’t be stupid.  It’s just that the girl loves the hell out of you, and you’re kind of the only conscious male in the family right now.  She’s pretty attached to her dad, you know.  I have the feeling that she’s more comfortable with letting her hair down in front of you than doing it in front of her mom.”

“Did she tell you that?”

“No, no.  It’s just a feeling, you know?  She’s more relaxed around you than anyone else, I think.”

Will pondered Claire’s observation for a while, watching the bare branches of the tree in her front yard through the kitchen window.

“We’re buddies.  Always have been, since she was old enough to have a conversation.  I’m good at doing buddy stuff with her.  We hang out together, go to the bookstore, talk about everything under the sun, that kind of thing.  She needs a parent right now, not a buddy.”  He took a sip of his red wine.  

“I make a good buddy, but I’m not cut out for the parent thing.”

Claire shook her head slowly.

“And what exactly do you think the ‘parent thing’ is, exactly?  Changing diapers, paying bills, saying stuff like ‘be at home by ten, or else’?  Will, parenting is exactly like the stuff you’ve been doing with her all along.”

“Oh, no, it’s not,” he protested.  “I’ve just played fun uncle for fifteen years.  It’s like being a grandparent.  You get to do all the spoiling, and they get to have all the work.”

He sat back in his chair and ran his finger around the rim of the wine glass.

“I know I’ve said that I envy Bob for having the family he has, but don’t believe for a second that I want to step into his place.”

“I don’t mean you should take his place,” Claire said.  “Just fill in for him, for a little while.  Erica’s scared out of her mind at the moment.”

“Aren’t we all?”

“Yes, but we’re not fifteen years old, and we’ve come to terms with the idea that people we love can sometimes die.  We’ve all had our share of grief, and we can deal with it, right?”

Will thought of Claire’s tale of sorrow, and he shifted in his chair, uncomfortably aware of the fact that he had never been in a position to face the kind of grief she had endured a few years ago.

“I love the kid,” he said.  “I don’t want to see her crawl further into that shell of hers.  I’ll do whatever I can to get her back out of it.”

“They caught the guys who did it,” Christa said when Will came over to the house early next morning.

“No kidding?” Will said, dropping the bag of take-out breakfast he had bought at the drive-through.  He muttered a curse, picked up the bag, and put it on the kitchen table.

“Chicken biscuits,” he grinned when Christa gave the bag a questioning glance.  “I got hooked on the damned things.  They’re like crack on a biscuit.  If I spend another month in Tennessee, I’ll put on another twenty pounds.”

He sat down at the table and fished one of the biscuits out for himself.

“So what’s the story?  Did the cops catch them?”

“Sheriff’s office called last night,” she said.  “They thought we’d want to know.  I suspect that the family name didn’t hurt things.  I doubt they pass on stuff like that to people who aren’t related to world-famous writers.”

Christa plucked a biscuit from the bag and sat down at the table with Will before she continued.

“Two little brats, from Sequoyah Hills.  That’s the money area of town,” she explained.  “Can you believe that?  Most places out there cost more than any three houses on this street put together.  They were just robbing the place for kicks.  Turns out the cashier that night was in on the whole thing.  They were just going to lock the cashier up in the bathroom or something and split the cash and the smokes later, but then Bob walked in.”

“Son of a bitch,” Will said.  “They catch all three?”

“Yeah.  Looks like the cashier cracked and ratted out his buddies.  The cops figured he was in on it from the tape footage, and they told him he’d be looking at Murder One if Bob died.  Told him it would be very smart to spill the beans and then get to plea-bargain with the DA in exchange.  So he did.”

“Ain’t that a bitch,” Will muttered.  “A few years in Club Fed for a few hundred bucks and a few cartons of Marlboros.  Crime pays, huh?”

“Not for them, it won’t,” Christa said darkly.  “It’s a good thing for Bob these kids are from the Hills.  That means their parents will have money to pay the judgment on the lawsuit that’s coming their way.  I’m already shopping for a lawyer who will take the civil suit on contingency.”

They munched on their biscuits, and Will checked the clock above the stove.  He had left Claire’s house at ten past six, and it was only a quarter to seven now.

“When does the kid get up?”

“Oh, she’s probably up already.  On school days, I don’t usually see her until she comes dashing into the kitchen to throw some lunch into her backpack.”

“Mind if I drive her to school today?” Will asked.

“No, not at all,” Christa replied at once.  “What’s gotten into you, bringing breakfast and offering to play taxi?  I thought you were a late riser like Bob.”

“I used to be,” he shrugged.  “Claire gets up at five thirty, and I’m starting to get used to the whole ‘up before the birds’ kind of thing.”

Erica gladly took him up on the offer to drive her to school.  Apparently, even her dad’s truck was an upgrade over the yellow bus.  Will had taken some time to clean the passenger cabin of the truck the day before, and it turned out there was a serviceable vehicle underneath the layers of papers, magazines, snack food wrappers, and accumulated grocery receipts going back half a decade.

When he took a left turn out of the subdivision instead of a right, Erica tapped him on the forearm.

“Wrong way, Uncle Will.”

“You’re playing hooky today,” Will announced matter-of-factly.  

“I am?”

He sensed the faintest hint of a smile.

“Yup, you are.  I’ll call the school and have you excused for the day.  Family business, and all that.”

“Where are we going?”

“First, we’ll go and have a decent breakfast,” he said.  “I didn’t see you eat anything before we left the house.  Then we’ll do something fun, and after that, we’re going to have a good lunch.  That bird food you packed is not enough to keep you running until dinnertime.”

“It’s roasted seaweed, from the Korean grocery store by the mall.  It’s good.”

“I saw the package.  It’s half an ounce of food, for crying out loud.  My accountant’s embossed business card weighs more than that.”

They went to the same trendy coffee shop Claire had taken Will on the morning of his last departure from Knoxville.  The place was new to Erica, despite her knowledge of the brainy and alternative hangouts in town, and Will could tell that she enjoyed the ambience.  He sent her to claim a table, and then went to the counter to order for both of them, knowing that Erica would only order her regular starvation ration if he left the process up to her.

“You see, this is the kind of place where you want to drag that laptop to get your writing done,” Will said as they had settled in with large mugs of tea and fresh apple pastries.

“Why is that?”

“You get more work done.  Fewer distractions, as long as you don’t pick a café with free wireless Internet.  And you look sufficiently artsy to attract the kind of guy who’s into brains.”

“That work for you?” she asked, and he could see a small twinkle of mischief in her eyes.  Seeing a little bit of the old Erica behind the façade of stoicism she had adopted over the last few weeks was like watching a ray of sunshine break through the clouds.

“Yeah,” he admitted with a smirk.  “It used to, at least.  Back when I could have a Frappuccino in the Barnes & Noble in Bangor without people coming over and asking for an autograph.  Or trying to sneak a peek at my computer screen.  I was always aiming to attract the girls, though.”

Erica chuckled softly.  

“I need to start doing that.  Maybe try out a fake foreign accent, too.  ‘Ello, monsieur,’” she added, mimicking a French accent.  “’I am-a very French, and you are, how you say, ze beefcake, no?’”

Will snorted into his tea.

“There you go,” he said, after he had wiped his chin with a napkin.  “That’ll get you all the brainy college boys you want.”

They smiled at each other, and Will was once again reminded how perfect a blend of her parents’ attributes she was.  There was Christa’s grace and beauty, and Bob’s fierce streak of individuality, all combined in an intellect that showed so much potential already that Will knew she would surpass her parents and everyone else in the family by a wide margin.  

“Hey, can I ask you something, Uncle Will?”

“Sure thing.”

“You’ve never been married, right?”

“You know that,” he replied.  “I’ve never brought anyone home and called her your aunt, have I?”

“Could have been before I was born,” she said.  “People marry young, you know.  Could be mom and dad aren’t telling me everything.”  She took a sip of her tea and looked at him over the rim of the mug.

“Dad says you don’t stick with anyone longer than a week or two.”

“He told you that?”

“Not directly,” she said.  “He was talking to mom.  I was just nearby.”

“Well, I’ve been with Claire for longer than that, haven’t I?”

Erica smiled and shifted her gaze back to her stoneware mug.

“Yeah, that’s pretty much how the conversation went.  Dad says you’re probably going to move on when you’ve had your fill of Claire, and mom thinks this one’s going to be different.”

“Wow,” Will replied.  “Your dad sure has a high opinion of me, doesn’t he?”

Erica did not reply to his statement, and merely shifted in her chair, obviously uncomfortable with the turn the conversation had taken.

“Sorry,” he said.  “Your dad’s wrong this time.  It’s different with Claire.”

Erica looked up again and gave him a fleeting little smile.

“I hope so.  I really like her, you know.  I think you guys are a good match, and so do mom and grandma.”

“Do they now?” Will smiled.  “Has the whole family been discussing my love life behind my back?”

"Of course," she replied instantly, and the tone of her voice implied that the answer to that question was as obvious as if he had asked whether water was wet.

Will shook his head and chuckled.

"Of course," he repeated.  "Piece of advice?  When you start dating, better keep it a deep, dark secret, otherwise you'll be fodder for the family tabloid, too."

After breakfast, Will drove them north, leaving Knoxville on Interstate 75.  Erica raised an eyebrow when they passed the exit for the Liebkind house, but she didn't speak up until they were well north of the city.

"Where are we going, Uncle Will?"

"Kentucky," he said simply.  "I don't know crap about what's worth doing for fun in Knoxville, but I have a friend in Lexington who owes me a favor."

"I see."  She didn't say anything else for a while, but Will knew that she was wondering just what exactly he had in mind for them that required a drive to central Kentucky.

They spent the two-hour drive talking and listening to music on the decrepit radio in Bob's truck.  There was a fair amount of snow clinging to the hills of southern Kentucky, but by the time they reached Lexington, the ground was clear once more.  

Will left the Interstate before they reached the city proper, navigating the state routes from memory.  When they drove through what were unmistakably horse pastures, Erica perked up and peered out of the window in anticipation.  When Will finally pulled the truck into the driveway of a large estate, she finally couldn't contain her curiosity any longer.

"What are we doing here, Uncle Will?"

"This place belongs to a friend of mine.  She owns a bunch of horses, and she's going to take us out for a ride on this fine January day."

"Really?" she said, and Will was glad to see genuine excitement in her eyes.

He had spent a whole evening trying to come up with something fun to do for Erica, when he finally remembered that she liked horses, and that Lexington was only two hours away.  Ordinarily, he couldn't stand hanging out with other writers--all they usually wanted to do was talk shop, compare publication numbers, or probe each other for story ideas--but he had made friends with a handful of them over the years.  One of those friends was Anne Barcza, a chick-lit author he used to date half a decade ago.  They had quickly discovered that they didn't work as a couple, but had remained friends because they shared the same sense of slightly caustic humor.  Anne lived and worked out here in horse country, and she had invested her royalty checks in a few hundred acres and a dozen horses.  When Will had called her to explain his malaise and ask for her help, she had immediately invited him up to Lexington on short notice.  

The driveway of Anne's horse ranch was modest, but well-maintained, just like the rest of the property.  The gravel road was lined by white fences on both sides.  The ranch itself was a single-level stone building flanked by two large horse stables. Will pulled the truck into the courtyard formed by the three buildings, the crunching of the gravel underneath the wheels announcing their arrival.

Anne stepped out of the door of what Will remembered to be the kitchen before he had even shut off the engine of the truck.  She was tall and slim, with long dark hair that was parted in the middle, and she was dressed in jeans and an oversized wool sweater, with cowboy boots completing the Country Writer outfit.  Will noticed that she hadn't changed a bit since the last time they had seen each other.  Anne was Anne, and it seemed that her personal style was completely unaffected by fashion trends, age, or other trivialities.

"Hello there," Anne said when Will stepped out of the truck.  "Good to see you again, finally."

"Yeah, it's been a while," Will conceded, returning her hug.  "It's good to see you, too."  

Erica climbed down from the passenger seat of the truck and eyed Anne with a cautious smile.

"Anne, this is my niece Erica," Will said, indicating her with a nod of his head.  

"Hello, Erica," Anne smiled, extending her hand.  "It's nice to meet you.  I'm Anne Barcza."

Erica took the offered hand, and Will almost laughed when he saw her do a little double-take.

"As in, Anne Barcza, the writer?"

"That'd be me," Anne confirmed with an amused smirk.

"Wow," Erica said.  "I've read your books, you know."

"And how did you like them?"

"Oh, they're good," Erica replied.  "The last one felt a bit rushed, though, like you were anxious to get it over with or something.  The ending was too neat."

Anne laughed at this, and turned to face Will.

"Does she give your work such honest reviews, too?"

"Yeah," Will grinned.  "Erica doesn't pull any punches."

"Well, you're not far off the mark," Anne said to Erica.  "I was kind of glad to be done with it.  Four books with the same three women in them.  I was ready to start on something new, but I had to fulfill a contract."

There was a shuffling sound from inside the house, and a moment later, a massive Saint Bernard came trotting out of the door, looking at the new arrivals and wagging his tail in a slow and sweeping motion.

"That's Bear," Anne announced.  She patted the top of her leg a few times to get the dog's attention, and he trotted over to her and put his massive head underneath her hand.

"Don't worry about him, he's a big puppy.  Used to people, too.  Have you guys had lunch yet?"

Will shook his head.  

"Nope.  We had a late breakfast, though."

"Come on in and have a bite before we take off.  I made a split pea soup with lots of ham.  My mom brought this huge spiral-sliced ham over for Christmas, and I needed to use up the three quarters of it we didn't eat over the holidays."

"Erica here doesn't eat dead critter," Will said.  

"I'll try it," Erica interjected hastily, and he raised an eyebrow in surprise.  She merely shrugged her shoulders at him when he gave her a questioning glance.

"Excellent," Anne exclaimed.  "Kitchen's this way."

They ate together at Anne's kitchen table, a big slab of antique wood that looked like it had come out of an eighteenth-century New England barn.  Anne's split pea soup was excellent, and Will remembered how much he had appreciated her late-night cooking skills when they were still dating.  Erica warmed up to Anne quickly, and they were soon engaged in a lively conversation about books and writing.  When Erica told Anne that she was the first famous writer she had met face to face, Anne laughed and gave Will an amused glance.

"Am I hearing this right?  Will Liebkind's niece is star-struck over meeting a famous writer?"

"Well, you are," Will said.  

"Your uncle is the famous writer in the room," Anne said to Erica.  "I'm just someone who's written a few girlie novels that sold okay.  This guy here is required reading at pretty much every college in the country.  Next to him, I'm just an amateur who was lucky enough to pick a good agent."

"Yeah, but he's Uncle Will," Erica said.  "He's always been Uncle Will.  It's different when it's someone you didn't know already."

Anne looked at Will, who merely smiled and shrugged his shoulders.

"There you have it," he chuckled.  "Relatives don't count."  He looked at Erica and nodded towards Anne.

"And don't you fall for Anne's modest act.  Her first novel was on top of the New York Times fiction list for the whole summer that year."

After lunch, they walked over to the stables to saddle the horses.  Erica was an experienced rider, and comfortable around a stable, despite the fact that her last ride had been more than a year ago.  The January wind wasn't exactly bone-chilling, but Anne determined that Erica's jacket wasn't up to the task, and she went back into the house to get one of her own jackets while Erica saddled the horse Anne had picked for her.  Will knew the drill, having ridden with Anne more than a few times, and he managed to get saddle and bridle onto his horse without major injury to either himself or the animal.

Anne returned from the house with a padded jacket that looked like someone had stitched an entire down comforter into a garment.  She tossed it to Erica, along with a pair of fleece gloves.

"It'll be a bit big on you, but at least you won't freeze your behind off.  It gets a bit drafty out in the hills this time of year."

"Why is it that all girls like horses?" Will mused as he watched Erica talk to her horse and petting it before climbing into the saddle.

"Power and control," Anne answered.  "When you're a girl that age, you don't have a whole lot of control over anything in your life, and there you have this powerful and majestic creature that can be commanded with two hands and a pair of heels."

Will accepted the answer with a shrug.  "I'll have to take your word for it.  Never was much of a horse person, despite your efforts to turn me into one."

"You look good, by the way," Anne told him as they mounted their own horses.  "Something about you is different."

"How so?"

"You're more relaxed somehow.  Less of a brooding grump, if you will."

"Is that how I used to come across?" he laughed.  "Goodness, Anne, how come you even wanted to date me?"

"I guess I like the whole 'misunderstood artist' thing.  Plus, you're easy on the eyes, and you turned out decent in the sack."

Will glanced over to Erica, but his niece was a good twenty yards ahead and out of earshot, her horse trotting up the only obvious path out of the ranch that didn't lead back to a road.

"Fair enough," he said.  "That used to be my checklist for dating material, too.  Minus the brooding artist thing."

"So what has turned Will Liebkind around?  The guy I used to date wouldn't have taken a day to drive out here and take his niece for a horseback ride."

"I don't know," he replied.  "I met someone.  Could be that she's the reason."

"No kidding?  You're getting mature on me?  Settling down, and all that?"

"Yeah, I guess.  Maybe it's time.  God knows I've had my share of hotel bar drinks and hotel bar girls."

Anne chuckled softly.

"Bring her by someday.  I'd love to meet the woman who managed to collar you.  She must be something else."

They rode one of Anne's favorite trails, a dirt path that snaked through rolling hills and quiet woods, past dark ponds and empty animal pastures.  The horses seemed to know the path intimately, needing little input from their riders.  Anne and Will rode side by side, and Erica vacillated between riding alongside them and letting the horse pull ahead a few dozen yards.  There was plenty of wildlife around even in January--wild turkeys crossing their path, deer rustling in the underbrush of the leaf-bare forest, and the occasional hare or squirrel darting away from the big horses at top speed.  Erica stopped her horse frequently, watching the animals they encountered in quiet contemplation.  

"How's her dad doing?" Anne asked Will during one of Erica's observatory stops, her voice low to avoid scaring off the deer Erica was watching.

"He's not dead," Will replied.  "That's as much as we know right now.  Every guy with a stethoscope in that place seems to expect brain damage, though.  It's just a question of how severe."

"Well, ain't that a pisser," Anne said.  "Poor girl.  My dad died when I was twelve, and it took me a few years to get over it."

"Death isn't the worst that can happen.  If I was in Bob's shoes, I'd prefer a coffin over needing to have my ass wiped for me for the rest of my life."

"I'm sure she'll take her dad back any way she can get him," Anne said.

"You know what?" Will murmured, more to himself than to Anne.  "I'll take the slob back any way I can get him."

They returned to the ranch three hours later.  The women seemed to be used to the activity, but Will hadn't spent any time in the saddle in five years, so his butt was thoroughly sore.

After they had taken care of the horses, Erica asked to use the bathroom, and Anne pointed her to the back of the horse barn, where she had a little office set up.  When Erica was out of earshot, Anne walked up to Will and pulled his face down to hers.  He was too surprised to react when she kissed him lightly on the lips.

"You know, you can stop by here any time you'd like, girlfriend or not," Anne said.  "No complications."

"I thought we had decided that we didn't work out?"

"I'm not talking about being an item," Anne replied with a smile.  "I'm talking about the 'friends with benefits' package.  It's been ages since I met anyone I'd actually want to take home for the night.  The local dating scene is kind of a letdown."

Will studied her face, so close to his own, and remembered what her body had felt like underneath his own.  She was an uninhibited as she was honest, and while their personalities didn't match terribly well when it came to the rigors of a committed relationship, she was one of the best lovers he'd ever had.  For just a moment, he considered accepting her proposal.

"I'm flattered," he finally said.  "And I'd have to lie if I said it wasn't tempting as hell.  But I think I'm sort of a one-girl kind of guy right now."

Anne looked at him and bit her lower lip in thought.  Then she nodded and shrugged her shoulders.

"Fair enough.  Just let me know if you ever change your mind."

"I will," he said.  "To be honest, though, I don't think that's going to happen any time soon."

"You have changed," Anne said.  "The new and improved Will Liebkind.  Maybe that's why I suddenly wouldn't mind having you in my bed again."

It was past four o'clock when Will and Erica said their good-byes and headed back to the Interstate, and Erica reminded Will that her mother would expect her to step off the school bus any minute now.  He grabbed his cell phone with a sigh, ready to face the music for essentially forcing his niece to play hooky.

There was no answer at the house, so he tried Christa's cell phone.  It went straight to voicemail, so he assumed that Christa and Kate were at the ICU with Bob, where cell phones had to remain turned off.  He left a brief message to explain Erica's absence.

"Thanks for taking me up here," Erica said from the passenger seat.  "Mom will ground me for a week, but it was totally worth it.  I haven't had this much fun since..."

She left the sentence unfinished, and he smiled at her.

"Since before Christmas, huh?  And don't even worry about your mom.  I'll take full responsibility.  I mean, I practically abducted you, right?"

"Right," she chuckled.  "You totally did."

They were filling up the truck at a gas station in Corbin when Will's cell phone rang.  He pulled it out of his pocket, steeling himself for a tongue-lashing from Christa.

"This is Will."

"Will!" Christa said, and she sounded euphoric rather than infuriated.  "Where are you two right now?"

"Southern Kentucky," he replied.  "About an hour and half from home."

"Well, don't bother stopping at the house.  Come right to the hospital.  Bob's awake." 

Chapter 11

The speed limit on I-75 in northern Tennessee was seventy-five miles per hour, which was precisely five miles less than the top speed of Bob’s geriatric truck.  Will drove almost all the way back to Knoxville with the gas pedal firmly pressed to the floor, and only the slow traffic just before the downtown interchange forced him to take his foot off the gas.

“I should trade this piece of crap in on a real car while your dad can’t protest,” Will muttered when they pulled into the parking garage of the medical complex, and Erica nodded emphatically.

When they walked into Bob’s room, Christa and Kate were sitting at his bedside.  Christa was holding his hand, and Will’s heart did a leap in his chest when he saw that Bob’s eyes were open and focused on his wife.  He still looked like he had gone fifteen rounds with a world heavyweight champion, and his left eye was a disturbing shade of crimson, but he was obviously conscious and aware.  

Erica rushed to Bob’s bedside with a suppressed little wail.  Will watched as his eyes focused on his daughter as she crossed the room, and when she wrapped her arms around him in a careful hug, he returned it with one arm.  His mouth formed a one-sided smile that didn’t reach the left half of his face.

“What do you know?” Will said.  “Decided to join the living again, did you?”

Bob let out a low chuckle and shook his head slowly.  He murmured a reply, but it sounded like the voice of a man who was under the combined influence of a fifth of vodka and an oral injection of Novocain.

“Speaking’s iffy,” Christa explained to Will.  “The doctor says that the brain injury caused paralysis of his left side.”

“They’ve been milling around in here for the last three hours,” Kate said.  “I thought they’d never leave us alone.”

“How are you feeling?” he asked his brother, and Bob shrugged and wiggled his hand in a so-so motion.

“I imagine you have a bitch of a headache,” Will smiled, and Bob chuckled again.  

“Do you remember what happened?”

Bob shook his head curtly and shrugged his shoulders again.  

“Plenty of time to get you caught up on current events,” Will said.  “Right now, just take it easy, and tell us if you need anything.”

This time, Bob replied in his thick and garbled voice, and even though the word was distorted, Will had no problem interpreting his brother’s request.

“Beer.”  

They spent another hour with Bob, until the next delegation of doctors and nurses walked in and ushered them out of the room again.  Will turned on his cell phone to call Claire as soon as they were in the elevator to the parking garage.

“The Lost Savant, this is Claire.”

“Bob’s awake,” he said.  “Kate and Christa didn’t have your number in their cell phones, or they would have called you.”

“Oh, Will, that’s awesome.  How is he doing?”

Will knew what she meant, even though she didn’t voice her concern directly.

“He seems okay.  He’s alert and aware.  Didn’t have any problems recognizing us.  Speech is shot all to hell, though.  The whole left side of his face is still paralyzed.  He looks like Sylvester freakin’ Stallone when he smiles.”

“I can’t tell you how relieved I am,” Claire said.  “Are you guys at the hospital?”

“No, they shooed us out for tests, or treatment, or something.  We’re heading back to the house right now.”

“I’ll come over as soon as I can get the place locked up.”

“I’ll see you at the house,” Will said.  “There will be drinking tonight, so steel yourself.”

Will had fully intended to smuggle a bottle of cold beer into the hospital, but the visitation hours and rules for the ICU were far stricter than the ones for the rest of the hospital.  There was some logic to that, he supposed, lest some well-meaning idiot carried buckets of fried chicken to a heart bypass patient, but he still felt cheated out of seeing Bob’s likely delight at the sight of a chilled bottle of beer.  Christa didn’t want to leave Bob’s bedside, now that he was conscious again, but Will convinced her that getting into a fight with hospital security was a lose-lose proposition, and she grudgingly returned home with the other three family members.

Back at the house, Christa retrieved a bottle of fizzy stuff from the back of the fridge, and the contents of it were just enough to fill glasses for everyone, including Erica.  Claire walked through the door just a minute after Christa had taken out the glass cover of her own songbird clock with the plastic bottle cork.

“Hey there,” Will said, and handed Claire a glass.  She took it gingerly and kissed him on the mouth.

“Hey there yourself,” she smiled.  “Awesome news.”

“No kidding.  I wish we could have this party over in the ICU, but they kicked us out.”

“Party poopers,” Claire grinned.  “How dare they not let their intensive care patients get hammered with their families?”

“Yeah, I know,” Erica quipped.  “I’ll put that on one of the little comment cards they have in the lobby.”

“So what did they tell you before we got there?” Will asked Christa when they were all seated in the living room, glasses in hand.

“The doctor held a little lecture about the brain,” Christa smirked.  “He told us about how the different brain halves control the opposing sides of the body.  Left brain, right side, and vice versa.”

Will nodded.  “Sounds familiar.”

“Well, he said Bob was lucky that it was the right side of his head.  The abstract stuff like language and numbers happens in the other side of the brain.  It looks like the damage is mostly physical.  He can’t use his left arm or leg, and his face…well, you’ve seen it.  Left-sided hemiparesis, they call it.”

“Did they say whether it was going to be permanent?” Claire asked.

Kate snorted in response.  “They said they don’t have a clue.  He might be in a wheelchair for the rest of his life, or he might be skipping out of there on his own two feet.”

Christa shuddered a little, undoubtedly at the thought of Bob being confined to a wheelchair, and drained her glass.

“Let’s be glad they put him back together the way they did,” Will said.  “Even a wheelchair beats the living hell out of a coffin, you know?”

Later, back at Claire’s house, Will and Claire finished the job started at the Liebkind house by sharing a chilled bottle of honey mead.  Claire liked to shop around at the local package stores and try out new kinds of wine.  She had discovered the mead a few days ago, and both of them liked it.  It was a dessert wine, sweet almost to the point of being cloying, but it had a very clean and pleasant honey aftertaste.  

“So how did the day with Erica go?” Claire asked as they sat across from each other at the kitchen table.

“It went pretty well.  I remembered about her thing for horses, and you could tell she was all excited about being on horseback again.  Of course, the news at the end of the day did a lot more for her mood than the riding.”

“Still, it was the right thing for her.  Got her out of the house and away from that hospital.”

“Yeah.”  Will flashed a sheepish grin.  “Did I tell you that the writer who owns that ranch is someone I used to date?”

“Really?” Claire smiled and rested her chin on her folded hands.  Tell me more, her expression said.

“Really.  You may know her—Anne Barcza?”

“You used to date Anne Barcza?”  Claire laughed.

“Yes, ma’am.  Anyway, she came on to me.  Renewed her offer of some casual boffing on the side.”

“And what did you say?”

“I told her I was flattered, but very much committed at the moment.  She said it wouldn’t make a difference.”

“Whoa,” Claire said.  “She’s a bit more liberal in that respect than her characters, I guess.”

“Oh, you have no idea,” Will smiled.  “If her characters shared her philosophy on sex and dating, you wouldn’t find her books in the Young Adult section.  She’d be tucked away on the upper shelves in the section where they keep those pictorial guides to better sex.  You know, one thousand and one positions, on high-gloss paper?”

“Oh, yeah,” Claire smiled.  “I was very fond of that section when I was a teenager.  Very interesting.  Educational, too.”

Will grinned at the idea of teenage Claire sneaking glances of the new color photo edition of The Joy of Sex in some New Hampshire bookstore back in the Eighties.  She reached across the desk and slapped his forearm lightly.

“Oh, stop that smirk.  Don’t tell me you boys never looked at nudie pictures when you were teenagers.”

“Hell, yeah,” Will said.  “The dad of one of our classmates owned a travel shop at the airport in Bangor.  We used to get our Playboy from him at a buck over store price, every month.  No need to try and sneak them out of our dad’s collection.  It’s amazing his dad never caught on to the fact that he sold ten times more Playboys every month than ever crossed his store counter.”

“Are you kidding?  He was probably in on it.  I bet you anything he ordered extra copies for Junior’s little school business, and then collected fifty percent of the profits.”

“I never thought of that,” Will said.  “You’re probably right on the money.”

They shared a chuckle and a smile.  

“So what are you going to do?” Claire asked.  “You’ve been trapped in Knoxville for a few weeks now.  Are you anxious to get back to Maine?”

Her tone was casual, but he could tell from her expression that the matter was anything but casual to her.  Will thought about it for a moment, and shook his head.

“I have a few good reasons to stay here for a while,” he said.  “There’s Bob, of course, but even if he came home all fixed up tomorrow, and I went back to Maine the next day, we both know I’d just look for an excuse to come down here and see you.  Might as well save the travel money and the long-distance bills, right?”

“Right,” she smiled, obviously pleased with his answer.

“Look,” he said after a few moments.  “I’m not too great at courting someone, and we’re still at the stage where we’re supposed to guard ourselves against disappointment, but I think we both know that neither of us has any intention of just saying, ‘It’s been nice, but see you later’, right?”

“Right,” Claire confirmed.

There you have it, his shrug said.

“I can go and do those lecture trips from here, I suppose.  Maybe I can even get you to come along on a few, if you can stand the idea of leaving the shop in Lauren’s hands every now and then.”

“That might be fun,” Claire said.  “There are so many places I wouldn’t mind seeing.”

“Don’t get too excited about it,” he laughed.  “For every Boston or Chicago, there are three Peorias or Missoulas.  They put bookstores and colleges in the smallest towns these days, you know.  We may get stuck in the middle of Cornpoke, Iowa for two days.”

Claire smiled mischievously.

“Oh, I’m sure we’d find something fun to do.”

In the morning, Will came to the bookstore with Claire, since the hospital didn’t admit visitors to the ICU until nine o’clock.  Lauren, Claire’s new help, was now used to his presence, and she was no longer tongue-tied when he was around.  They bantered for a while, sipping tea and waiting for customers to show up.  

The first customer of the day was Libby, the woman who had clued Claire in on Will’s identity the first time he had been in the store.  Will suspected that Claire had spilled the beans about them, because Libby wasn’t completely surprised to see them behind the counter together.

“Well, good morning there, Mr. Liebkind,” Libby said when she stepped into the store, smiling jovially.

“Call me Will, please,” he replied.  She beamed at him, obviously pleased to be offered this degree of informality.

“Will,” she repeated.  “It’s so good to see you again.”

“Good to see you, too.  Did you come to restock the home library?”

“Actually, no,” Libby smiled. “I came by to remind Claire of our book club meeting tonight.”

“Is it that time of the month again?” Claire asked, and consulted the little calendar on the wall next to her corkboard.  

“Well, what do you know.  It’s the end of the month again.”  She looked at Will and shrugged her shoulders with a smile.  “Every fourth Friday of the month.  I fear I am committed tonight.”

“That’s okay,” Will replied. “I’ll have dinner with the women back at the house.  Hey, maybe I’ll swing by and say ‘hi’ to the book club.”

“Oh, would you?”  Libby was positively humming with excitement.  “That would be fantastic.  They would all just freak out.”

“You’re not discussing my book, I hope.”

“No, not tonight.  It’s Europe on Ten Grand a Day, by Anne Barcza.”

Will snorted a surprised laugh, and then feigned a cough to cover up his amusement.  

“Yeah, I know the book.  I hear the author is a real peach.”

Claire, who was in on the joke, gave Will an amused smile behind Libby’s back.

“Oh, is she?” Libby said, blissfully unaware of the sudden amusement she caused.  “I wouldn’t doubt it.  Her writing is so honest and warm.”

“I’ll be there at seven,” Claire told Libby.  “We’ll see if we can get Mr. Celebrity Author here to make an appearance, too.”

After Libby had departed, her ubiquitous cell phone pressed to her ear, Will shared a chuckle with Claire.

“’So honest and warm’,” he mimicked Libby.  “I should call Anne and ask her if she wants to come down here tonight and make a few friends for life.  I’m sure poor Libby would have a seizure if you came through the door with me on one arm and Anne Barcza on the other.  Her standing with the book club would go into the stratosphere.”

Around ten o’clock, business in Claire’s store had picked up, and Will excused himself to head over to the hospital.  There were more customers in the store than usual, and most of them either greeted him by name or shot him excited looks while they were shopping, so he concluded that word had gotten around a little.  He didn’t mind contributing to the increased walk-in traffic, since every other person who came into the store out of curiosity seemed to buy a book or two as an alibi.

“See you tonight?” Claire asked when Will put on his jacket.

“I’ll be there, unless there’s something going on at the hospital,” Will replied.  He leaned in and kissed her, keenly aware of at least a half dozen set of customer eyes on them.

“Give my best to Bob,” she smiled.  “Tell him I’ll come out there as soon as I can get away.”

“Will do.”

When Will walked into Bob’s room, he found his brother awake.  There was a device on his lap that looked like a cross between a laptop and a Speak-n-Spell, a keyboard with multicolored buttons mated to a small LCD screen.

“Whatcha got there?” Will asked as he pulled up a chair.

Bob smiled his lopsided smile—it was still disconcerting to see only one side of his brother’s face showing any muscle movement—and then started to press keys on the keyboard in front of him with a clumsy right hand.  He typed for a few moments, and then turned the device around so Will could see the screen.

rehab toy. better than pen and paper.

“I see.  How are you feeling?”

like shit.  head hurts all the time.  pain meds are great tho.

“I believe it,” Will chuckled.  “I was on Vicodin for a week when my crown broke.  I was seriously bummed when the prescription ran out.  No wonder people can get hooked on that stuff.”

vicodins piddly stuff.  try morphine drip.

“Hey, I’ll try some if you’re willing to share.”

They chuckled in unison.

“Anyone else been in yet?”

mom was here this morning.  ran out for lunch.  said shed be back this afternoon.

“Did she smuggle any beer in for you yet?”

Bob laughed a raspy and congested-sounding laugh.

cant swallow yet.  hard to get the beer into the tube.  no point to it anyway if you cant taste it.

“Yeah, I guess you’re right,” Will smiled.

appreciate the thought tho.

Will felt a sense of elation at the fact that they were communicating, actually talking to each other in a manner, even if Bob’s replies were laboriously typed out on a keyboard.  He had dreaded the prospect of Bob waking up with cognitive damage, as a shadow of his former self.  The physical damage was bad enough, to be certain, but the ability to use both hands and arms was not what defined his brother.  His irreverent wit and laid-back personality were what made up Bob Liebkind, and Will was relieved beyond words that those qualities had not been touched by the damage to his brain.

can I ask you a favor? Bob typed out.

“Sure thing.  What is it?”

work stuff.  needs to be sent to publisher.

“Are you worrying about work already?”

gotta pay the bills.  i dont send the manuscript by deadline, they wont pay me.

Bob somehow managed to pull off a pleading expression with the functioning half of his face, and Will nodded in acquiescence.

“Sure, I’ll send it in for you.  Is it finished?”

just about.  just needs proofreading and mailing.

“Just let me know where it is on your computer, and where to send it.  I’ll take care of it.”

Bob smiled at Will and then began to type out some instructions on his keyboard.  Will pulled his ever-present and rarely-used Moleskin notebook from the inside pocket of his jacket to copy them.

Will stopped at a sandwich shop to grab some lunch before returning to the Liebkind house.  He called the landline to check whether he needed to pick up more than one lunch, but there was no answer.  Christa was working, Erica was at school, and Kate was probably on her way back to the hospital already.  He bought a deli Reuben and a bag of chips, and then made his way back to the house.

The house didn’t feel right without anyone else in it.  Will was used to being in his own house without company, but that didn’t feel as unnatural as being in Bob’s house by himself.  His own house was always empty; most rooms held nothing but a few boxes and bookshelves.  Bob’s house was cluttered and messy in comparison, but every room bore witness of the fact that this was a family home, molded by the people who lived in it.

Will ate his lunch in solitude at the kitchen table, and then went up to Bob’s office, notebook with instructions in hand.  Bob’s computer was powered on, the screensaver drawing geometric patterns on the flat panel monitor, and Will jiggled the mouse beside the keyboard to make the desktop appear.

As messy as Bob’s office was, the file system on his computer was well organized.  Will preferred Apple systems, and Bob’s computer was a Windows box, but there was a remarkable degree of similarity in the ways they organized their writing.  Like Will, Bob had folders on the desktop for each project, neatly sorted by name and date.  Will had no trouble following Bob’s concise instructions, and he found the nearly-finished manuscript after a brief search.

He spent the next two hours reviewing Bob’s work, combing through the manuscript and looking for obvious spelling and continuity errors.  The story was another installment in the Thorn McAllister series of manly literature, and the chapters were mercifully brief.  Bob had done a good job writing a draft without major errors in it, and Will did not need to make many corrections.  When he was finished going through the draft, he sent the document to the laser printer, checking to make sure there was an ample supply of paper in the feed tray.

He went back down into the kitchen while the printer churned out the manuscript for Commando Force Alpha, and started a kettle of water for some tea.  By the time Will had assembled a decent mug of chai with plenty of milk and sugar, the noise from the printer upstairs had ceased, and Will returned to the office, tea mug in hand.

He placed the tea next to Bob’s beige monstrosity of a keyboard, collected the stack of pages from the output tray of the printer, and tapped them all into a neat stack on the surface of the writing desk.  Then he sat down in Bob’s chair again, and opened the top drawer of the desk to look for a suitable envelope.

Contrary to Bob’s instructions, there were no padded manuscript envelopes in the top drawer, just a mess of postage stamps, batteries, paper clips, and pens of many colors and variations.  Will closed the drawer again and opened the one below it.

There was a small stack of padded envelopes in this drawer, and Will pulled one of them out.  There was a stack of pages next to the envelopes, neatly held together with little page clamps on one side.  The top page was unmistakably a title page for a novel, and the byline said Robert Liebkind.  Will arched an eyebrow and reached for the manuscript.  Bob wrote under pseudonyms, not his real name, and Will’s curiosity was piqued.  He pulled the manuscript out of the drawer and placed it in front of him on the desk.

Bob’s going to be pissed if I read his stuff without permission, Will told himself.  I know I would be.  Every writer he knew was particular about other people reading their work before it was pronounced complete, and Will was no exception.  Snooping around in a writer’s desk and reading his manuals without permission was a serious violation of etiquette.

Will looked at the title page again.

That Distant Shore, by Robert Liebkind.

He suppressed his feeling of guilt, took a sip of his tea, and sat back to turn the manuscript to the first page.

Will spent the early afternoon in Bob’s office chair, turning page after page, only stopping briefly for an occasional bathroom break.  The manuscript was not a long one, only about fifty thousand words on a hundred and fifty-odd single-spaced pages, and Will was a fast reader.  He finished the manuscript in a little more than three hours, and when he had turned the last page, he placed the stack of pages back onto Bob’s desk with a shaky hand.

It wasn’t good.  It was excellent, far better than anything Will had ever seen out of Bob, and easily the best prose Will had read in the last ten years.  Like all writers, he was convinced of the high level of his own craft—something that the Nobel had only encouraged—and he had to admit that Bob’s novel was easily the equal of his own Crow’s Lament.  

That Distant Shore was the story of a man who lost his wife and child in a freak accident, and who then tried to come to terms with his collapsed world.  It was expertly written, full of layers of meaning, allegories, and symbolism.  The distant shore of the title referred to the protagonist’s contemplation of suicide, and his desire to share the fate of his family for the possibility of a reunion.  It was a dark and intense tale, and Will felt emotionally drained after having read it in one sitting.

He looked at the manuscript sitting on the desk in front of him, his brother’s real name neatly centered on the cover page.  He had always assumed that he was the better writer by far—did the gold medal in his office not constitute undeniable proof of that?—but this manuscript forced him to radically alter his view of Bob’s writing skills.  The idea that he had looked down his nose at Bob Liebkind as a writer all those years made Will feel ashamed of his own lofty arrogance.

There was a noise downstairs, the sound of a lock in a key followed by the front door opening.

“Anybody home?” Erica’s voice called out.

“Yeah, I’m up here” Will replied.  He gave the manuscript in front of him another glance, took it off the table, and put it back into its spot in the second desk drawer.  He had just closed the drawer when Erica came into the room.

“Hey, Uncle Will.  What are you up to?”

“Oh, just sending out some work for your dad.  I was at the hospital earlier.  He’s got a neat new thingie that lets him type out sentences.”

“Awesome!” she exclaimed.  “Are you going back over there today?”

“I don’t know.  What time is it?”

“Four o’clock.”

“I told Claire I’d come to her book club meeting, but that’s not until seven.  I guess I can drive you over there and stay for a while.  Have you eaten?”

“At school.”  She shrugged her shoulders in her noncommittal fashion.  “Cafeteria stuff.  Today our choice was veggie lasagna, veggie chicken patties, or pepperoni pizza.  Guess what just about everybody picked.”

“Grease pie,” Will answered, and she nodded.

“Some things never change,” he said.  “They’re pushing all that health food now, but then you just have kids bringing in McDonald’s and making money off it.  Can’t get them to eat veggie patties if they don’t eat them at home.”

“Yeah, but we’re a captive audience,” Erica said.  “And Mickey D’s is not an option.  Can’t leave school for a food run, and they won’t let you nuke your stuff if you bring it in the morning and leave it in your backpack until lunch.  But guess what?  The jocks still get to sell candy bars for fundraisers.  How’s that for a mixed message?”

Will grinned at her, glad to see the old Erica back, subversive streak and all.  

“The world is full of hypocrites, and you’ll find twice the normal concentration in any place run by the government.  Come on, we’ll visit your dad and grab some dinner along the way.”

They ate a quick meal at a hibachi place, and Will was pleased to see that Erica finished a complete order of steak hibachi and stir-fried vegetables over rice.  On the way to the hospital, they stopped at the post office, where Will sent out Bob’s manuscript for Commando Force Alpha to the publisher via certified mail.

Back in Bob’s room at the hospital, they found Kate and Christa already there.  They were clearly delighted to communicate with Bob once more, just as Will had been earlier in the day.

“Isn’t that a neat toy?” Will said to the women, indicating Bob’s rehab keyboard with a nod.

“Oh, it’s wonderful,” Kate said.  “They told him to not rely on it all the time, though, otherwise he’ll never get his speech back.”

“Fat chance,” Will grinned.  “He’ll want his speech back as soon as possible.  It’s too hard to toss in smart-ass remarks if you have to type them out with one hand.”

Bob nodded and raised a thumb in agreement, and the women laughed.

They took turns chatting with Bob, who worked the keyboard of his text device without pause.  After a while, Will decided to leave Bob to the women, since he’d had his brother all to himself earlier in the day.

“Taking off?” Christa asked when he stood up to put on his jacket.

“Yeah, I told Claire I’d make an appearance at her book club meeting tonight.  You okay with me leaving Erica with you?”

“Of course, why wouldn’t I be?”

“I didn’t know whether you had any other plans after the hospital visit.  I’ll take off, then.”

“Have fun, and say hi to Claire for me.”  Christa hugged him, and he waved a good-bye to Bob and Erica, who were engaged in what appeared to be an amusing dialogue.  Kate sat on the other side of the bed and watched the exchange with a content smile.

“See you later at the house, guys,” Will said, and they returned his wave, all of them looking far happier than they had in weeks.

Will arrived at the Borders bookstore early.  Half the tables in the café were occupied, but there were no groups larger than three people, and he didn’t see Claire or Libby anywhere.  He bought one of the hideously expensive frothy coffee concoctions from the café, and browsed the aisles for a while, sipping his brew and leisurely checking out books.

Like most writers, he couldn’t help looking up his own work whenever he was in a bookstore, and today was no exception.  Crow’s Lament was featured twice in the fiction section—once in its alphabetical slot with the other L’s, and once on a display table nearby, along with most of the other Nobel and Pulitzer Prize winners of the last twenty years.  This store carried both the annotated version popular with schools, and the mass-market paperback.  

When Will looked at his on book on the shelf, he suddenly imagined another one right next to it, this one bearing the name of his brother on the spine.  It would be to the left of Will’s book, since Robert came before William in the impartial alphabetical listing of authors, so people browsing for their last names would come across Bob’s book first.  

Has he submitted that book of his yet?  Has it been rejected?  Or has it been sitting in that desk drawer for months or years, waiting for its creator to work up the guts to stick it into an envelope?  And why wouldn’t he try to have it published?

The books on the Acclaimed Literature display did not hold an answer to any of those questions, of course.  Only Bob could answer those, and if Will asked them, he would have to admit to having read the manuscript.

Will straightened out the small stack of Crow’s Lament paperbacks, and slowly wandered back towards the café.

Time to play Mr. Famous Writer, he thought, and for once he couldn’t help feeling a little bit like a fraud.

Chapter 12

“Oh, my God, it’s really him!”

Will heard the exclamation halfway across the café as he crossed the room to where Claire, Libby, and a dozen other women were sitting around a joined cluster of tables.  Each of the women had a book and a café beverage in front of her, and fourteen pairs of eyes were suddenly on him.  There was an empty chair next to Claire, and he strolled over and sat down.

“Good evening, ladies,” he said.  The women all beamed at him, and there were some gasps when he turned towards Claire and kissed her.

“Such an honor to have you here with us tonight, Mister Liebkind,” one of the women said, and the whole circle broke out in applause, low enough to be polite to the other café patrons, but loud enough to turn heads as far as the greeting card section halfway across the store.  Even Claire applauded, smiling at him with that irrepressible spark of mischief in her eyes, and he smiled at the group and raised his hand to quiet down the ruckus.

“Please, call me Will.  Thanks for having me this evening.  I’m flattered.”

They spent the next twenty minutes with a lively question-and-answer session, and by the end of it, he had the book club firmly wrapped around his finger.  Most of them had never seen a well-known author in person, much less a Nobel Prize winner, and they made it easy for him to charm them.  He had been hosted by book clubs before, although the ones he had accepted in the past were usually in well-to-do areas close to home, like upscale bookstores in rich towns on Cape Cod or the Vineyard, and ones in downeast Maine that drew plenty of seasonal traffic.  He looked at his current audience, a dozen small-city women ranging in age from the late teens to the late seventies, and allowed himself a wry smile.

If Megan knew that I was doing a book club meeting in Knoxville, Tennessee, and without compensation at that, she’d try and have me committed just as a precaution.

Anne’s new book was well regarded by the women of the book club.  Will had not read it yet, which meant that his input on Europe on Ten Grand A Day was limited, and he mostly listened to the women sharing their impressions of the book.  When Claire mentioned that Will knew Anne Barcza personally, he found himself at the center of attention once more.

“So that’s why you laughed back at the bookstore when I mentioned her name,” Libby said with a laugh.

“Yeah,” he admitted.  “I know Anne.  She’s a good friend.  Owns a horse ranch not too far away from here, in fact—right outside Lexington.”

They milked him for information on Anne for a while, and he shared a few harmless anecdotes, like her quirky habit of sharpening half a dozen pencils to a fine point before sitting down to do the writing of the day.

“Do you have any secret writing rituals, too?” one of the women wanted to know.  Will briefly thought about making up something eclectic, like sniffing apple peels or putting his feet into a bowl of ice water, but then decided against it.

“Not really,” he shrugged.  “I just open the laptop and type away.  I do have one firm rule, and that one I stole from Hemingway.  It has served me well over the years.”

The circle of women leaned in closer, undoubtedly eager to absorb this insider information from someone who was at the zenith of the craft.

“Always stop your writing in the middle of a scene, when you know exactly what’s going to happen next,” he said.  “That way, you keep the momentum for the next time, instead of having to do a standing start.”

He pushed back his chair and smiled at the group.

“Please excuse me for a moment, ladies.  I’m going to have to heed the call of nature.”

“We’ll keep your chair for you,” Claire smiled, and he blew her a kiss in response.

They’re all nice enough, he thought as he stood at the sink and washed his hands.  The book club had a uniformly high opinion of Anne, and Will knew that she loved to interact with the hundreds of clubs all over the country that were the mainstay of her loyal fan base.  Acting on a sudden impulse, he took out his cell phone, and recalled Anne’s phone number from his recent call list.

She’s probably not even home, he thought, but Anne answered after a few rings.

“Hello, Will.”

“Hi, Anne.  Did I catch you at a bad time?”

“Not at all.  I was just reading a book and having some wine.  What’s up?”

“I have another favor to ask of you,” he said.  “I’ll make it up, I promise.”

“Your list of debts grows,” she said.  “I may insist on taking it out in trade, you know.”

He chuckled in response.

“We’ll figure something out, I’m sure.  I’m out here at a bookstore sitting with a bunch of women who are all massive fans of Anne Barcza.  They’ve been praising your latest book to high heaven, and I was thinking they’d get a kick out of a little phone appearance.  You’d make some fans for life.”

“You attending reading circles now?” Anne sounded amused.  “I hardly recognize you, Will.  A year or two ago, you would have run screaming at the thought of having coffee with a bunch of bookworms.”

“Yeah,” he said.  “I guess I’m growing soft.  What do you say?  Make those bookworms’ evening?”

“Sure,” she said, the amusement still thick in her voice.  “I’ll chat for a little while.  You have a speakerphone, or do you want to call me back on another line?”

“I’ll keep you on the cell.  Just give me a second to walk back to the table.”

When Will arrived back at the table and sat down, he placed his opened cell phone in front of him.  

“Ladies, I have someone on the line here for you.”

He hit the speaker button on his phone.

“Anne, meet the Friday Night Literature Club.  Ladies, meet Anne.”

There was a collective gasp from the circle, and Will grinned when he glanced at Libby and saw that her eyes were almost bulging out of her head with excitement.

“Good evening, everyone,” Anne’s voice sounded out of the speaker.  “This is Anne Barcza.” 

There was a minor pandemonium as the women all voiced their excitement at once, and Claire reached for his hand under the table and squeezed it.  He looked at her, and she smiled and mouthed the word “nice”.

“Oh, my goodness,” Libby finally said when the excitement had died down a little.  “This is so amazing.  Our best book club meeting ever.”

The women laughed at this, and Will joined in.

Anne humored the book club for a full hour, asking to speak to each member in turn, and patiently answering questions.  She seemed very much at ease with her audience, and Will admired her ability to make the discussion personal for each of her fans.

That’s why she sells a blue million of those books, he thought.  He knew that she personally answered every letter that reached her through her network of fan clubs, and a personal reply with an actual signature on it did more to secure reader loyalty than any number of form letters or book store coupons.

When Anne finally excused herself, the women gathered at the table thanked her profusely, and a look around at the excited faces and shining eyes on either side of him convinced Will that the surprise phone conference had been a great idea.

“That was a very nice thing to do,” Claire said when they were walking back to their cars.  “They’ll be talking about today for the rest of the year.  Did you see the look on Libby’s face when you put Anne on speaker?”

“Yeah,” Will laughed.  “I thought she was going to pee herself, squirming in her chair like that.”

“It was nice of Anne to humor them.  I think she actually enjoyed herself.”

“Oh, she did.  Anne loves her readers.  Never shrugs off a fan that asks for a picture or an autograph.  I think she still gets a kick out of being recognized.”

“And you don’t?” Claire asked with a smile.

“Sometimes,” he admitted.  “It all depends.  Would you enjoy getting hit up for a photo when you’re shopping for groceries in jeans and a t-shirt, with a zit on your nose and no make-up?”

“No, I guess not.  But I’d be nice anyway, just so I don’t piss off my fans and give them a reason to spread the word about what a jerk I am.”

“You do have a point there,” Will conceded.  “I should probably take a page or two out of Anne’s playbook, huh?”

“You’re doing fine,” she said.  “You charmed the pants off the girls back in the café.”

“Yeah, well, years of schmoozing practice.”

“Come on now,” Claire said, and poked him in the shoulder with her elbow.  “Why do you spend so much energy denying you’re a nice guy when I know otherwise?”

“Habit,” he replied.  “I’m new to the whole ‘nice guy’ thing.”

They drove over to Claire’s place in separate cars.  On the way, Claire made a changing traffic light just before it turned red on him, so he had to catch up.  When he pulled onto the parking space in front of her house, she was waiting for him, keys in hand.  He got out of Bob’s truck, and then studied it for a moment while she watched.

“Is it growing on you after all?” she asked.

“This thing?  Hell, no.  Never was a fan of pickup trucks.  I’d hate it even if it was brand new and not pushing two hundred thousand miles.”

He nodded at the two-seat cabin of the pickup.

“I was just thinking.  Bob’s going to be in a wheelchair when he gets out, and even if we modify this piece of shit for him, there’s no way we can get a wheelchair lift into it.  Never mind that the lift would be worth three times the book value of that Dodge.”

“So what are you thinking?” she asked, and the smile on her face told him that she had already guessed his line of thought.

“I was thinking I should ask Christa to get the title for this thing, clean it up as much as we can, and then take it to the dealership to trade on something that’ll hold a wheelchair.”

“Do you think Bob’s going to be paralyzed forever?”

“Hell, I have no idea.  But look at it this way—if he walks again by this time next year, at least they’ll have a new ride with a warranty, and not some rolling repair bill.”

He looked at Claire and replied to her smile with a shrug.

“Erica told me that Bob spent the money he had saved for a new car on that addition over the garage instead.  The way I see it, I don’t have to go and trade that almost new car on a new one just like it.  My accountant’s throwing fits every time I do it, anyway.  I’ll use that money for a ride for Bob instead this year.”

Claire walked up to him and kissed him on the cheek.

“For a man who’s new at being a nice guy, you’ve mastered the skill remarkably fast,” she said.

They went back to Claire’s house, where she cooked up a quick meal.  That term was relative in Claire’s kitchen, of course.  Claire never cooked with canned ingredients, and she rarely used frozen ones.  This evening, her interpretation of a quick meal was beef stroganoff over freshly mashed potatoes.  

“You’re kind of subdued this evening,” Claire remarked when they were sitting at the dinner table.

“Sorry,” he said.  “I have a lot on my mind today.”

“Anything you want to share?”

He hesitated for a moment, and then shrugged his shoulders.

“Sure.”

He pushed aside the half-eaten plate of Beef Stroganoff and reached for his wine.

“I kind of snooped around in Bob’s office today.  There was a manuscript in one of his desk drawers, and I read it.”  

He took a sip of his wine.

“Looks like I’ve misjudged him, Claire.  All that shit he’s been writing to make money?  I thought that was the best he could do.  That manuscript in his desk drawer is Pulitzer Prize stuff at least.  If I sent that to my publisher tomorrow with my name on it, they’d write the advance check so fast it would smear the ink.”

“Oh, wow.”  Claire chuckled in disbelief.  “That good, huh?”

“Yeah.  Now I feel like a pompous prick for all those times I gave him a ribbing about that macho pulp he cranks out.  If he sends off that novel, and it gets half the reception it deserves, I’ll be eating crow for the rest of our lives.”

Claire studied him for a few moments, smiling her amused little smirk that made the corners of her eyes wrinkle in a most appealing fashion.

“A little bit of that won’t hurt you,” she said finally.  “Call it repentance.  Besides, I hear that crow goes down okay with a dry red wine.”

When Will got to the Liebkind house the next morning, Kate was there, packing her travel bag in the guest bedroom.

“Heading back to Maine, mom?”

“Just for a few days,” Kate said over her shoulder.  “I need to make sure the bills are paid, or I’ll come back to a dark house with no phone or TV.”

“And then you’re coming back?  That’s a lot of money for plane tickets.”

Kate finished folding the woolen sweater she was holding,

“Well, I don’t really have a choice, Will.  Bob and Christa are going to need all the help they can get when he gets home from rehab.”

“Mom, they haven’t even released him into rehab yet.  Once they do, it’ll be at least a month or two before they send him home.  Claire and I are here in the meantime to help out.”

“Don’t you have bills to pay, too?  What about your work schedule?”

“I pay my bills online, mom.  And I can fly to the speaking assignments from Knoxville just as easily as from Bangor.”

Kate sighed and put the folded sweater in her hands on top of the growing pile of clothes in her suitcase.

“Well, I suppose I don’t have to come back right away, but what else am I going to do in Maine anyway?  You’re down here, and I’ll just be going stir crazy thinking about how much more of a help I could be here.”

“You don’t want to fly to Maine and back every month,” Will said.  “Tell you what.  You go home, but don’t buy a return ticket to Knoxville yet.  I’ll come back up to Maine in a week or two for a lecture, and if you still think you need to be back here so soon, I’ll pick you up and drive you down.”

“Alright,” Kate said after a moment of contemplation.  “I suppose I don’t have to be back here right away.”

“When does your flight leave?”

“Tonight at six.  I have to switch planes in Boston.  They don’t offer direct service to Augusta from here.”

“No kidding,” Will said.  “You mean there aren’t enough people in Knoxville who commute to Augusta, Maine?”

“Smartass,” Kate harrumphed, shooing Will out of the guest bedroom with sweeping hand motions.  “Let me finish getting packed.”

Will left his mother to her business, and checked in the kitchen for some tea.  Kate had made a small pot of English breakfast tea, and he helped himself to the remainder of it, filling one of Bob’s John Deere coffee mugs and adding some evaporated milk from the fridge.  Tea mug in hand, he walked upstairs to Bob’s office.

The manuscript was still in the same spot he had put it yesterday, of course.  Will sat down at Bob’s desk, pulled the stack of pages out of the drawer again, and placed it on the desk.

He looked at the manuscript for a while without touching it, sipping his tea and studying the suburban landscape of manicured lawns and fenced backyards visible through the window of Bob’s office.    

Maybe I should give fate a little nudge.

Bob kept the electronic output of his work on his computer, but Will could not see a folder titled That Distant Shore, and a search of the remaining folders on Bob’s hard drive did not yield any results.  With no file from which to print out another copy, Will decided to borrow the original manuscript for a few hours.  He opened Word to a blank page, selected twelve-point Courier for the font, and then typed up a new title page for That Distant Shore, this one without a byline altogether.  He sent the new page to the printer, and then placed it on top of the manuscript, covering the old title page with Bob’s byline.  Then Will plucked another padded manuscript envelope from the bottom drawer, carefully slipped the stack of pages into it, and closed the top flap.  He picked up his tea mug, and then headed back down the stairs.

“Are you coming to the hospital?” Kate asked from the guest bedroom when she heard him walk back into the kitchen.

“Yeah,” he replied.  “I have some stuff to take to the post office, but I’ll be over after lunch.”

Back in Bob’s truck, Will consulted the severely dog-eared copy of the Yellow Pages Bob kept under the passenger seat.  Knoxville was a college town, and as such had no shortage of copy shops.  Will went through the list until he found one that was on a familiar street.  He jotted down the address on a sheet from his notebook, and then pulled out of the driveway.

There were plenty of copy shops on Cumberland Avenue, the area of town known as the Strip.  The UT campus was a stone throw away, and the whole neighborhood was completely adapted to college-aged customers, restaurants and bars interspersed with book stores and places that sold UT apparel.  Will couldn’t quite comprehend how anyone could dress themselves in the local school color of signal orange voluntarily.

The copy shop was wedged between a Tex-Mex restaurant and a tattoo parlor, and it was staffed with college kids, just like every other establishment on the Strip.  Will bought a copy card, walked over to one of the industrial-sized copy machines with automatic collating racks, and spent the next ten minutes feeding Bob’s manuscript into the copier in batches of five pages.  When he was finished, he purchased a manuscript box, and neatly packaged up the copied version.  This copy shop did UPS and FedEx shipping as well, so Will addressed a label, insured the whole package, and sent it off to his agent.

Rachel is going to freak out when she sees an envelope with my name on the return address, he thought with a smile.  He had signed on with her after the initial sale of Crow’s Lament, and her job for the last eight years had been limited to negotiating foreign rights and collecting on the proceeds.  He was one of her trophy clients, but Will knew that Rachel had started to give up hope for a follow-up novel at some point in the last year or two, and he guessed that the manuscript box with “W.Liebkind” in the upper left corner would cause quite a stir.  Rachel was a bloodhound when it came to marketing her clients, and he deeply regretted not having met her before signing the contract for Crow’s Lament.  She probably would have tripled his advance, and doubled his royalty checks, even with her commission taken off the top.

I’ll eat my old Boston Red Sox baseball cap if she doesn’t call me within forty-eight hours of getting that manuscript, he thought as he left the copy shop.

Will had lunch at a Panera Bread on the strip before driving over to the hospital again.  When he arrived at Bob’s room, Kate was there already.

“Hey, guys,” he said as he pulled up a chair.  “What’s new in ICU-ville?  Hit on any nurses yet?”

Bob let out a raspy laugh and shook his head with a grin.  He typed something on his word processing device—it was frightening to see how speedy his one-handed typing had become in a short amount of time—and then turned the device towards Will.

none worth hitting on.

“Ah, shucks,” Will grinned.  “I wonder where they stash all the pretty ones around here.”

catholic hospital, Bob typed.  mostly nuns on staff.  even the pretty ones are off-limits.

Kate tried to glance at the screen, but Bob skillfully turned the device back around and hit the “clear screen” button at the same time.

“Sorry, mom.  Guy talk.”  Will smiled at his mother, who responded by shaking her head.

“You two,” she said.  “It’s amazing that it took all this drama to get you talking like two normal brothers.”

ill be out of icu tomorrow, Bob typed, and Will raised an eyebrow.

“Excellent.  Did they say how much longer they’re going to keep you here?”

week or two.  then they transfer me to rehab.

“So how much longer until they send you home?”

they said eight weeks of rehab at least.

Will thought of Christa’s concerns about the hospital bills.  A two-month rehab stay was probably pricier than a new luxury car, and even if their health insurance covered three quarters of that, Bob and Christa would be stuck with a five-figure bill at the end.  Will resolved to call his accountant in the morning and have him check on the balance of his non-investment accounts.  Every quarter, he had the accountant split the royalty checks into investments and liquid assets, but he never had an exact idea of his checking account balance.  His credit cards were paid in full every month, his debit card was never rejected, and all the bills were always paid on time electronically.

I’m sure I’m the only member of the family who couldn’t guess his checking account balance to within a thousand bucks, he thought.

so whats going on with you and Claire?

“What do you mean?”

you two serious now?

“Yeah,” Will shrugged.  “I guess so.”

are you in love with her?

The question took him by surprise, and he bit his lower lip in thought as he formulated a reply in his head.

“You know what?” he finally said.  “I don’t know.  I’ve never actually said that word to a woman before, believe it or not.  I mean, how would I know if I was in love with her?”

Bob let out a wheezing chuckle.

love is just a progression of like.  you just wake up one day and find you dont want to do without her anymore.

“Is that how it went with you and Christa?”

pretty much.  we went from lust to like to love in a month.

“And you’ve never doubted that she was the one?”

not really.  after a year or two, i realized id rather lose an arm than lose her.

Will exhaled and leaned back in his chair.

“You know, I’ve never had that clarity with anyone,” he told his brother.  “It’s different with her.  I feel more comfortable around her than anyone else.”  He chuckled.

“I can’t believe I’m even telling you this, but I don’t even mind when she comes into the bathroom while I’m in there.  You know how I used to lock the bathroom door even at home around you guys.”

oh boy, Bob typed.  youre screwed.  youll be married within six months.
They grinned at each other, and Will found that Bob’s prediction didn’t alarm him very much.

i knew a while ago that it was serious.

“Oh, yeah?  How so?”

youre still here.

Will looked up from the word processor’s screen to meet his brother’s amused gaze.  He opened his mouth for a retort, but then closed it again, knowing that a denial was pointless.  After all, he had never missed a chance to tell Bob and Christa how much he hated Knoxville, and now he was in no particular hurry to return to Maine.

“Oh, hell,” he said instead.  “I’m screwed, aren’t I?”

pretty much, Bob typed, and his eyes sparkled with amusement.  it’s the good kind tho, dont you think?
When the time came for Kate to drive to the airport for her return flight to Maine, she hugged both her sons fiercely.  Will checked his watch and realized with surprise that he’d been in the ICU with Bob for almost three hours.

“You call me right away when there’s something new to report,” Kate said, and Will nodded.

“Of course, mom.  Go home and take care of things, and don’t worry so damn much.”

“I’m a parent,” Kate said with patient exasperation.  “It’s my job to be worried all the time, dummy.  You two came wrapped in worry, and it never washed off.”

In the evening, Will and Claire went to the Liebkind house for dinner.  Bob’s imminent release from the hospital into rehab warranted a little celebration, and Will picked up a few bottles of wine from the package store on the way to the house.  He had planned on bringing some take-out food as well, but Claire had shot down that notion instantly.  On her insistence, they stopped at a fish market a few exits away from the house, where Will was surprised to find a large selection of fresh fish that would have done a Maine seaside fishmonger proud.  Claire bought a half dozen crab cakes and four generous slabs of salmon.

“I didn’t know there was a source for fresh seafood here,” Will said as they left, and Claire smiled.

“I’ve lived here for eight years, Will.  I’ve had plenty of time to find all the good spots here in town when it comes to food and books.”

Back at the Liebkind house, Claire disappeared into the kitchen with her bags of seafood.  Erica and Christa were not home—Will guessed they were still at the hospital with Bob like almost every afternoon—and Claire enjoyed being able to cook a dinner for them without having to field Christa’s protests at the sight of her doing work in the kitchen.

Claire’s timing proved almost eerily perfect.  The timer on the oven went off the very second the front door opened, and Claire opened the oven door to take out the baked salmon.  The charred turkey disaster at Thanksgiving had been the result of a broken thermal sensor, a small stick of coated wiring that cost twenty dollars and took fifteen minutes to replace.  

“Smells good in here,” Erica said by way of greeting when she walked in, followed by her mother.  “Who’s cooking?”

“Who do you think is cooking?” Will grinned as he stepped out of the living room to greet them at the door.  “My repertoire is kind of limited, as you know.”

“It does smell good,” Christa confirmed.  She peeked around the corner into the kitchen, where Claire had placed the baking sheet with the salmon onto the stovetop.

“Mmmm.  Salmon.  What have you done with it?  It looks awesome.”

“Caramelized crust,” Claire said.  “I got the recipe from one of my Cook’s Illustrated issues.  I just need to finish cooking the rice, and it’ll be ready to eat.”

“Coming home to a fresh seafood dinner,” Christa said in wonder.  “I could get used to that.”

Erica set the table while the rice was cooking, and they sat down together. 

“I have a proposition for you,” Will said to Christa after they had shared the latest news from the hospital.

“What’s that, Will?”

“You guys have a clear title to Bob’s truck, right?”

“Yeah,” Christa said, eyeing Will warily.  “We made the last payment on that thing when Erica was in third grade.  Why do you ask?”

“Well, I was thinking we could make a trip to the car dealership and trade that piece of junk in on something that’ll hold a wheelchair.”

“Good riddance,” Erica said.

“Will, we don’t have the money for another car payment, and we won’t get much for that truck.  It’s over ten years old.”

“There won’t be a payment.  I’ll write them a check for the difference.  I figured I don’t really need a new car every two years, so I have some car money to play with.”

“Oh, Will.” Christa looked around, clearly uncomfortable to discuss the matter in front of Erica and Claire.  “I don’t know if that’s such a good idea.  I know Bob wouldn’t want you to give us that much money.  You know how he is.”

“Right now he’s confined to a hospital bed, and what he doesn’t know won’t have to bother him.  We’ll just make it a surprise for when he gets out of rehab.  He’ll be in a wheelchair, Christa.  Do you want to lash one onto the bed of the truck every time you need to go to the doctor’s with him?”

“No, I guess not,” Christa said with a smile.  “And that truck is starting to go, anyway.”

She studied Will’s face for a moment and then nodded weakly.

“I guess we can go and look around at least,” she conceded.  “But if you write a check for a new car, it’ll be a loan and not a gift, do you understand?”

“Sure thing,” he replied.  “Zero interest, pay it back as you can.”

“You’ve just been the happy fairy today,” Claire said when they drove back to her house after dinner.  Will was pleasantly buzzed from the three glasses of wine he’d had with dinner, so Claire was driving.  

“Yeah, that’s me,” he replied.  “In truth, it’s all just a gigantic ploy to make me look sensitive and caring, so you’ll be impressed and take me to bed with you.”

“Oh, that part will definitely happen,” she said, and patted his leg.  “For some reason I find you terribly attractive right now.  Even more so than usual, I mean.”

He took her hand and squeezed it lightly, the same way she had done back at the bookstore the night before, and their hands remained together for the rest of the drive home.

Chapter 13

The next morning, Will saw Claire off to work, and then requisitioned her vacuum cleaner to do some final clean-up work on Bob’s truck.

Like polishing a turd, he thought as he laboriously cleaned the nooks and crannies of the old Dodge, sucking a motley collection of coins, ancient French fries, and other debris into the refuse container of Claire’s bagless vacuum.  It’s not like they’re going to allow more than the junkyard value of this thing on the trade.

It turned out that he had underestimated the willingness of the car salesman to move last year’s models off the lot.  Christa wasn’t working today, so Will picked her up after driving the truck through a car wash one last time, like taking a death row inmate to a final shower.  They drove out to the highway leading to the airport, which had the highest concentration of car dealers in the area code.

“The world-famous airport motor mile,” Christa said, mimicking the local television advertising in an exaggerated Southern drawl that reminded Will instantly of Erica’s renditions.  “I wonder on which basis they claim some international connection.  I’ve never seen anything but local license plates.  Hell, our local sales tax rate is almost ten percent.  I can pretty much guarantee you there aren’t even any out-of-staters shopping here.”

“They probably had a customer once who may have been a foreign exchange student,” Will remarked, and they both laughed.

Bob’s new ride would have to include enough cargo space for passengers and a wheelchair, which limited the suitable range of vehicles greatly.  In fact, the only thing suitable for the task was a minivan.  They went to four different dealerships on the Motor Mile to compare different kinds of minivans and gauge their suitability for wheelchair use.  At the fourth place, a Dodge dealer, Christa and Will took a test drive in a Grand Caravan.  Will preferred sports sedans, so he had no favorite among all the vans they had tested so far, but Christa immediately fell in love with the Dodge, and when the salesman demonstrated that all the seats save the two front ones could be folded into floor bins with very little effort, the deal was sealed.

Will wasn’t very good at haggling, but Christa was an expert.  She took charge of the negotiations, and got the salesman to concede fifteen hundred dollars as a trade-in value on Bob’s old truck.  Will suppressed a smile when he understood that Christa maximized the trade allowance by letting the dealer assume she’d finance the rest, and the salesman barely managed to avoid a nonplussed expression when she informed him that the rest of the vehicle’s value would be paid in cash.  Will had checked with his accountant earlier in the morning, and the money earmarked for his own traditional biannual car trade would have paid for two minivans.  For the first time in ten years, Will labeled the practice wasteful, and his accountant practically cheered in response.

Christa further proved her financial shrewdness by rejecting the purchase of a brand new Grand Caravan, and instead opting for a lightly used one from last year’s lineup.  It was fully loaded, with electric sliding doors and virtually every option from the accessory catalog, and the twelve thousand miles on the odometer meant that the grand total rang up to almost ten thousand dollars less than a brand new model.  Christa agreed to an extended warranty, which added another fifteen hundred dollars to the bill.  In the end, Will signed over a check with a lot of numbers on it, and they drove off the lot in a forest-green Grand Caravan that still smelled like a new car.

They met up with Claire for lunch at an Applebee’s a short distance from the bookstore.  Will smiled when Christa was eager to show Claire the features of the new minivan, and walked inside ahead of the two women to claim a table.

“That’s a swank ride,” Claire said when they finally joined him at the table a few minutes later.  “I love all the extras.  It has like three cup holders for every passenger.”

“It’s pretty cool, isn’t it?” Will replied.  “I’ve never been a fan of minivans, but that thing is almost enough to make me want to buy one, too.  It’s like a rolling living room.”

“And you know what else is cool about it?” Christa said as she reached for one of the menus on the table.  “It’s a minivan.  It’s big and boxy and uncool.  That means that Erica is not going to ask to borrow it when she gets her license this year.”

“Are you buying her a car?” Will asked.

“Well, that’s the thing.  Bob says she should spend some of her savings, so she’ll appreciate it more, and we were going to match that dollar for dollar.  The problem is that I don’t want her driving around in a two thousand dollar shitbox with no safety features.”

“You don’t want her to ding up a brand new car, either,” Claire said.

“Exactly.”

“Go to one of those city and county auctions where they sell old government vehicles,” Will suggested.  “Get her an old police cruiser, one of those Crown Vics.  They have a lot of miles on them, but they come with cow catchers and heavy-duty electrical systems.  She’ll be safe in one of those.  Plus, people are going to slow down on the highway when they see her car.  They’ll think it’s an unmarked cruiser.”

“That’s not a bad idea,” Christa said.  “Those things are ugly, though.  She’ll want to borrow the van instead after all.”

“Nah, it’s Erica,” Will shrugged.  “She won’t care about what it looks like, as long as she can come and go without having to ask anyone for a ride.”

“I’m worried about letting her drive out on the road by herself.  People drive like retards.  The other day, I almost got clipped by this old bat who had to do fifty in the grocery store parking lot.”

“Just wrap her in two tons of surplus cop car, and she’ll be okay.  She’s a smart kid.  I’m sure she’ll be fine.”

“I suppose,” Christa sighed.  She looked at Claire and smiled.  

“Just wait until you have kids, Claire.  You have no idea how much you can worry about someone until your child leaves the house by herself for the first time.”

Will cringed inwardly at Christa’s innocent remark—he had never shared the story of Claire’s miscarriage with anyone—but Claire merely returned the smile.

“Oh, I don’t doubt it.  I have a hard enough time leaving Oliver at the vet’s overnight.”  She caught Will’s glance and gave him an almost imperceptible little smile.

“Well, that settles it, I guess,” Christa said.  “She’ll get a police cruiser.  Maybe they have one that still has the cage in the back seat, so she can make sure her dates keep their hands to themselves.”

After lunch, Will and Christa returned to the house, where Christa spent a half hour filling up the storage bins of the Caravan with various items from the garage.

“This is awesome,” she proclaimed when Will came out to check on her.  “We can haul around all the junk that’s usually cluttering up the garage, and it all just disappears under the floor.”

He watched as she arranged the contents of the storage bins until she was satisfied with the results.  When she was finished, she closed the lids of the floor bins carefully, and then stepped back to appraise the clean interior of the van.  Then she walked over to Will and hugged him firmly.

“Thank you for that loan, Will.  You have no idea how much this is going to help.  I couldn’t have budgeted in another car payment.”

“Don’t mention it,” Will replied, and patted Christa’s back lightly.  He felt a flush of embarrassment at her praise.

“It’s not much of a sacrifice for me to have to keep driving an almost new BMW, is it?”

In the afternoon, Will decided to get back to work for a little while.

Living with Claire and being around his brother’s family had emphasized the point that he didn’t have much of a work schedule even on his most organized days.  Claire got up every morning at five thirty, and she opened the store every day at eight thirty.  Christa went to work almost every day now, and Erica spent the same predictable eight-hour block of time in school.  Bob was still in the hospital, of course, but Will knew that his brother’s writing schedule had been set in stone before the head injury.  That left only Will looking for something to do during the day. 

Back at home in Maine, he had followed a comfortable daily routine of sleeping in late, going for a run or a gym visit, eating lunch at one of his half dozen regular favorites, and then taking a nap before playing with his laptop keyboard until happy hour.  On most days, the nap stretched right into happy hour, and then he would go back out to have some dinner before returning home to his well-stocked bar.  Now, surrounded by people who had well-defined work schedules, Will felt like a slacker, and he knew that it was an accurate self-assessment.  He was also bored out of his mind during the day, and he had spent so much time at Claire’s store lately that even Libby had come to take his presence in stride.  

Now, with no other distractions or excuses presenting themselves, Will dug the new laptop out of the computer bag that had not left the corner of Claire’s bedroom since the first night he had spent here.  Oliver had accompanied him into the bedroom, delighted to have unexpected company in the middle of the day, and now he wagged his tail at Will in a tentatively optimistic manner.

“Sorry, buddy,” Will said.  “I think I’ll drive over to the café and do some work.  They don’t like doggies there.”

He laughed when Oliver managed to look dejected, undoubtedly reading the tone of his voice.

“Tell you what.  I’ll give you a piggie ear to make up for it.  Want a treat?”

Oliver’s ears perked up at the mention of the magic word, and he followed Will into the kitchen, tail wagging furiously.  Will went to the pantry where Claire kept the dog treats, and reached in to extract a roasted pig ear from its container.  They smelled awful once the dog saliva moistened them, and chewing them produced a horrid crunching noise, but Oliver loved them, and just one of those pig ears usually kept him busy for a good ten minutes.  Will handed the treat to Oliver, who took it gingerly before trotting off into the living room with his prize.

“See you tonight, buddy.”

Will left the house and locked the door behind him.  The air outside was cold and clean, and he paused to study the clear winter sky.  A pair of crows circled overhead, cawing a dialogue, and Will watched them for a few moments as they flew their unhurried pattern above the quiet neighborhood.

He remembered reading that crows were monogamous, mating for life to a single partner.  If one of those birds was blotted out of the sky by a hunter, or run over by a car while scavenging roadkill, the other one would be lonely for the rest of its life.  The thought depressed him.

And they say monogamy is an unnatural state, he thought.  Once upon a time, he had bought into that theory, but now he wasn’t sure about the validity of it anymore.

The bookstore café wasn’t nearly as busy as it had been the evening Will had joined the Friday Night Literature Club.  There were a handful of people scattered at various tables, college kids with laptops and retirees perusing the store’s variety of newspapers for free while sipping coffee.  Will bought an iced coffee and picked a table by the window, as far away from the occupied tables as possible.

It felt strange to open the laptop and bring up a blank word processor page, and Will realized that it had been months since he had last put a word down.  He briefly browsed through the documents he had salvaged from Erica’s laptop recently.  There was a novel that was a third of the way finished, a half dozen first chapters that had never made it beyond page ten or twenty, and various bits and snippets that didn’t even look familiar to him.  He opened the abandoned novel and read the first few pages, only to shake his head and conclude that this particular one wasn’t likely to see the light of day.  The idea had been good enough—it was supposed to be an insightful and clever story about a small Maine mill town that finds itself hosting a few hundred refugees from Somalia—but he hadn’t even thought about the story in over a year, and it was as dead as freeze-dried fish.  

Maybe I should stop poking at leftovers, then, he thought.  He reopened a blank page in Word, collected his thoughts for a moment, and then started typing.

A good while later, when his wrists were starting to hurt, and the second refill of his iced coffee was drained, Will took his hands off the keyboard again and leaned back in his chair.  When he checked his watch, he was surprised to find that he’d spent two hours hunched over his laptop.  He brought up the Word Count feature, and let out a low whistle when the computer told him that he had just cranked out almost four thousand words.  His usual daily quota was a thousand words, and on rare occasions he had been on a roll and managed two and a half thousand, but he could not remember having written this much in one sitting since he was working on the second half of Crow’s Lament over ten years ago.

Will saved his new file with a feeling of satisfaction, and then closed the lid of the laptop.

That’s more like it, he thought.  And maybe, when I read through it tomorrow, only half of it will be unmitigated shit.

He had just left the bookstore when his cell phone rang.  He switched the laptop bag to his left hand and pulled the phone out of his pocket, answering it without checking the caller ID.

“This is Will.”

“Will!  Are you sitting down?”

“Hi, Rachel.  I can sit down, if I need to.”

“I think you do, Will.  I’m in the middle of a major bidding war regarding that manuscript you sent me.”

“No shit,” he replied.  His stomach suddenly felt strangely buoyant.  There was a green cast iron bench next to the door of the bookstore, and he walked over to it and sat down.

“No shit,” Rachel affirmed.  “I have the Big Five trying to outbid each other, and a dozen of the smaller houses.”

“Good God, Rachel.  How many places did you carpet-bomb with that manuscript?”

“Everyone who has something on the New York Times list this week, and then a few more,” Rachel laughed.  “Will, they’re tossing numbers around that you wouldn’t believe.  I could pretend I’m not excited about the agent’s cut on this one, but I’d be lying through my teeth.  Doubleday is offering an advance that has more zeros than a History Channel special on Pearl Harbor.”

Despite the sudden dread he was feeling, Will had to laugh at this.

“Oh, crap, Rachel.  I’m in deep shit now.”

“If by ‘shit’ you mean hundred-dollar bills, then yes, you’re in it up to your eyeballs.”

“Not exactly.”  He paused, trying to think of a way to dampen her excitement without making her hang up on him.

“Rachel, can you promise me something here?”

“What’s that, Will?”

“Sit on the manuscript for a while.  Compare the offers, negotiate better deals if you want, but don’t commit to anything yet.  I’m going to have to clear something up here, but I’ll call you back as soon as I can.  Just don’t buy a bigger condo on the Upper West Side yet, okay?”

“Are you kidding, Will?  This thing has the potential to become the next To Kill A Mockingbird.  I’d bet my share of the revenue they’ll throw the Pulitzer at you, seeing how they snubbed you for Crow’s Lament a few years back.”

“I was too young, Rachel.  They never give the Pulitzer to anyone under the age of thirty.”

“Well, I bet they felt stupid when the Swedes gave you that shiny medal in Stockholm.”

“Yeah, well, they don’t ever give those out twice,” Will replied.  “Look, Rachel, there’s more to the story, but that’s going to have to wait until later.  For now, just please promise me you won’t sell the thing.  I’ll call you soon to explain.”

“You’re the boss,” Rachel said.  “I just hope you know what you’re doing.  If I dick Random House and Doubleday around too long, we’ll have to settle for one of the smaller houses, and then you can slice that advance check in half.”

“I know what I’m doing, Rachel.  Just keep them bidding it up a little longer.  I’ll call you soon.”

The first speaking assignment of the year came a month later than usual for Will, since he had essentially taken off the entire month of January to be with the rest of the family.  Normally, he liked to get out of the house again after the usually boring holiday season, but this year it seemed like a major intrusion.  He would have taken another month off from the academic circuit grind, but Megan had threatened once again to drop him as a client when he had advanced the notion.  In the end, he had taken his own advice about the shortsightedness of pissing off the colleges that signed the checks for his speaking fees.  Megan usually booked his yearly schedule six months in advance, and the three assignments he had missed in the second January half had already cost him more than the sticker price on Bob’s new minivan.

In the end, Will gritted his teeth, packed his well-worn travel bag, and asked Claire to drop him off at the airport when the time came.  They had spent a lazy weekend together—Claire had left the shop in Lauren’s hands for the entire Saturday—and on the Sunday evening preceding his scheduled speech at the University of Maine, she drove him to McGhee-Tyson in her little Beetle.

“Are you sure you can’t come along?” he asked when they exchanged their good-byes at the security gate in the terminal building, just like they had done after Will had made a trip to Knoxville for their second date.

“Yeah, I’m sorry,” Claire responded, producing a regretful little pout.  “Saturdays are one thing, but I don’t want to leave the shop in Lauren’s hand for three consecutive days just yet.  Next month, though.”

“Fair enough,” he said.  “You’ve seen downeast Maine already, anyway.  I think there’s one coming up in Seattle in a few weeks, though.”

“Ooh.  I’ve never been to the Pacific Northwest.”

“It’s pretty, but you’ll want to bring a raincoat.  They have rain from February to July, I think.”

“That’s okay.  I’m not water-soluble, you know,” she smiled.  “I’d love to come to the Seattle one.  I think I’ll have Lauren up to speed by then.”

“Awesome,” Will said.  “It’ll be like a little vacation.  We can stay an extra day or two.”

“I’m looking forward to it.”  She reached up and pulled his face close to hers.

“Just get back here in one piece, you hear?  If you die in a plane crash, I’ll be totally pissed at you.”

He laughed out loud, and some of the passengers at the security gate ahead turned their heads.

“Not planning on it, dear.  Besides, don’t you know that the first class section detaches like a lifeboat in the event of a crash?  Can’t let the businessfolk burn to a crisp, you know.”

They embraced and kissed once more, and he reached up and swept a rogue strand of hair from her forehead.

“I’m driving back to Knoxville in the BMW with mom.  Wish me luck.  If I’m going to buy the farm on this trip, it’ll be because my brain exploded from two days of Elvis and Perry Como on the CD player.”

When Will’s connecting flight finally touched down in Bangor, he was glad to see snow on the ground once more.  Tennessee had not seen a single flake of it in the entire month he had been there, and a winter without snow felt unnatural to him.  The air here in Maine seemed much more clean and clear to Will.  Even the smell of the rental’s heater was a welcome olfactory memory.

The school that had booked him for a lecture was his old Alma Mater, the University of Maine at Orono.  He knew many of the people in the English department well, and this particular assignment felt more like a class reunion than a job.  Will started his lecture ten minutes early and ended it an hour late.  On the flight to Maine, he had realized that he hadn’t done his customary speech and lecture rewriting at the beginning of the year, so he improvised the entire lecture rather than serve up stale material from last year.  In the end, his procrastination had worked in his favor—the students gave him a sincere standing ovation at the end, and he realized that he’d had more fun with the impromptu lecture than with all of last year’s canned and memorized speeches put together.  The reception afterwards was an equally painless affair, and Will left the campus in the afternoon, convinced that the folks at Orono considered his lecture fee well spent. 

He spent the rest of the afternoon indulging in nostalgia, eating an early dinner at the railroad car diner where he had spent many hours eating cheap meals and scribbling out essays when he was still an undergraduate student.

After his early dinner, he took a leisurely drive through town, trying to retrace all the landmarks from his early college years.  The large Victorian house where he had rented his first apartment still stood in the same spot, and the sign outside still advertised APTS FOR RENT.  There had been a pizza joint around the corner where Will had worked for two months in his junior year, but the place had been razed, and a generic-looking Starbucks had sprouted up in its place.

On a lark, Will steered the rental down a few side roads, taking turns from memory, and smiling when he recognized the neighborhood once more.  His favorite teacher of all time lived here, someone who had encouraged him to develop and submit his writing even in high school.  His name was David Forrest, and he had been Will’s teacher in high school.  Later, he had moved on to become head of the English Department at Colby College, and Will had remained in touch with Mr. Forrest until the fame from Crow’s Lament had complicated his life and clouded his judgment.  The old man was past retirement age when Will had received the acceptance letter for his first manuscript, and he was probably close to eighty years old now.

Mr. Forrest’s house stood just where Will remembered, a large white Colonial at the end of a quiet cul-de-sac.  When Will had paid his last visit to the place some eight years ago, the house had been well-maintained, but now the paint was flaking in some spots, and the lawn looked like it was in need of a trimming.  There was a burgundy Saab sedan parked in the driveway, and the light coming through the living room blinds bore evidence that somebody was home.  Will pulled up to the mailbox and smiled when he saw that it still bore a weathered name tag that read “712-Forrest” in faded gold-on-black stick-on letters.  He pulled into the driveway and parked the rental behind Mr. Forrest’s Saab.

When he knocked on the door, there was no discernible activity inside the house for a while.  He repeated his knock, and waited with trepidation.  After a few minutes, he heard the deadbolt unlock, and then the door opened.  Will had expected to see his old teacher’s face, and he was taken aback for just a moment by the sight of an old woman’s face.  Then he recognized Mrs. Forrest.

My, she has lost a lot of weight, he thought.

“Hi, Mrs. Forrest.  Do you remember me?”

“Oh, my.  Surely that’s not Will Liebkind, is it?”

“It is,” Will confirmed with a smile.  “I didn’t think you’d recognize me after all these years, Mrs. Forrest.”

“Don’t be silly, dear boy.  You practically spent every Saturday in the study with David for a year or two.  Of course I remember you.  You were his favorite student, you know.”

“Is Mr. Forrest in?  I was in town for a speech over at the University, and I figured I’d stop by to say hello.”

Mrs. Forrest smiled, but it was a sad smile, and Will knew what she was going to say next when he saw that she suddenly blinked away a tear.

“Oh, dear boy.  I’m really sorry, but Mr. Forrest died over a year ago.”

The sudden shock was like a bucket of ice water over his head after the pleasantness of the day.  Will felt as if someone had punched him in the stomach.  He blinked at Mrs. Forrest, who looked at him with an expression that was a mix of sorrow and concern.  

“I’m sorry,” he finally mumbled through lips that felt numb.  “I’m so sorry, Mrs. Forrest.”

“I’m the one who’s sorry, having to break you the news in such a way,” she said.  “Why don’t you come in for a little while?  I’ll make us some tea, and then I can tell you all about it.”

They sat down in Mr. Forrest’s old study, which was exactly like Will remembered it: a small room stuffed with bookshelves, and a large oak desk that had an ancient Macintosh computer on it.  Will remembered that the Mac had been top of the line when he had first visited Mr. Forrest, but that had been almost fifteen years ago, and the yellowed little computer case with its tiny monitor was now a technology fossil.

“He died of a heart attack,” Mrs. Forrest told him as they were drinking their tea and studying the family pictures that lined the parts of the walls that weren’t taken up by bookshelves.  “At the age of seventy-six.  I was out of the house, playing cards with my friends over at the social club.  He was in the bathroom, getting ready for his Italian class.”  She looked at the framed picture of her husband that stood on a little table next to her armchair, and gently touched the face on the photograph.

“Can you believe that?  Taking up Italian at seventy-six years of age?  He wanted to take me to Florence in the summer, and he believed that it was common courtesy to be able to speak the language of the host country when abroad.”

“That sounds completely like Mr. Forrest,” Will smiled.  “He had the sharpest mind of any person I’ve ever known.”

He watched as Mrs. Forrest picked up the picture of her husband, gazed at it with an expression of utmost affection, and then carefully placed it back on the table.

“How long were you two married?”

“Fifty-three years,” she replied.  “When he proposed, he was twenty-three, and I was eighteen.”

“Half a century,” Will mused.  “If I lost someone I’d been that close to for that long, I don’t think I’d ever feel anything but grief for the rest of my life.”

Mrs. Forrest looked at him and smiled, and it reminded him of the way her husband had smiled at him when correcting one of Will’s many misconceptions about history, politics, or literature.

“I allow myself to grieve, on occasion.  But when you’ve been with someone for so long, they become a part of you to the point where they can never leave you.  Mostly, I am thankful that I had so many good years with him.”  She chuckled softly.

 “It would have been much more tragic if he had given up after I turned him down the first time he asked me out.  Losing someone you love is hard, but never loving someone enough to feel such sorrow is a much bigger tragedy.”

She placed her teacup and its coaster on the table next to the picture of her husband, and then stood up.  Will raised himself out of his chair, but she waved him off.

“Don’t get up, Will.  I’m just looking for something on the shelf here.”

She searched for a few moments, and then pulled a worn book from the shelf.  Will raised an eyebrow when she turned around and handed it to him.

“I think David would have wanted you to have this.  I’ve seen you two poring over it often enough.  It’s not much, but at least you’ll have something to remember him by.”

The book she had handed him was a very old edition of Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales.  Will remembered having read through it on many occasions, his twenty-year-old self marveling at the fact that he was using reference material that was printed in eighteenth-century England.  Mr. Forrest had chuckled at Will’s notion of antiquity, and then showed him some portfolios that dated back all the way to the Middle Ages, heavy books with brittle-looking leather covers that his teacher kept under glass in the living room.

Will leafed through the book, feeling the texture of the worn red cloth cover under his fingers, and remembering the sound of his old teacher’s voice quoting passages from Chaucer’s work.  Remembering the deep voice of Mr. Forrest reciting Middle English prose brought a smile to Will’s face.  He looked up, and held the smile for Mrs. Forrest.

“Thank you, ma’am.  I appreciate it very much.”

He closed the book again and looked down at the cover, faded golden letters carved into cloth that had been spun long before his great-grandfather had left the Old World for the promise of opportunity in a young United States.

“We all think we’ll live forever and a day, don’t we?”

“The pitfalls of youth, dear boy.  That’s why you never put off the things that count.  You never know how much time you have left.”

The University had booked a hotel room in Bangor as a matter of routine, but Will drove straight from Orono back home to his house in Ellsworth instead.  

When he opened the front door, the place had a funny smell to it, and it took him a while to recognize it.

It’s the way empty houses smell, he thought as he put his travel bag on the kitchen table and tossed his keys onto the counter.  It smelled like this when the real estate agent showed it to me.  Like nobody’s living here.

He spent a few minutes wandering around in the vastness of the place, not even bothering to turn on the lights as he went from room to room.  Except for a few personal items here and there, the place looked like one of the model houses at the modular home dealer on Route 1 nearby—generic furniture, unused rooms, and picture frames in the spare bathroom that still had the stock photos from the frame manufacturer in them.

Will went back downstairs into the kitchen and poured himself a glass of water from the sink.  It took him a moment to remember where he kept the plain water glasses, and then he filled a glass and drained it right at the sink, looking out onto the ice patches on West Main Street through the kitchen window.

The thought of spending a night in this house suddenly held no appeal, and he realized that he hadn’t slept alone in over a month.

Screw this, he thought, and gathered keys and travel bag.

As he pulled out of his driveway, he dialed his mother’s number in Augusta.

“Mom,” he said when she answered.  “I’ll come over to stay at your place tonight, if that’s okay with you.  How do you feel about getting your stuff together and driving to Knoxville in the morning?”

Chapter 14

“Have I been an insufferable prick for the last ten years?” Will asked his mother as they drove across the Memorial Bridge into New Hampshire.  It was well before dawn—they had left Augusta at four in the morning—and he had sipped an entire twenty-ounce cup of cappuccino to infuse himself with some caffeine.

“Not exactly,” Kate answered after a moment of consideration.  She gave him a guarded look, but there was the faintest hint of a smile playing in the corners of her mouth.  

“But kind of, sort of?” he pressed.

“Well, sometimes.  Especially towards your brother, but you know that just as well as I do.  You don’t need me to tell you that, do you?”

“Not exactly,” he conceded, using her exact tone of voice, and she laughed softly.

“You give a guy a bag of money and tell him he’s the cream of the crop in his profession, and it’ll go to his head,” Will continued.  “I was a complete shithead when I was in my twenties, and the stupid medal made it ten times worse.”

“I didn’t really get to see you all that much back then,” Kate said.  “You were always on the road on one of your research trips.  Don’t tell me you really went to Ireland and New Zealand and all those other places to get ideas for another book.”

“Hardly,” Will chuckled.  “I was mainly researching booze and women, to tell you the truth.  Never did have to look far for either.”

“I figured as much,” Kate said.  “For a while there, I thought you’d take after your father, you know.”

Will’s dad had won fifty thousand dollars on a lottery ticket he’d bought at a gas station on the way home from work three days before Will’s twelfth birthday.  Ed Liebkind had decided on the spot that a wife and two sons were too much of a weight around his neck, filled up the family’s Dodge Dart, and then headed south to Key West.  At the time, nobody had known where he’d gone, of course, and it was only after his dad contacted Will after reading about the Nobel Prize and its attendant monetary component almost two decades later that Will learned where his father had steered the Dodge on that September night in 1982.  Ed Liebkind was a smooth enough talker to convince Will to meet him at the Howard Johnson’s at the Bangor airport, but the meeting had been less than productive.  Will had been aghast at the deteriorated appearance of his father, who by then had looked nothing like the picture Will had kept in his memory.  Whatever Ed had spent his winnings on in Key West, dental care and hygiene had not been a priority for him.  During their strained conversation over dinner, Ed had told his son matter-of-factly that he had lung cancer, which may have had something to do with the two packs he’d been smoking daily since his Army service.  He’d wasted no time hitting Will up for a loan—actually, more of a grant, since the word ‘loan’ implied some sort of payback schedule—and Will had made it clear that the only money his father would see out of him was the balance for the dinner tab that evening.  Ed Liebkind had shrugged in a noncommittal and un-offended sort of shrug that said ‘no harm done’, and that was the last Will had seen of his father before hearing of his death less than two years later.  He was buried in a welfare plot in some coastal town near Fort Myers, and Will would have had no desire to visit the grave even if it wasn’t an anonymous plot.

“That’s pretty harsh, mom,” Will said.  “I didn’t leave my family to drink Coronas on the beach at Key West for ten years.”

“No,” Kate conceded.  “But I think I got to see you three times a year at the most for the last ten years, so it was all the same in the end, don’t you think?”

“I wasn’t that bad,” he protested weakly.  “I was on the road a lot, you know.”

“You just admitted that it was more by choice, Will.  Besides, I didn’t fall off the turnip truck yesterday.  I had a pretty good idea that you were banging everything in a skirt.”

Will almost choked on his cappuccino at his mother’s statement.  He coughed as he placed the paper cup back in the cup holder, and gave Kate an accusing glance. 

“Hell, mom.  What’s gotten into you today?  You’ve never showed any sort of interest in my love life.”

Kate merely shrugged, and pointedly studied the exit signs for downtown Portsmouth.

“I’m really not a prude, Will,” she said after a while.  “I used to think you’d get it out of your system after a few years.  But you know how I could tell you’ve never been serious about any of the women you’ve bedded?”

“Do tell.”

“You’ve never brought any of them home to meet the family.  Until this Christmas, that is.”

The thought of Claire made him feel warm in a way the twenty-ounce cup of gas station cappuccino could not hope to achieve, and he only realized he was smiling when he caught his own reflection in the passenger side window.

They drove through New Hampshire and Massachusetts, circumventing Boston to avoid the rush hour traffic there.  Will stopped for gas and snacks in Rhode Island, and at noon, they were already past New York City, driving south on the New Jersey Turnpike.

Later that afternoon, Kate scanned through the radio frequencies for some music, and Will cracked up when she found a station broadcasting in some strange-sounding language that was only barely recognizable as German.  Kate had learned German from her husband, but she pronounced the station announcer’s German as almost incomprehensible.

“It’s a Pennsylvania Dutch radio station,” Will said.  “They speak some sort of regional dialect that’s hard to understand even for a native German speaker.”

“And how would you know this?” Kate asked.  “You quit German in college because you’d forgotten all the stuff your dad tried to teach you, remember?”

“Oh, I dated a German exchange student once,” he replied.  Anja from Kassel, he remembered, smiling at the fond memories of a booze-fueled road trip from New York to Los Angeles.  Six days of debauchery.

“So what’s going on with you and Claire?” his mother asked, disrupting the thought.

“What do you mean?”

“Well, are you two an item?  You sure spend an awful lot of time with her, don’t you?”

“’An item’,” he repeated with a chuckle.  “Mom, we’re long out of high school.  We like having each other around, I suppose.”

“Oh, I think it’s a bit more serious than that,” Kate said.  “After all, you’ve spent the last month and a half in Knoxville with her—and don’t tell me you’ve only stayed around for your brother to get better.”

“She may have had something to do with that, too,” he admitted.  

“No shit,” Kate said, and Will had to stifle a grin at his mother’s uncharacteristic vulgarity.  

“Alright, alright.”  He shook his head at his mother with a resigned sigh.  “I’m nuts about her.  She’s absolutely everything I ever wanted in a woman.  She’s sharp as a tack, she’s a knockout, and she knows what she wants out of life.”

“And you don’t think you’ll get bored with her sooner or later?”

He considered the question, and then shook his head firmly in response.  Kate smiled at him, but it was her maternal smile, the one she reserved for occasions when she observed her sons doing something that she knew to bring them grief before too long.

“I really hope so,” she said.  “We all like Claire, you know.”

“Not nearly as much as I do, mom.”

Under normal circumstances, Will would have made the eighteen-hour drive from Maine to Tennessee non-stop, and the prospect of getting back to Claire did weigh his foot down on the BMW’s accelerator.  Kate, however, was intent on enjoying the trip.  She asked Will to take detours through places she had never seen, so instead of a relatively straight trajectory from Augusta to Knoxville, their travel route had as many bends in it as a strainer of cooked spaghetti.  They stopped in Pennsylvania to see Gettysburg, a sight that was still fresh in Will’s memory from the Christmas trip home with Claire.  Then, when his mother mentioned that she’d never seen the White House, he took her into Washington, D.C., even though it was a detour of two hundred miles.  They parked the car near the Vietnam Memorial and spent the early evening walking around to see the sights for three hours.  When they finally left D.C. with the tail end of rush hour traffic, it was too late to even consider pressing on to Knoxville, so Will took the first Virginia exit that had a decent-looking motel in sight of the Interstate.  They found a clean-looking Hampton Inn with an adjacent Outback, so Will treated his mother to a steak dinner, during which they polished off two bottles of red wine along with their ribeye steaks.

They shared a room with two double beds, Kate adamantly protesting the unnecessary waste of money when Will proposed separate rooms, and the combination of the wine and the day’s driving had Will fall asleep not ten minutes after his head hit the pillow.

In the morning, they had breakfast at a nearby Cracker Barrel.  Kate, who had spent a great deal more time in the South than Will, and whose stomach’s tolerance for Southern cooking was superior to that of his own, ordered up some sort of country breakfast whose overarching theme seemed to be gravy.  The menu called it “sawmill gravy”, and it was so thick that Will could have stuck a spoon into a bowl of the stuff upright. 

“Yuck,” he said as he watched his mother ladle a spoonful of the gravy onto her breakfast biscuit.  “Look, mom, it has sausage bits in it, as if there’s not enough fat and grease in the gravy itself.  For the love of all that’s holy, don’t even think about eating that.”

Kate cut a piece of biscuit with the edge of her fork, speared it, and then brought the bite to her mouth, smiling sweetly in response.

“You should try it.  With the way things are going, you’re going to have to become a Southerner eventually, you know.”

“Like your daughter-in-law will be happy to tell you, Southerners are born, not made.  You can’t move to Knoxville and become one just by getting a Tennessee driver’s license.  Not that I have a terrific desire to claim that title, anyway.”

“So what are you going to do about Claire?  She seems quite happy where she is, don’t you think?”

“She likes what she has built,” Will replied.  “I don’t think it matters to her whether that bookstore is in Knoxville or Bangor.”

“So you’re going to ask her to move north for you?”

The waitress arrived and brought Will his continental breakfast—or at least the closest facsimile the place offered.

“Yeah, I guess,” he said.  “Otherwise I’d have to get used to stuff like country ham and grits for breakfast, and eighty-degree weather in October, and I don’t see that happening.  I’m more of a hot tea, English muffins with jelly, Indian Summers sort of guy.”

Kate accepted his response without a comment, studying him impassively as she took another bite of her gravy biscuit.

“Don’t tell me you are ready to sell the condo in Augusta and move to Knoxville,” Will said with a grin.

“No, of course not,” she said, waving off his remark.  “I quite like it right where I am, and Bob and Christa won’t need as much help anymore once he’s back home.”

“They’ll need a bunch of stuff done to that house, you know.  Hard to get a wheelchair up those stairs.”

Kate’s expression turned pained very briefly, undoubtedly at the thought of her son being confined to a wheelchair, the muscles in his legs withering from disuse.

“He’ll walk again,” she said with determination.

“Sure he will,” he agreed.  “But until then, he needs a way to get up to the bedroom, you know.  Unless you just want to dump him on the living room couch at night until he’s able to walk up the stairs again.”  He chuckled at the thought of such an unsympathetic treatment.  “Come to think of it, that might be one hell of a motivator.”

“Oh, come on, now,” Kate said, but her smile told him that she knew he was merely kidding.  

Was there ever a time when I would have said something like that, and meant it? he thought.

“He’ll need one of those elevator thingies for the stairs, and maybe an electric wheelchair to get around.  I don’t have a fortune saved, but I think I can help them manage.”

“Don’t even worry about that,” Will said, shaking his head.  “The insurance will pay up whatever they have to, and then I’ll cover the stuff they won’t.  You keep your money.”

“What else am I going to do with it?” she asked.  “I don’t go on cruises, I’m not interested in time shares, and I have no expensive hobbies.  The way things are going, I’ll be leaving a bunch of money to you kids when I die.”

“Don’t leave any to me,” Will replied.  “I’m doing okay.  Leave it to Bob and Christa, and Erica.  Better yet, spend some of it while you can.  Maybe you should take up an expensive hobby, just for the hell of it.  Or go on a trip to Europe, or Asia.”

Kate shook her head dismissively.

“That’s not me, Will.  I’m too old for skydiving or flying airplanes, and I hate going on trips.  The only reason I even come down to Knoxville is because I hate not seeing my son and granddaughter even worse than I hate flying.”

“Well,” he grinned.  “I guess between the two of us, Erica is going to have one hell of a college fund waiting for her when she gets out of high school.  She’ll be able to pay for four years of Harvard for herself and three of her closest friends.”

They made it to Knoxville in the early evening of the second day of their trip.  There had been no sites of interest for Kate in Virginia, and Will was thoroughly grateful for that.  The long drive south with his mother had been mostly enjoyable, but the last stretch of the trip through southern Virginia and northeast Tennessee was the most boring one, and he was eager to see Claire again.

“So I got my schedule from Megan for the first ten or so lectures and book signings,” Will said to Claire at the dinner table.  She had cooked a “quick dinner” of Shepherd Pie prepared with ground lamb and fresh garlic mashed potatoes, and Will had helped himself to seconds despite his resolution to watch his intake and lose the ten pounds he had gained since coming to Knoxville.

“Oh, yeah?  Where at?”

“The first two are in Manhattan and Boston, respectively.  For New York, it’s a book signing at one of those trendy Greenwich Village bookstores, and in Boston it’s a lecture at Boston College.  Interested in coming along for either one of those?”

“Oh, hell yes,” Claire said with conviction.  “I haven’t been to either in ages.”  She bit her lower lip in thought briefly.

“New York, huh?”

Will nodded.

“We could hook up with my sister, you know.  I’m sure she’d love to meet you.  Are we going to have time for that kind of thing?”

“We’ll have as much time as you want,” he said.  “The book signing’s on Saturday, but we don’t have to fly back right that Sunday.  We can stay an extra day or two, if you’d like.”

“Ooh, that’s tempting,” Claire smiled.  “We could do some Big City stuff.  Go see a play, take a walk in Central Park, have one of those gargantuan New York style pizzas…”

Will laughed at her sudden burst of enthusiasm.

“You’re actually craving junk food for a change?  Wow.  Now I want to take you along just for the chance of seeing you try to eat one of those things without getting grease all over your face.”

“I’ve done it before, silly,” she replied.  “You just fold the slices down the middle, and then eat them from the pointy end.”

They went to the airport together once more, but instead of seeing him off, as Claire had done twice already in as many months, they checked in together.  They had arrived early, and the run through the security gauntlet had taken no time at all, so they killed an hour of waiting time having an early lunch at the Ruby Tuesday restaurant in the gate area.  Will allowed himself a tall Guinness with his crabcake burger, and Claire followed suit.

The flight itself was tolerable.  Claire had never flown in first class before, and Will was amused at her continued amazement at all the extra amenities available to the folks on the expensive side of the privacy curtain.  

“It does have its perks, your job,” she declared as she was sipping on her beverage, comfortably reclined on her armchair-like leather seat.

“Just wait until we get to the hotel,” Will smiled.  “They don’t put their Nobel laureates up at the Holiday Inn, you know.  Last time I did a signing for them, they booked me a room at the Waldorf.”

“I could get used to this,” Claire proclaimed with a satisfied sigh.  “It’s nice to be able to finally go with you, instead of having to say good-bye at the airport, you know.”

When they arrived at LaGuardia, there was a driver with a name card waiting for them in the arrival area.  

“That’s your name,” Claire pointed out.  “Did they send a driver for you?”

“Sure,” Will smiled.  “They don’t usually let me take the cab or rent a compact.  If I end up getting mugged, or creamed by a local driver, it would be bad press for them.”

“Oh, boy.  You can’t take me to too many of these junkets, you know.  I’d get spoiled in a hurry.”

“You’d get bored in a hurry,” he countered.  “Everyone driving you everywhere, and taking you out to eat?  You hate restaurant food.”

“Only mediocre restaurant food,” she replied as they crossed the arrival hall towards the driver who was holding up Will’s name.  “I can live with the high-dollar stuff.”

The limousine was a late-model Town Car—luxurious, but not extravagant—and Will was once again amused at Claire’s obvious excitement.  The Town Car had a little fridge installed in the back, and Claire watched with a grin as Will took a survey of the contents and then prepared two bourbon-and-gingers on the rocks.

“Won’t they charge you for those?” Claire asked, and Will let the driver’s sudden chuckle from the front answer her question.

To Will’s slight disappointment, the hotel on this trip was not the Waldorf, but the Sheraton by Times Square.  The Sheraton was a posh hotel, and the suite they had picked for him was probably on the far side of two grand a night, but like all of the newer hotels in town, this one lacked the atmosphere of the older places.  Claire, however, was undeterred in her state of wide-eyed wonder. 

“I feel like I’m dating a freaking rock star,” she said when they freshened up in their suite.  Their two travel bags looked lost on the floor of the living room, which held a sofa arrangement big enough to seat eight, and a wide-screen plasma TV with a screen footprint larger than Will’s crummy first apartment in college.

“Yeah, they probably figured I’m bringing an entourage or something,” Will grinned.  “You know those famous writers—always bringing their groupies and trashing their rooms.”

“I know,” she said, playing along.  “I hear that Stephen King and Jo Rowling set their suites on fire the other week after they got in from their readings.”

“It’s the adrenaline,” Will said.  “All those thousands of fans, screaming, throwing underwear at you…”

“Gotta blow off steam, come down from the high,” Claire nodded.  “I totally understand.  I mean, if you’re so pumped after your reading that you’re going to want to drag me back here and ravish me, that would be completely understandable.”

“Awesome,” Will smiled.  “I’d love to take out an advance on that right now, but I’m afraid work calls.  We’re having a late lunch with my agent, and then we have to go see my publicist.  Since I’m in town, I have to do some courtesy visits.”

They met up with his agent Rachel at a restaurant on the Upper West Side, near Central Park.  He introduced Claire, and was amused to see that the two women were sizing each other up subtly during the first few minutes of conversation.  Rachel was a statuesque dark-haired woman who stood five eleven even in flat shoes.  They made light-hearted conversation over drinks as they waited for their lunch, but the light-heartedness disappeared from Rachel’s demeanor when she brought up the manuscript he had sent her, and he had to come clean at last.

“What the hell do you mean, ‘it’s not mine’?”

“Just what I said, Rachel.  It’s not mine.  It was written by my brother.”

“You have got to be kidding me.”  Rachel briefly cupped her face with both hands and exhaled sharply.  “Are you telling me that I kicked off the most lucrative bidding war of the year over something that’s not yours to sell?”

“Pretty much,” Will said, smiling apologetically.  “Look, Rachel, in all fairness—I didn’t tell you to shop it around.  I didn’t even tell you it was mine, did I?  The title page had no byline on it.”

“Oh, don’t even give me that crap,” Rachel said.  “One of my authors sent me a manuscript in the mail. What the hell else was I supposed to think?”

“Well, you jumped to conclusions there.  I wanted you to take a look at it, that’s all.”

“Fuck,” Rachel said, earning a disapproving glance from some heavily bejeweled older lady over at the next table.  When the waiter brought them all new drinks, Rachel took her Bloody Mary and downed half of it in one desperate gulp.

“That’s just super, Will.  You know that I’ll be through with all the major houses when I tell them that I misrepresented the manuscript they just bid a six-figure amount on?  I should just quit right now, move into a cabin in Vermont, and knit potholders for the rest of my professional life.”

“It’s still the same manuscript,” Will said.  “It doesn’t become less good just because it wasn’t written by me, you know.”

“Oh, Will.”  Rachel shook her head.  “It’s an outstanding manuscript, but your name is as close to a guarantee for a sold-out first print run as you can get in this business.  Take that away, and you can cut those offers by seventy-five percent at least.  If they don’t just tell me to go piss up a rope, that is.”

Rachel looked at Claire, who was following their conversation with polite reservation.

“Pardon my language, Claire, but I’m looking at the end of my professional life here.”

“No offense taken,” Claire said with a smile.  “Truth be told, it sounds like you should be calling him names right about now.”

“Well, this is my regular lunch place,” Rachel replied with a shrug.  “They’d ban me from the premises if I did what I felt like doing right about now.”  She glanced at Will with a frown, but he could that she was now transitioning from anger to acceptance.  “It involves this guy’s head and this lowball glass here.”

“Well, that went well,” he told Claire when they were on their way back from the restaurant.

“Sure,” she laughed.  “If by that you mean that she didn’t pull out a gun and shoot you on the spot, then it went well.”

“I thought for sure I’d be without an agent by now,” he admitted.  “That’s probably the worst I pissed her off in ten years, and that’s saying something.”

“You know she has a point. Don’t you?”

“Hell, yes.  I sort of set her up with that one.”  He paused to shake his head with a smile.

“Part of it is her own fault, though.  I didn’t think she’d try and market the hell out of it right away.  I figured she’d at least call me before she shopped it to every publisher with a mail drop on Manhattan.”

When they walked into his publicist’s office, it was clear that Megan had not expected him to show up with company.  Will introduced Claire, and he knew that Megan was unsatisfied with merely knowing Claire’s name and city of residence.  His publicist proved him right a moment later by employing her characteristic let’s-cut-to-the-chase directness.

“So, Claire, where do you fit into Will’s busy life?  Are you the girlfriend?”

Claire did not seem taken aback in the least.

“Yes, I guess I am,” she replied.  “We’ve been going out for a while.”

“I see.”  Megan glanced at Will, and he could see an amused little smirk playing in the corners of her mouth. “I take it this is why you’ve been more or less resident in Knoxville since Thanksgiving?”

He smiled and turned up his palms in a “there you have it” gesture.

“That’s amazing,” Megan said, smiling at Claire with a raised eyebrow.  “So you’re the one who finally got him to sit still for a while.  Before this, I don’t think I ever got two calls from Will from the same city.”

“That’s because I usually let you call me,” Will said.  “I just call you when I need to reschedule an appearance, and that usually means I’m on the road.”

“How’s your brother doing, by the way?”

“Good,” Will replied.  “Better, I mean.  He’s in rehab and hating it, but at least he’s around to bitch about it, you know?”

“So you’ll be in Tennessee for a while longer?”

Will glanced at Claire, who caught the look and responded with a little smile.

“Yeah, for a while longer,” he confirmed.

Megan wasn’t the chatty kind, and she transitioned swiftly from small talk to business.  The book signing was a pretty standard affair, something he had done hundreds of times without Megan as an event coach, but this was her home turf, and he felt obligated to give her the opportunity for some face time with her most lucrative client.  They saw each other face-to-face maybe once or twice per year, usually when Will was in town for an appearance anyway.  He didn’t feel the desire to travel to New York for other reasons, publishing hub or not, so Megan had to schedule signings or speeches on Manhattan whenever she wanted to talk to him in person.

They showed up for the signing a half hour early.  There was a whole section of the store prepared for his arrival, set up in the typically efficient mega-bookstore fashion: a large table for him, a cup full of assorted pens for signing books, and a separate table with stacks of books for customers to purchase so they’d have something to sign.  Will never minded signing most anything people put in front of him—he drew the line only at body parts—but the bookstores naturally preferred the customers to purchase the books to be signed directly at the store.  

There was the usual round of picture-taking, of course.  Will posed for snapshots with the store manager and every employee who wanted a picture of themselves with a famous author, which was pretty much everyone but the cleaning lady.  After the store employees got their exclusive time, they let the masses in for the buy-and-sign, and Will settled in at the table with Claire by his side for a few hours of smiling, chatting, and shaking hands.

There was a respectable throng of people before too long, and even a local television news crew had decided to get some footage for the six o’clock news filler.  They swooped in for a short interview, and Will saw that Claire was equally excited and uncomfortable with the camera lens aimed at them.  Will gave them amiable replies to their questions, and they were polite enough to leave him to his business after only five minutes.

“Do you get that a lot?” Claire asked after the news crew had made their exit, the small waiting crowd respectfully parting to let the TV folks and their equipment pass.

“What, newsies?” Will asked, and she nodded. 

“Sometimes.  More in the small cities, though.  Famous writers are big news in Podunk, Nebraska.  In big cities, not so much.  They’ll probably splice us in for five seconds in the eight o’clock broadcast, but only if they need a filler.”

After the signing, Claire wanted to walk the eight blocks back to the hotel, and Will obliged.  It was cold outside, the concrete canyons of Manhattan acting as wind tunnels for the chilly winter breeze, but that only made it more fun somehow.  Will liked cold weather, and Tennessee just didn’t get properly wintery.  They took turns warming each other’s ears as they made their way back towards Times Square from the bookstore, and every so often they paused to look at store displays.

When they passed an Italian pizza place, Claire opened the door and pulled him inside with her.

“Come on,” she said.  “You owe me some grease pie.”

“Don’t you want something a little more upscale for dinner?”

“Nope,” she replied.  “Tonight, I just want to share a large pepperoni pizza with you.”

“As you wish,” he said, and followed her into the place.

The pizzeria was definitely a local joint, not a generic franchise.  The menu board above the counter was one of the old-style white slat boards that had individual stick-on letters spelling out the items and prices, and several of the pizza varieties were missing crucial vowels and consonants.  The floors were linoleum that looked like it hadn’t been replaced since the Nixon administration, and the tables and chairs were rickety tube metal furniture straight out of a 1976 Sears catalog.  The pizza, however, was outstanding.  They sat at a corner table by the window, watching the foot traffic on West 49th Street, and gradually dismantling the tire-sized pepperoni pizza Claire had ordered.

“Don’t let the ratty furniture fool you,” Will told Claire.  “We’re a block away from Broadway, and two blocks from Fifth Avenue.  This place must be making some serious money to have lasted that long here.”

“You mean, they’re like the Soup Nazi,” Claire chuckled.

“Yeah,” he said with a grin.  “The Pizza Nazi.  Make the food good enough, and people will put up with anything to buy from you, even if you’re a jackass, or the place is a dump.  I think that’s why that French restaurant in Knoxville makes so much money.”

“I don’t think their food is that great,” Claire said.  “It’s just that they’re the only game in town.”

“Are you happy in Knoxville?” Will asked.  “Do you want to live there for the rest of your life?”

Claire put her pizza slice back onto the plate on the table in front of her, and studied him quizzically, biting her lower lip in thought.  Then she shrugged.

“Hell, I don’t know.  I’ve been content, I guess.  I like my little store, and I don’t mind the area.”

“There’s a big difference between ‘don’t mind’ and ‘love’,” Will said.  “I don’t mind Knoxville, either, but…”

“You’re thinking about talking me into going back north with you,” Claire finished for him.

“Maybe,” he said.  “Maybe.”

“I don’t want to give up the store, Will.  I have spent the last few years putting in eighty-hour weeks to get it off the ground, and now it’s finally turning into an actual business.  I just hired an accountant for all the taxes and paperwork, because I can’t handle it all by myself anymore.”

“There are lots of spaces for rent in Maine, too,” he said.  “A little store like that in the right spot in Bangor, or Ellsworth…you could keep it open six months out of the year for the out-of-state tourists on the way to Acadia National Park, and take the rest of the year off.”

She bit her lower lip again, gaze locked with his, and then slowly shrugged her shoulders.

“I don’t know, Will.  I’ll have to think about it for a while.  Let’s talk about it when we’re back there, okay?  I can’t make an objective decision about that right now, not with all this adventure going on.”

He felt a vague sense of disappointment, and the thought of something unresolved hanging between them gave him a twist of discomfort, but he nodded in acquiescence.

When they left the pizzeria, the air was heavy with the smell of impending snow, and they hadn’t walked half a block before the brisk February wind carried the first snowflakes past them.

“Oh, wow,” Claire said, reaching for a drifting snowflake and catching it with the back of her hand.  It melted at once, and she wiped the little drop of water on her cheek, as if to verify the authenticity of the snow.

Before they had walked another half a block, the occasional flakes drifting from the sky had turned into a steady curtain of white, the new snow heavy with moisture.  The snow on the road melted almost instantly, turned to water by the tires of the never-ceasing Manhattan traffic, but the sidewalks were soon coated in a thin layer of white.  Claire turned her face up at the sky and stuck out her tongue to catch a snowflake.  Will watched as she chased one, then another, before succeeding.

God, she’s a knockout, he thought.

She noticed his gaze, and met his eyes with her own.  He smiled at her, and she walked over to where he stood with his hands buried in the pockets of his jacket.

Then she leaned against him, pulled his face down to meet hers, and kissed him, a slow and almost timid kiss that felt like their lips were meeting for the first time all over again.

She cupped his face with her cold hands, and returned his smile.

“I love you, Will.”

He opened his mouth to reply, and she put one finger on his lips to seal them closed again.

“Don’t say anything right now, okay?  That, too, can wait for a little while.”

They walked back to the hotel like a pair of clingy teenagers, hands buried in the pockets of each other’s coats, taking turns walking backwards, making their way down Seventh Avenue at a very slow pace, and not minding the snow flurries one bit. 

Chapter 15

“Okay, kiddo—try not to kill us.  Your mom will be pissed at me if you do.”

Erica had asked Will to drive her to the mall, but her true intention had been to talk him into letting her take the wheel of the BMW.  On the way to the mall, he had steadfastly refused, but an hour of shopping had worn him down sufficiently to give in, which had probably been her plan all along.  On the way out of the mall, he had tossed her the keys, and now he strapped himself into the passenger seat of his own car, which was an entirely unnatural feeling.

“Don’t worry, Uncle Will.  Dad let me drive the old truck a bunch of times, and I never put a scratch into it.”  Erica adjusted the seat to fit her much smaller frame, and then fiddled with the mirrors until they were set to her satisfaction.

“Yeah, well, with that piece of junk it didn’t really matter,” Will grinned.  “There were so many scratches and dents in that thing, it was a wonder they gave us anything in trade.  They probably had to spend more than they allowed for trade-in credit to make it look like a car again.”

They drove out of the parking lot onto the busy intersection in front of the mall, and Will was pleased to see that Erica checked her mirrors and used her turn signals like a veteran driver.  It looked like Bob’s instruction had been thorough, and Will relaxed a little when they made it through the intersection without incident.

“Student driver, pardon me!  Student driver, coming through!” Erica chanted, mimicking a swerve through traffic without actually turning the wheel.  

“Very funny.  Watch for your on-ramp over there,” Will said.

“You mean the one with the big blue sign that says ‘I-40’?” she said, and changed into the proper lane.

“That’d be the one.  Remember to step on it and merge at highway speed.  Don’t stop at the top of the on-ramp—if you run out of space, you can always accelerate in the breakdown lane if you have to.  Better to do that than to get rear-ended at sixty miles an hour.”

She accelerated as instructed, and Will gave her an encouraging nod.

“Little faster.  You have over two hundred ponies under the hood.  Let ‘em stretch their legs some.”

Erica did as instructed, and the BMW leapt forward as she pushed down on the gas pedal.

“Whee,” she said when they had reached the top of the on-ramp, and safely merged into the afternoon traffic.

“Yeah, it’ll get out of its own way,” Will agreed.  “You can hit ninety in a flash and not even realize it, because the ride is so smooth.  I’ve collected a nice sample of speeding tickets in this thing.”

“I bet,” she said.  “Probably not a good idea for a first car, huh?”

“Definitely not a good idea for a first car.”

“At my school, there are a few of these in the parking lot every day,” she said.  “In the student parking lot.  One of the seniors even has a brand new Corvette.”

Will shook his head in disgust.

“Stupid, stupid.  A car like that, for a sixteen-year-old?  That’s just asking for trouble.  Might as well hand them a bottle of bourbon and a loaded thirty-eight.”

“Yeah, we have a bunch of seniors wrapping themselves around trees every year,” Erica said.  “I mean, a Corvette is a cool ride, but I’d rather not end up in one of those traffic safety videos, you know?”

Will looked at her and ruffled her hair gently.

“You’re wise beyond your years, little niece.  In ten years, you’ll be driving the nice car, and Captain Corvette is either going to be in a coffin, or in a jail cell.”

“Or making tons of money in his new job because his daddy paid his way through Harvard,” Erica mused dryly, and Will snorted a laugh.

“Another cynic in the family.  We seem to breed more than our share.”

Later that day, it was Will’s turn to be the student, when Claire took him to the shooting range. 

When she had told him that she went there once or twice a month, he had asked her to bring him along.  Will and Bob had grown up in downeast Maine, and guns were not an uncommon item there, but only Bob had retained their early interest in firearms.  Will owned no guns; Bob had about a dozen rifles and pistols, including the old revolver their father had left behind when he had skipped town for the warmer shores of Florida.  Their mom, ever the pragmatist, had sold or pawned every last one of their dad’s possessions after it had become obvious that he wouldn’t come back, but that old revolver had pulled night stand duty until both of them had left the house as adults, and most likely longer than that.  Some years back, when Kate moved into her current condominium complex, she had given the old gun to Bob as a keepsake, the only material evidence that their father had existed.

Now, Will found himself in the booth at Lane Ten in the local gunstore-and-indoor range, taking instruction from Claire on how to use the two handguns she had brought.

As he watched, she reeled out a silhouette target to the floodlight spot marking seven yards.  Then she took the small revolver she carried around in her purse, swung the cylinder out to verify its loaded status, snapped it back into the gun, and then took careful aim.

Her first shot hit the silhouette almost dead center, and he watched as she shot four more rounds into a tight cluster around the first one.  He gauged the size of the group as she opened the cylinder again to dump out the empty cases, and he determined that he could have covered the holes in the paper with a silver dollar.

“That’s pretty good,” he said.  “Where’d you learn to shoot like that?”

“That’s not all that great,” she said with a smirk.  “Some of the girls who come here on Ladies Night can do that at twenty-five yards all day long.  At seven yards, they’ll just make one ragged hole.”

Claire handed him the revolver, cylinder opened, and gestured to the box of cartridges on the little tray in front of them.

“Your turn.  Just remember the safety rules I told you earlier.  Keep that finger off the trigger until you’re ready to shoot, and don’t ever let that muzzle cover anything you’re not willing to put a hole into.”

“Got it,” he said, and took the gun.

He hadn’t held a handgun in fifteen years or more, and the weight and heft of it felt a bit foreign to his hand.  The grip was made of smooth wood, with finger grooves that didn’t quite line up with his fingers.

Claire watched him as he pointed the revolver at the target, lined up the sights, and then pulled the trigger.  The recoil was surprisingly sharp, and the slick wood grip made the gun shift in his hand slightly.  He put the sights back onto the target, and fired four more times.  When he put the empty revolver down on the tray in front of him, Claire reached past him and hit the switch that reeled the target back in towards the booth.

“Not bad,” she proclaimed.  “All five in the center ring, and two in the orange even.  You sure you haven’t done this before?”

“A long time ago,” Will said.  “Our grandpa taught us to shoot out in the woods by our house in Maine when we were kids.  Last time I fired a gun, I was maybe nineteen.”

“It’s like riding a bicycle,” Claire said.  “You may get rusty, but you don’t forget the basic skills.  I’ll need to take you to the range with me more often, and you’ll be a crack shot in no time.”

“I don’t expect to get into any gunfights any time soon,” Will laughed.  Claire picked up the revolver, opened the cylinder, and dumped the empty cases out with a practiced slap of her palm on the ejector rod.  She gave Will an admonishing look.

“Nobody ever does, Will.  Nobody ever expects to be in a car crash, either, but you still wear your seat belt, don’t you?”

“Your neighborhood seems pretty safe, though.”

“People rarely live where they work,” Claire replied.  “Criminals commute, too.  Besides, I have an ex with a violent disposition and an ability to read.  I have an unlisted number, but nobody can stay totally anonymous these days, not with the Internet and all that stuff.  You can find damn near anyone if you know where to look.  The other day, I found my name in a property tax document for Knox County.  It was on their freaking web page as a spreadsheet, right there for anyone to download.”

She loaded the cylinder with fresh cartridges, smoothly filling the chambers one by one.

“I’m not spoiling for a fight, you know, but if that son-of-a-bitch comes looking for one, I won’t roll over and let him kick me down the stairs again.  Not in this lifetime.”

When she snapped the cylinder shut again, the metallic sound seemed like an exclamation mark.

In the evening, they had dinner at the Liebkind house.  It had become somewhat of a habit for them to go over to Bob’s place for dinner at least twice a week.  Claire usually volunteered to cook, and lately she had successfully circumvented Christa’s protests by bringing fresh food items that were both highly perishable and beyond Christa’s ability to cook them.  This evening, Claire had once again stopped by at the seafood place, bringing home four rainbow trout complete with heads.

“Ew,” Erica said as she watched Claire prepare them by dragging them through her self-concocted panade, heads and all.  “Aren’t you going to take the heads off at least?”

“Nope,” Claire said.  “You take them off with the spines just before you eat the fish.  I’ll show you how to do it.  Plus, they look so much more appetizing when you leave them whole.”

“I’m not sure I want to eat something that’s still looking at me,” Erica said.  “I mean, cows probably feel more pain than fish when you kill them, but at least a steak doesn’t have eyes.” 

Erica had greatly expanded her culinary horizons since Will had started bringing Claire home.  Her former opposition to beef had wavered quickly in the face of Claire’s ability to whip up gourmet dishes on short notice, and the other day, Will had caught her snatching a strip of uncooked bacon out of the fridge and snacking on it.  She had disposed of the evidence by quickly sticking the remnant of the bacon strip into her mouth when she saw Will standing in the hallway, but he had flashed a knowing grin to let her know that she had been busted.

“You’ll see,” Claire said.  She held up a trout by the tail and wiggled it in front of Erica before dropping it into the hot pan.  “They taste awesome.  So tender they fall apart on the fork.”

“Did you get a quote on the wheelchair lift yet?” Will asked Christa when she walked into the kitchen.

“Oh. Oh!  Better than that,” she said, her eyes sparkling with sudden excitement.  “Bob was actually walking a little bit on his own today.”

“That’s awesome,” Will said, raising his voice on the last word to be heard about Erica’s excited squeal.  “And you don’t come running through the door with the news?”

“Well, he was walking on one of those contraptions in rehab, where they hold one arm, and he pushes himself with the other on the handrail.  He says he feels fine on the right side, but the left one is still totally out of commission, so he had to kind of do this shuffle where he was dragging the other foot, but he made it all the way along the rail.”

“So they’re saying he may not need a wheelchair?”

“If he keeps up his progress, they’re saying he definitely won’t need a wheelchair by the time he gets out,” Christa said.

“That’s fantastic news,” Claire said, beaming with the rest of them.  

“How’s his speech?  When I stopped by last week, he sounded like he’d had a fifth of bourbon and a knock on the head with a beer stein.”

“Getting better every day.  I can understand him a little better every time I’m there.  Of course, that may just be my imagination, or the fact that I’m getting used to the way he’s speaking.”

“Hell,” Will said with a smile.  “If he can get it to where he only sounds like he’s had half a fifth, nobody’s going to be able to tell the difference.”  

After dinner, Will stepped out in front of the house for some fresh February air, braving the cold concrete and sitting on the front step of Bob’s home just like he had done at Thanksgiving.  As he sat, nursing his drink and watching the occasional car drive down the cul-de-sac, he heard the front door open behind him.  When someone stepped out and walked up to sit next to him, he expected Claire, but it was Erica who joined him on the front step, soda can in her hand.

“Hey, kiddo,” he said, and she smiled at him in reply.  He held up his bottle of Shiner Bock, and she touched it with her Diet Pepsi.

“Cheers,” he said.

“Can I ask you something?” Erica asked.

“Sure thing.”

“When did you have your first girlfriend?”

He chuckled and turned the bottle in his hands to look at the label.

“My first girlfriend?  Probably that girl in summer camp, back when I was twelve.  Rebecca was her name.”

“No, I mean your first real girlfriend.  I mean like, heartbreak and drama kind of girlfriend.  The first one you made it past first base with.”

“Hey,” Will said, eyeing his niece warily.  “Are you sure you want to be talking about this kind of stuff with your uncle?”

“Oh, don’t worry, Uncle Will,” she smiled, and patted his arm.  “I don’t want to know the sordid details.  I’m just curious.  How old were you?”

“Fifteen,” he said after a moment of deliberation.  “Natalie Cimiotti.  She lived on the other side of Bangor, over by West Broadway in one of those huge Victorian places.  Her mother didn’t like me at all, but I think that’s precisely why she went out with me.”  He chuckled.

“Actually, ‘going out’ is a much too fancy term. I rode my bike across Bangor about a hundred times for our little dates.  She’d sneak out to the drugstore a few streets from her house, and we’d make out in the back by the dumpster.”

“Did you ever get caught?” Erica asked, and he shook his head.

“Nope, but I guess she got bored with me, because she dumped me after a month.”

“Ouch,” Erica said.  “A month, huh?”

“Yeah, but what a month it was,” he smiled.

“So…how old were you when you first…you know, did it?”

Will shot his niece a surprised look.

“Whoa, what’s up with you tonight?  I don’t recall you ever broaching that subject.  What’s going on?”

She shifted uncomfortably on the front step, avoiding his gaze.

“Well, the thing is…I’m sort of wondering whether I’m retarded in that respect, you know?  I mean, I haven’t even had a real boyfriend yet.  Not even like your summer camp thing.”

“You don’t go to summer camp,” he pointed out.

“Yeah, whatever.  You know what I mean.”

He smiled at her sudden coyness, and bumped her shoulder with his own.

“You’re fifteen, kiddo.  There’s absolutely no rush when it comes to that stuff.  Don’t think for a second that you’re abnormal just because you haven’t kissed a boy yet.”

“I’ve kissed a boy,” she volunteered.  “Maybe just a little more than just kissed.”

Will gave her a scandalized look, and she blushed a little.

“Yeah, well, you disclosed your youthful indiscretions, too.  If you tell mom or dad, I’ll stop speaking to you for a year.”

He made a zipper-across-the-mouth gesture, and she smiled grimly.

“There are some boys at your school who don’t completely repulse you, huh?”

“No, most of them do.  There’s this one boy…he moved here from Vermont last year, and we just kind of hit it off.  He’s not even in any of my classes.  We met at soccer practice.  Our coach has us play against boys every once in a while.  She says they play differently, and that it’d make us better players if we can learn to hold our own against them.”

Will nodded, and she brushed a strand of auburn hair behind her ear before continuing.

“Anyway, he’s a really good player.  When I play defensive midfield, he usually gets past me.  When I do offensive, he can take the ball of my feet most of the time, even though I’m quicker than he is.”

She looked into the distance, a slightly detached expression in her gaze, and Will knew that it wasn’t the Prius taking a right at the end of the cul-de-sac that had Erica drifting off in thought.

“He’s so different from the other boys.  I mean, not just playing soccer, but that, too.  He’s not as rough as the others.  The boys, they usually use their size and their weight when they try to take the ball off your foot, and they’ll just push you away from it.  He only ever plays the ball, never puts a hand or an elbow out.”

“Doesn’t exactly sound like he fits in with the crowd at your school,” Will remarked, and Erica shook her head.

“Nope, not a bit.  He actually reads books, you know.  I thought I was the only one there who cracks open a book outside of school.  The kids in my class kind of looked at me like I was some sort of freak the first time I got out a paperback at lunchtime, but he actually came over and asked what I was reading.  I mean, he knew the book, and he wasn’t just pretending to be interested to impress me or something.”

“What’s his name?” Will asked.

“Josh.”

“Josh from Vermont, huh?  So, is Josh showing any interest?”

“Well, that’s the thing.  We’ve not, like, ever gone on a date or something.  It’s like we’re both too shy to put a foot forward, you know?”

“But you’ve kissed him?”

“Oh, yeah,” she said, smiling at the memory.  “The coach had the two of us put the equipment back in the shed one time, and the rest of the team went off to the showers.  We kind of goofed around together, and…”

“…one thing led to another,” Will smiled, finishing the sentence for her when she trailed off.

“Something like that,” she confirmed.  “The thing is, I thought he’d at least ask me out after that, but he never did.”

“Maybe he’s waiting for you to ask him,” Will suggested.  “Ever think of that?”

“Sure,” she admitted with a shrug.  “But I was kind of hoping he’d, like, officially show some interest, you know?  It’s like he doesn’t want the whole thing to become public or something.”

“Or he’s worried about being rejected,” Will suggested.  “Guys are the ones who have to stick their necks out in the beginning.  That’s a bit of a burden.  You girls can just say ‘yea’ or ‘nay’, but he’s the one who has to ask the question.”

“But wouldn’t he ask if he thought it was worth the risk?”

Will smiled at his niece.

“Yeah, eventually.  But don’t you think that goes the other way, too?”

He gave her another nudge with his shoulder.

“Throw out the stupid playbook and ask him out.  Then you’ll know for sure.”

They sat in silence for a time, sipping their respective drinks.

“Twenty,” Will said after a little while.

“Huh?”

“The answer to that question you asked earlier.  I was twenty when I ‘you know, did it’,” Will smiled, replicating Erica’s halting tone when she had asked the question earlier.

“Really?” she asked, eyebrows raised in surprise.

“Yeah, really.  You’re totally par for the course right now, so don’t think for a second that you have to rush to catch up, okay?”

“I have to face the music and tell Bob about the whole manuscript thing tomorrow,” Will said to Claire during their customary pillow talk before they went to sleep.  

“How do you think he’ll react?” Claire asked.

“Be pissed, I suppose.  I do hope that the prospect of wheelbarrows full of cash will lessen his anger just a bit, and he’ll let me off the hook.”

“And how likely is that?” she smiled.

“Well, he does love currency.  I’d say my chances are better than even.”

Claire chuckled softly and kissed him.

“Good luck with that.  I wouldn’t worry too much if I were you, though.  You’ve done enough for him and Christa and Erica to make him put aside his writer’s ego for a while.”

“Writer’s ego, huh?”

“Yeah.  Don’t you know that most successful writers have huge egos?”

“Right,” Will laughed.  “I’ll have you know that I’m the exception.  Most successful writers are actually pretty low-key.  It’s the hobbyists and the ones who sold an article or two to some cheesecake rag that have the inflated egos.  Besides,” he added, “we’re talking about Bob here.  He makes a living writing about GI Joe for adults.  He has about as much ego about his profession as a garbage truck driver does about hauling away your coffee grounds.”

She laughed at this, and he reached out and ran his finger over the little wrinkles that formed in the corners of her eyes whenever she smiled.  She watched him as he studied her features, and he leaned in to kiss her gently on the mouth.

“I love you,” he said.  “And I say this freely, not because I feel like I should, just because you said it in New York.”

For a few heartbeats, she looked at him with an unreadable expression, and then she smiled her lopsided little smile, the one that reminded him of the Liebkind women.  

“I was sort of hoping you’d feel the same way,” she said, and he laughed.

“Yeah, I do,” he said.  “I do.  Sorry I can’t come up with anything more earth-shaking.  Some poet I am, huh?”

They laughed, and Will reached out to brush a strand of hair from her forehead.

“So Claire loves Will, and Will loves Claire.  I have no idea where we’re going to go from here, but that’s something, right?”

“It’s not something,” she corrected gently, and kissed him again.  “It’s everything.  All the other stuff will fall in place around that.”

The next morning, Will left the house with Claire, and opened the bookstore with her.  When Lauren showed up for work, he excused himself, and took Oliver’s leash off its hook behind the counter.

“Where are you taking the land shark?” Claire asked when she saw him affix the leash to Oliver’s collar, a task made more complex than expected due to the dachshund’s excited gyrations.

“I figured he might enjoy going for a walk,” Will replied.  “I’m going over to Lakeshore before I beg forgiveness from Bob.”

The park was a favorite with joggers and dog walkers, a circular three-mile track that snaked around some playgrounds and soccer fields down by Fort Loudoun Lake.  Will trotted around the circuit with Oliver, stopping halfway around to sit on a park bench for a while and watch the procession of runners and moms with strollers pass by.  

On the way back to the bookstore, he stopped at one of the local high-dollar delis, where he bought a sinfully expensive pack of microbrew.  Bob wasn’t a big fan of European imports, but he was fond of local microbrews.  To Will, they all tasted more or less the same, but he was willing to concede that his own palate wasn’t calibrated to the subtle differences between an imported Hefeweizen, and a locally brewed one.

“Time for the confessional?” Claire asked when he returned to the bookstore to drop off Oliver.

“Yeah, I guess.  Wish me luck.  If he kills me, you get the house, and Erica gets the car.”

“Whoo boy.  Make sure you put that in writing,” she smiled, and kissed him on the cheek.

“Look who it is,” Bob drawled when Will entered the room.  

“You still sound like you’re drunk out of your skull,” Will said, and sat down on the bed.  “Don’t they do speech therapy in this place?”

“Four times a week,” Bob said.  He was sitting at the small table in front of the window, where he was composing something in longhand on a pad of paper.  The room was a reasonably nice private suite, with furniture that made the place indistinguishable from any new Best Western.

“Holy shit,” Will said when he saw Bob’s scribbling.  “That looks like someone dunked a chicken’s feet into a pot of ink, and then let it run across a sheet of paper.”

Bob merely shrugged with a grin.

“Took me almost two months to get it looking like that,” he said.  “Ever try to relearn how to write?”

“No, can’t say I have.  Never been a fan of longhand, anyway.  I can’t write fast enough to keep up with my train of thought.”

“Yeah, mine’s a coal-fired engine going at walking speed,” Bob said, and they both laughed.

“Here you go,” Will said, and handed the brown paper bag in his hand over to Bob, who smiled as soon as he felt the weight and heft of it.

“That what I think it is?”

He reached into the bag and withdrew a bottle of beer.  “Hell, yes.”

“I figured they won’t exactly mind,” Will said.  “It’s not like that stuff is going to fuck you up any worse.”

“True,” Bob said.  He handed the bottle back to Will.

“Would you mind?  Bottle opener doesn’t work too well with one hand.”

“Sure thing.”  Will reached over, took the bottle, and popped the cap off with the opener on his pocket knife.

Bob took the bottle back, took a long swig, and closed his eyes in reverence.

“You’ve lost a bunch of weight,” Will said.  Before the head injury, Bob had carried around a good two hundred and twenty pounds on his five ten, and his face had been soft with excess padding.  Now he had a well-defined jaw line, no double chin, and evident cheekbones.

“How much you’re down to?”

“One seventy something,” Bob said.  “A month of tube feeding.”

“Hell of a diet,” Will said.  “I’m up to one ninety, with Claire’s cooking.  I gotta hit the pavement again in the mornings.  You weighing less than me is definitely not the natural order of things.”

“Bring me a pack of these every day, then,” Bob said, and Will grinned in response.

They sat in silence for a while, Will watching Bob methodically emptying his bottle of beer.  Then Bob tossed the empty bottle into the trashcan next to his table.

“They’ll give me a bunch of shit when they find that,” he grinned.  

“Let ‘em.  What are they going to do, kick you out?”

“Hardly.  Seems that someone paid to have me put in a private suite, away from the peons.”  He winked at Will.  “Christa told me about all the stuff you’ve been paying for.  You gotta stop that shit.”

“No, I don’t,” Will said.  “You want to room with two stroke patients and drive home in that old death trap of yours?”

“Let the health insurance pay,” Bob said.  “Paid in enough over the last few years.”

“Yeah, well, fifty percent of a fuckton of money is still a fuckton of money, Bob.  Now shut the hell up about it, okay?  It’s not like you can do anything to prevent me while you’re still in here.”

“Couple more weeks,” Bob said, and nodded towards the door.  “And then I’ll pay you back every last cent, if it takes me a few years.”

“Yeah, about that,” Will said.  “You think a hundred grand advance from Doubleday would pay the mortgage for a while?”

Bob gave him a quizzical look.

“It would pay the house off.  I don’t get advances like that, Will.”

“That may be about to change,” Will said.

Bob listened to Will’s confession impassively, only narrowing his eyes on occasion, and sipping on the second bottle of beer Will had opened for him.  When Will told him about the ire of his agent after hearing the truth over lunch, Bob chuckled briefly, but it was a snort that didn’t exactly sound like pure amusement to Will.

“What were you doing in my shit?” Bob finally said after Will had concluded his confession.

“It was a coincidence.  I swear, I just wanted Rachel to take a look at it, see if she thought it was as good as I thought it was.”

“Bullshit,” Bob said.  “You set her up with that, and you know it.”

“I wasn’t trying to pass yours off as mine,” Will said.

“Oh, I’m sure.  That would be dumb as hell.  You’re not a plagiarist, Will.  A procrastinator, but not a plagiarist.”

Bob’s slurred speech in combination with the beer made him mangle the word ‘procrastinator’ into something barely intelligible, but Will had no problem getting the meaning.

“I finished that just before Christmas,” Bob said.  “I was going to submit it in January, shop around for an agent, think of a different pen name.”

“Another one?  You have three already,” Will said, and Bob waved his hand.

“For this.  Like I have a chance in hell of selling that book as the same guy who writes the McAllister books.”

“Why not use your real name?  Your title page had ‘Robert Liebkind’ on it.”

“I hadn’t figured out a pen name yet.  I don’t use that last name, Will.  Not when everyone thinks of you when they hear ‘Liebkind’.”

“Might crank up sales,” Will suggested, and Bob shook his head emphatically.

“Might hurt sales, Will.  I use that last name, everyone will measure it against your stuff.  You think I want to read ‘Brother of Nobel Prize-Winning Author’ on my own fucking dust jackets?”

“Nobody does that, Bob.  They don’t put ‘Son of Stephen King’ on Joe Hill’s books, or ‘Wife of Stephen King’ on Tabitha King’s.”

“They fucking might as well,” Bob said.  “You got a name like that in the family, you’ll never know for sure whether you sell your books because of talent or last name.”

“That’s bullshit,” Will rumbled, but without conviction.  He recalled his own purchase of Hill’s book, and he remembered that his motivation at the time was to see if Junior had inherited any talent from the old man.

“In any case, it’s out there.  Rachel read it, and so did the editors at Doubleday, and Random House, and every fucking place in New York that’s ever printed a first run.  The girl was thorough.”

“Sounds like it,” Bob chuckled, and Will was relieved at the first sight of humor he had seen out of his brother since he had started confessing his act.

They looked out of the window for a little while, and Will found some refuge in wiping the gunk off the small blade of his pocket knife.

“So how much are they offering?” Bob asked.

“Doubleday’s talking a quarter million advance, but they still think it’s mine.  Rachel says they may drop it to fifty grand or something when she, um, corrects their misconception.”

“If they don’t just toss it back at her and walk,” Bob said, and Will nodded.

“If they do, there are a dozen houses in line for a shot at it.  There’s got to be at least one of them willing to take it on merit.  They’d be stupid not to.”

“You think it’s good?” Bob asked, and Will almost had to grin at the sudden and completely unusual hint of insecurity in his brother’s voice.

“No, I don’t think it’s good,” he replied.  “It’s fantastic.  It beats the shit out of Crow’s Lament, if you want to know the truth.  And I’m not just saying that because I’m trying to get back in your good graces,” Will added.

“Well, it’s a good start,” Bob said, and Will allowed himself a small grin.

“Rachel says they’ll toss the Pulitzer at you,” Will said.  

“She did?”

“Yeah, and that girl is hard to please.  She’s Hemingway-kind old school.  Thinks Russo is just gilded pulp, and Grisham is unreadable.”

“I see.”  Bob studied the trees outside his window and took another sip of beer.

“Don’t think you’re off the hook on this one, Will.  Even with the minivan and the private suite, and all that shit.  You don’t mess with a man’s work like that.”

“No, you don’t,” Will admitted.  “But won’t it be much sweeter payback when you can rub a Pulitzer and an Oprah’s Book Club feature under my nose?”

Bob snorted, and put his beer bottle down.

“Fuck, no.  I’ll take the cash, and the stupid Pulitzer, but you can have the Oprah thing.”

He gave Will a glare, but there was the hint of a smile in the corners of his mouth.

“You fucked up just big enough for that kind of penance.”

Chapter 16

Bob came home from the rehab hospital three months to the day of the robbery.  It was a pleasant and unseasonably warm afternoon in late March, made all the more sunny to the Liebkind family by the fact that Bob walked from his room to the waiting minivan without any assistance save that of a sturdy hospital crutch.  The paralysis of his left side was very much in evidence—he dragged his left foot, and his gait was laborious and unsure—but two months under the tutelage of a very skilled and determined physical therapist had paid off dramatically.

“What’s the first thing you want to do?” Will asked when they pulled away from the rehab hospital.

“Have dinner someplace where they have big slabs of red meat, and decent beer on tap.  The bland shit in rehab made me want to chew the paint off the walls for some flavor.”

“You look good, dad,” Erica said from the third row, and Will found himself nodding in agreement.  The month of tube feeding and the subsequent two months of hospital food had slimmed Bob down considerably.  Will guessed that his brother’s weight was actually under the ideal number for his height.  The clothes that Christa had brought him from home flopped on his now-lean frame, and Bob’s own belt hadn’t been sufficient to cinch his pants tight enough, even though he had used the last hole for the buckle latch.  Will had made him another hole with the awl on his pocketknife, and that one had been a good inch away from the formerly last hole in the row.

“You do look good,” Claire said.  “The short hair gives you a totally different look, and with the weight off…”

“He looks like a whole new person,” Christa said.

“Yeah, well, that was a bitch of a makeover,” Bob said, and they all laughed.

The surgery team had shaved Bob’s head in preparation for the surgery three months ago, and it had grown back into a very rugged-looking sort of buzz cut that greatly minimized the impact of Bob’s receding hairline.  Will thought it looked far more clean and dignified than Bob’s previous untidy longish hair, and he had to admit that his brother actually looked tough now, like a gruff Marine Gunnery Sergeant.

“Let’s see.  Red meat and beer,” Claire said.  “We could do that new tavern place out on Parkside.  I hear they have like twenty microbrews on tap, and their steaks are supposed to be pretty good. ‘Ribeyes big as dinner plates’, Libby says.”

“My kind of place,” Bob said with finality.  “Let’s go, before the dinner rush.”

Much to Will’s surprise, Bob only managed most of his sixteen-ounce ribeye, half of a baked potato, and only three pints of beer, despite them spending over two hours at dinner.  

“Hell,” Bob said when Will pointed this out.  “It seems that my stomach’s gotten smaller with the rest of me in that place.  Couldn’t fit in more if I tried.”

“You don’t want to overdo it anyway,” Christa cautioned.  “You’ll just barf it all up, and then the new van will stink like semi-digested garlic mashed potatoes for a month.”

“Looks like we jumped the gun on that van,” Will said to Christa.  “No wheelchair to haul.  We could have just gotten him a new pickup truck after all.”

“I like that van,” Christa said.  “Wheelchair or not, it’s nice to have all that space inside.  It rides much nicer than the truck did, too.”

“Not a fair comparison,” Bob interjected.  “That truck had shocks that were almost as old as Erica.  You can’t judge a new vehicle by that kind of standard.”

“You think you can get used to the van?” Will asked.  “I’m sure we can work out something with the dealership and have them give us credit towards one of those Rams instead.”

“No, it’s alright,” Bob shrugged.  “Much easier for me to get into that van than climb up into a truck.  And I guess it’s nice to be able to haul more than two and a half people.”

Christa’s sigh of relief was almost audible, and Will grinned.  She had fallen in love with the Caravan over the last month or two, and he was sure she wouldn’t have surrendered it without a fight.

When the waiter came around with the dessert menus, Bob initially declined, but then caved in to peer pressure when everyone else at the table ordered dessert.

“Well, gotta join the crowd, I suppose.  That Oreo sundae looks pretty damn good, actually.”

They spent another half hour talking over their desserts, sharing bites with each other.  Will marveled at the ease with which Claire had been assimilated into the family, and how everyone treated her as if she had been part of the dinner table for years.  She took the offered bites of Bob’s sundae and Erica’s apple pie, sharing her chocolate brownie with them in exchange.

You know you’re part of the family when they eat off your fork, and you off theirs, he thought with a smile.  

“Have you thought about my proposal?” he asked Claire later, when the two of them were sitting on the front steps of Bob’s house.

“Moving the store to Maine?”

“Yeah.  It’s not that I’m antsy to get back up there, but…”

“..this is not where you want to grow old,” Claire finished for him.

“Something like that,” he smiled.  “It’s alright, but it’s not New England.  I love my seasons, and fresh seafood, and the foliage, and all that.”

“What about Bob and Christa, and Erica?”

“Well,” he shrugged, “the kid is going off to college in two years.  Did you know she already skipped a grade?  They wanted her to skip two, but Bob wouldn’t let her because he figured the older kids would pick on her too much.  After she’s off to college, mom and I are just going to have to put the thumb screws on those two and get them to move up to where the rest of the family lives.  I know mom has to be getting sick of making that flight four times a year.”

“If this is where he wants to live…” Claire said, and left the sentence unfinished.

“Goodness,” he said, and took a sip of his beer.  “It sounds like I’m the most selfish prick on the face of the earth, doesn’t it?  Trying to get everyone I care about to move close to me, instead of the other way around.”

“You have to try and do what makes you happy, Will.  So does everybody else.”

“And what would make you happy?” he asked.  “Seriously, and don’t try to spare my feelings.  If you’d like it best if I moved to Knoxville for good, just tell me.”

“Would you do it?” she asked, and there was the hint of a smile on her lips.  “Would you do it if I asked you?”

“For a while,” he replied.  “I know I want to be with you, and if you can’t see yourself anywhere else, I’d honestly try and make it work down here.  I mean, I’m a writer—I can work from damn near anywhere as long as I have access to a computer and a mailbox, right?”

“But you wouldn’t be totally happy,” she said.

He shrugged his shoulders and studied the streetlights that had flickered to life a little while ago.

“I don’t want to give up the store, Will.  It’s mine, I built it up from scratch, and I’ve worked hard to make it turn a profit, which is a hard thing to do with a little bookstore in this town, believe me.”

She paused and leaned her head against his shoulder briefly.

“But you have a point.  It’s just a building, I guess.  It’s what’s in it that counts, and that stuff can be moved to a different building, I suppose.”

“So give it some thought,” Will said.  “Let Lauren run the store for a few weeks and come back up to Maine with me.  Hire someone else to help her at the store if you need to.  I’m not in a rush to get us up there.  Take your time to train someone new, but then give it a chance and come to Maine with me again.  Get a feel for the area, look for some good locations for a store, that kind of thing.  If you think that it won’t work, I’ll come to live with you here in Knoxville without a fuss.”

He grinned as he continued.

“Well, maybe we’ll take four vacations a year in Maine, but we won’t get around that anyway.  Not with mom wanting to see the family for every major holiday.”

He looked at her, and touched her cheek with the palm of his hand.  She accepted his touch with closed eyes.

“Just give it a chance,” he repeated.  “Just so we can see if we can get something off the ground that’s ours from the start, even if it’s just a fixer-upper by the train tracks in Brewer or something.”

She looked into the distance for a while, focused on a spot that Will couldn’t make out.  Then she nodded slowly.

“Alright, Will.  You make a good case there.”

Then she looked at him again, and kissed him on the mouth.

“But you can forget about living by the train tracks, mister.  I’ll be damned if I give this whole family thing another shot if the kids can just get mangled by the five o’clock freight train when they go out to play.”

Will had considered the question of a family of his own, but Claire’s reference to possible children seemed to open the door into an entirely new and exhilarating realm of possibilities.  The mere thought of it made his head swim a little.

“I never asked you how you feel about the offspring issue,” Will said.

“Afraid to bring it up because of my prior history?” she asked, and he nodded reluctantly.

“I just sort of figured you were soured on the idea,” he said.

“I’m soured on the idea of having a child with the wrong guy,” she said.  “You’re not the wrong guy, Will.”

“How can you be sure?” he asked.

“I’m sure,” she said simply.  “I’m sure.  All I have to do is watch how you treat Erica, and Oliver, and Libby, and your brother and mom.”

He studied her earnest face, and he felt his cheeks flush with the heat of embarrassment.

“Just be who you’ve been since I met you, Will.  I don’t know the Will from five or ten or fifteen years ago, and I don’t really care.  All I know is that the guy I met is the guy I want to have around from now until I’m ready to collect those Social Security checks.”

He laughed, and pulled her close to plant a kiss on her forehead.

“Then so it shall be,” he said.  “So it shall be.”

March gave way to April, Bob's birth month.  Kate came down from Maine once more for his birthday, which the family celebrated in the traditional fashion.  Every year since their wedding, Bob and Christa had gone out to the nearest Nathan's for chili dogs, and Erica had been included in the tradition from the time she could gum a hot dog roll.  This year, the trek to Nathan's took two vehicles to accomplish, since Will and Claire were in attendance as well.  Will knew that Kate didn't usually come down to Knoxville for birthdays, but this year had been anything but ordinary for the family.

The only Nathan's in town was located at the food court in the mall.  Will and Christa parked their respective cars next to each other in the parking garage of the mall, and they all walked to the food court together.

“Oh, look,” Bob said when they passed the pet store, where they had puppies on display in the windows.  “It's the Puppy Penitentiary.”

“That's horrible,” Claire said.  “Poor things, all bred in those crummy puppy mills, and they want more money for them than you'd have to spend on a well-bred dog.”

“Oh, wow.  Check this out,” Will said, and stepped closer to the store windows, where a half dozen puppies of indeterminate lineage were playing in the shredded newspaper that had been put down for bedding.  “That sign says you can buy one now, and then make payments.”

“Buy a puppy on credit?” Claire said in horror.  “Good grief.”

“Yeah, that's pretty crummy,” Bob said.  “If you can't afford to buy the poor thing outright, chances are you can't afford the food or the vet bills, right?”

“The dachshund breeders I know will interview the people who come to buy their puppies.  They hardly ever make money on a litter, and they'd rather keep a pup than sell it to the wrong person.”

“I doubt they interview future owners in this place,” Erica said glumly.

“Oh, sure they do,” Bob interjected.  “Problem is, they just ask, 'Cash or charge?'“

He pulled his daughter close and kissed her on the top of her head.

“Dearest daughter, always trying to save the world.  You're a good person, you know?”

“You think so, dad?” she asked, looking up at him with a smile.

“Absolutely.  You know, whenever I think that I'm just a huge screwup, I look at you, and I think to myself that I can't be all that bad if I managed to raise someone like you.”

She beamed up at him, and Will saw Claire smiling at the sight of this father daughter exchange.

“Getting knocked on the head has made him all mushy,” Will whispered to Claire, intentionally loud enough for Bob and Erica to hear his comment, and both of them just smiled.

“Chili dogs with fries,” Will groaned when they were on the way back to Bob's house.  “I can't believe you ate two of the things. I thought your palate was refined.”

“Yeah, whatever,” Claire said.  “You didn't seem to mind 'em too much, either.”

“The dogs were pretty good.  It's the chili that's killing me every time.”

They were alone in Will's car, the rest of the family following them in the minivan.  Will was now familiar enough with Knoxville that he no longer needed a map or written directions to most of the important places--the mall in particular had been a frequent target of his outings with Erica, and just about everything else that mattered in Knoxville was located on one main thoroughfare called Kingston Pike.  Since that road ran parallel to the Interstate, it was exceedingly difficult to get lost in this town.

“The new girl at the store is working out pretty well,” Claire said.

“Oh, yeah?  Didn't Libby recommend her?”

“She's a friend of her niece, from community college.  Sharp as a tack.  She just looked at my filing system for an hour, and then she had it down pat.  It took Lauren a week to learn, and that one's not exactly dumb.”

“So when do you figure you can let Lauren steer the ship for a while?”

“Oh, I'd say in another month or so.  Isn't Erica's birthday coming up soon?”

“May fifteenth.”

She smiled at him, and he turned his head towards her.

“What?”

“You do remember her birthday.  And your mom said you forget it every year.”

“Bullshit,” he said.  “I remember it every year.  Three years ago, I was on this academic excursion to Norway at the time, and I didn't call or send a card.  I basically spent three weeks getting piss drunk with a bunch of fellow writers up in this tiny village near Stavanger, and the day just came and went, you know?  I had no cell phone signal, no clue how to work the one pay phone they had in that little village, and no post office nearby.  Anyway, mom's decided to not let me live that down.”

“This one's a big one.  Sixteen years old.  I figure you want to be around for it.”

“Wouldn't want to miss it,” he said.  “We can take off for Maine after that, I guess.”

“What are you getting her for her birthday?”

“Not a car,” Will replied.  “Bob and Christa are buying her one.  They've been kind of looking around for the right one for a while now.”

“That's a parental prerogative, I guess,” Claire said, and he nodded.

“I asked her what else she wanted, and she said that I don't have to get her anything.  She thinks the laptop I gave her is enough for the next birthday or two.  Get this--she says she has everything she needs.”

“Imagine that,” Claire smiled.  “A non-materialistic teenager.  I don't know what Bob and Christa did with her, but we'll have to take pointers if we ever decide to have one, too.”

“If we do, and ours turns out like Erica, my work on this planet is complete,” Will said.

The walks with Oliver at Lakeshore Park had become a near-daily routine for Will.  He found that he enjoyed the time out in the fresh air, and the circular nature of the walking path made it difficult to back out of the exercise once they were committed.  By Bob's birthday, he had lost most of the weight he had gained before by succumbing to Claire's cooking skills, and Oliver looked trim enough for Claire to justify upping his daily food allotment.

Will was on the circuit around the park a few days after Bob's birthday when his cell phone rang.  They were at the back end of the loop, by one of the playgrounds, and Will paused at a park bench to answer the call.

“This is Will.”

“Guess who's my new agent,” Bob said on the other end of the line, and Will could almost hear the grin on his brother's face in his voice.

“Do tell.”

“I believe you know her well.  She's representing your sorry ass, too.”

“You're shitting me,” Will groaned.  “Rachel took you on as a client?”

“Yeah,” Bob said, and the glee in his voice was unmistakable now.  “In all fairness, you kind of set the stage for that when you had her shop around my novel.  We signed the contract via fax this morning.”

“Well, congratulations, Bob.  Rachel is very good.  She'll make you a ton of money.  Hell, she's still squeezing new money out of Crow's Lament every year somehow.”

“No motivator like the prospect of personal gain,” Bob said.  “I think she's already negotiating new terms for my book with some of the big boys.  She told me not to get too excited, but it looks like they're willing to play ball even with the wrong Liebkind on the byline.”

“I told you that the story was good,” Will replied.  “If I were an editor, I'd buy it in a heartbeat, no matter what the byline said.”

“Gee, that's the nicest thing you've said to me all year,” Bob chuckled.

“Oh, shut up,” Will retorted.  “Congratulations, again.  How's the writing going?”

“Takes a while with just one hand.  I'm half as fast as I used to be.  Drops me down to a chapter every two weeks or so.”

“You still have me beat there,” Will said.  “I'm at a chapter per year.”

“You know the recipe, Will.  Combine ass and chair, subtract excuses.”

“There's a new shop down the strip where the hunting outfit used to be,” Claire said when he delivered Oliver back to the bookstore.

“Oh, yeah?  What kind?”

“Antiques, from the looks of it.  Want to go check it out?  I was just about to break for lunch anyway.”

“Sure.  Let's go have a look.”

The store in question was obviously still in transition.  The stock of antiques and trinkets displayed barely filled up half the floor space of the old hunting store.  What was there, however, looked interesting to Claire.

“I need a bigger house,” she sighed when she examined an old glass-fronted cabinet that looked to be a perfect match for her kitchen table.  “There's no space left for stuff like this.  Can we move into one of those old textile mills they're renovating for condos up in New England?  I read about those the other day in a magazine.  Eight thousand square feet of rustic living space,” she sighed.

“Eight thousand square feet to fill up with books and furniture,” he laughed.  “It's like we manage to fill up whatever space we have, no matter how much it is.  Bob said he'd never need a bigger house when they moved into their place, and now he's already tacked on an addition for Erica.”

“When I moved into the place a few years ago, it looked big enough for just a girl and her dog, but it's getting a bit crowded already,” Claire mused.  “Every room has a metric ton of books in it.  I think I own too many books.”

“That's just crazy talk, love.  There's no such thing as 'owning too many books.'“

There was a long table at the back of the store that held a row of archaic kitchen and office machines, and near the end of orphaned relics, Will spotted a familiar shape.

“Hey, look at that.”

He walked over to the table, and examined his discovery.  It was an old typewriter, glossy black in color.  It was dusty, and there was no ribbon in it, but when he worked the space bar, the carriage obediently moved to the right one letter space at a time.  He carefully tried a few keys, and there was some grit in the mechanism, but the bits and pieces all seemed to be in place and working as they should.

“I learned to type on an old Royal like this,” he said.  “Back when I was nine or ten.  Always had a thing for writing machines.”

“You going to buy it?” Claire asked with a smile.

“I think so.  It looks pretty lonely on that shelf, don't you think?”

He turned the machine around on the shelf and looked at the brass plate affixed to the back.  It had some grime on it, but the manufacturing information was perfectly legible.

“Made in 1935,” he said in wonder.  “A good cleaning, a little bit of oil, and a new ribbon, and this thing is good to go for another seventy-odd years.”

There was no price tag on the old Royal, and he turned to the woman who was busy sorting things into a shelf nearby.

“Excuse me, ma'am.  How much are you asking for this typewriter?”

The woman looked up, and appraised the old machine.  Then she smiled at Will.

“I'd like to get thirty dollars out of it.  It has no ribbon in it, and I don't know how sound the mechanism is, so I can't tell you whether it'll work or not.”

“Those things are built for eternity,” he assured her.  “And I'm sure I can scare up a ribbon for it somewhere.  You've got your thirty bucks.”

He tinkered with his new acquisition behind the counter in Claire's store after lunch.  There was a spray can of dry lubricant in the toolbox Claire kept in the storage room of the bookstore, and he used it to spray the insides of the old Royal liberally.  When he was finished, he fed a page from Claire's stack of printer paper into the machine, and then typed a few sentences without the ribbon, just to get a feel for the mechanism.  The glass-covered keys felt strangely familiar to his fingers, and the sensation of the mechanism moving with each keystroke instantly brought back memories of the long Sunday afternoons he spent as a child, drumming out three-page stories that were blatant knockoffs of the stories he was reading at the time.

Claire, Lauren, and the new girl worked around him, sharing amused glances when they thought he wasn't paying attention.  

“Laugh now,” he told them.  “When the power goes out, and you need to dash off a quick novel by candlelight, you’ll be begging me for a turn at this baby.”

“What is it?” the new girl, Stephanie, asked with a deliberately innocent expression.  She was a short, slim girl with curly, jet-black hair and the most intense light blue eyes Will had ever seen.  

“I mean, it sort of looks like a laptop, but where's the screen?  And how do you turn it on?”

“Kids,” he said.  “I tell myself that you college kids are the first generation that's never lived in a world without the Web, and I feel like an antique, too.”

Claire hugged him from behind and planted a kiss on his neck.

“A good cleaning, and some TLC, and you'll be good for another fifty years or so, just like your new toy there.”

“This is the last time I want to see this damn airport,” Will complained when they found themselves in front of the security gates at McGhee-Tyson a week later.  It was graduation time, the lecture circuit was in full swing, and Megan had booked him for two lectures on the West Coast in a row--one at Stanford, the other at UC Berkeley.  Claire was in the middle of training Stephanie, so she couldn't excuse herself from the store for yet another weekend, much to Will's regret.

“She's punishing me, I just know it,” he said to Claire.  “I mean, Portland, Oregon just a few weeks back, and now a whole weekend on the freakin' West Coast again?  She enjoys sending me all the way across the country.”

“Come on, Will.  Two Ivy League universities.  They'll treat you like royalty.  Lobster and caviar every night.”

“Who cares?  I'd rather have ham and cheese sandwiches with you every night instead.  I'm already looking forward to getting home, to tell you the truth.”

She cocked her head and smirked at him.

“That's the first time you've called this place home, you know.”

He laughed and kissed her gently.

“I'm not looking forward to come home to Knoxville,” he said.  “I'm looking forward to come home to you.”

The high-flying life of the famous writer, Will thought as he watched the flight attendant work the first class cabin with her tray of complimentary drinks.  The cattle car section behind the curtain was full to the last seat, but the first class compartment was less than half full, even with the handful of lucky economy passengers who got bumped to first class on this flight.

“Just a Diet Coke,” he told the flight attendant when she came around to his seat.  He watched as she fetched the requested beverage from a drawer of her little cart.

Same soda cans, same peanuts, he thought.  Just the seats are more comfortable than in coach. What a waste to be paying twice the money.
There was an undeniable advantage to First Class seating, and that was increased seat spacing.  Will folded the tray out of the armrest of his seat, accepted the soda from the flight attendant, and then reached down to pull his laptop out of the carry-on bag.  The seat tray was large enough to hold his computer and the beverage, and Will turned on the laptop before taking a sip of his soda.

Tastes odd without rum in it, he thought, and then realized that this was probably the first alcohol-free drink he’d had on an airplane since at least a year before Bob’s injury.  He remembered a discussion they’d had in one of their classes during his MA program in English—the class had been divided evenly on whether drinking was a prerequisite for real writers.  Will had been firmly in the camp of students who thought of Hemingway and Bukowski when they thought of “real” writers, guys who would write two brilliant pages, or paragraphs, or even words, and then head down to the local tavern for some cheap booze and loose women.  Less than five years after that class, he had sold Crow’s Lament, the accolades—and paychecks—had started flowing, and he had started his decade-long habit of skipping the writing altogether and heading down to the bar directly.

Real writers, he thought with a chuckle.  What does some college kid know about real writers?  The real writers were the ones who wrote because they didn’t have any other choice, because not writing was not an option.  He had been one of those himself, back when he had written Crow’s Lament, but the success of it had turned him almost overnight from a writer into someone who had written, which was only marginally better than the ones Bob once had described as “wanting to have written”, the posers who spent long hours at corner tables in busy Starbucks, and produced nothing but empty coffee cups.

Will suddenly remembered that he had left his lecture prop behind, the gold medal he had received in Stockholm ten years ago to much fanfare.  It was sitting on the dresser in the bedroom of the house in Ellsworth, safely nested in its leather case.

That speech was getting old, anyway.  I guess I better get to work on a new one.

He opened the lid of his laptop and started typing, and for once, he knew exactly what he wanted to say.

Chapter 17

In early April, Will hired a real estate agent out of Bangor to put the house in Ellsworth on the market.  He had tossed around the idea of selling the place since Claire's tentative agreement to move north together, and he made the final decision when he realized that he hadn't been back to his own house in over two months.  The bills were paid by automatic deduction from one of his accounts, and he could have afforded to keep the place empty for an indefinite amount of time, but he wasn't particularly attached to the house anyway.  Besides, he had talked to Claire about having something that was theirs jointly from the start, and for them to set up their first joint residence in his house would have felt all wrong.  So he hired a real estate agent over the phone, and gave her free hand in selling the property for whatever she thought would be an attractive price.  Not one week after he had signed and faxed the contract to the real estate office, they had six purchase offers, and Will suspected that the agent had made no secret of the identity of the seller.  

In mid-April, he flew back up to Bangor by himself to attend the closing, which was a two-hour affair that involved a stack of paperwork and more signatures than one of his signing sessions at the bookstore.  When he walked out of the real estate office, the house in Ellsworth was the new property of a star-struck dentist from Brewer, and Will had a freshly-issued cashier's check for a quarter million dollars in the pocket of his sport coat.  On the way back to the airport, he stopped by at his bank to deposit the proceeds from the house, and he wasn't surprised to find that seeing the place change hands didn't bother him in the least.  

Well, technically I'm homeless now, he thought when he checked in for the return flight, carrying only the little laptop bag he had brought with him from Knoxville.  He had paid a local moving company to clean out the house and put his personal stuff in storage.  The buyer had offered an extra ten thousand dollars for the furniture, and since everything in the house was generic Ethan Allen stuff devoid of personal history, Will had accepted the offer gladly.  The rest of his belongings fit into a nine-by-nine unit at the local self-storage with enough space left over to park a motorcycle.

"I didn't mind that house at all," Claire said as they were leaving the airport in her Beetle.  The airport parking lot wasn't expensive, and Will could have left his own car for the night, but Claire had taken to picking him up from the airport whenever he returned from an out-of-town trip.  

"It was alright, I guess," he shrugged.  "Way too big for one person, though.  I don't know what I was thinking when I bought it.  I mean, three bedrooms and two baths?"

"So who bought it?"

"Some dentist from Brewer.  He'll need all the space, that's for sure.  They have three girls.  They were playing in an empty office at the real estate place when we did the closing.  Rambunctious."

"Well, good," Claire said.  "At least it'll be a nice home for someone."

"It was never really a home to me," Will said.  "It never felt like a home.  It was just a place to store my things.  When I signed the deed over, I didn't feel a thing.  It was like selling an old barn or something."

"So no regrets?"

"Nope."  He smiled at her and closed his hand over hers on the gear shifter.  "No regrets at all."

When they walked into Bob's house, the familiar clatter of his clicky keyboard came drifting down from the upstairs office, although Will noticed that the keys chattered at a slower frequency than the rapid-fire staccato Bob had produced before the head injury.

"I hear the master is at work again," Will said to Christa when they stepped into the kitchen.

"Yeah, he's back to his old schedule.  I suggested he ought to take it easy for a few months, but he wouldn't have any of it."

"Life's short," Will shrugged.  "Can't blame him for making the most of it.  I'd say he got a pretty good reminder of the fact that we're all mortal in the end."

"We all did," Christa said.  "Nothing like having the hospital priest asking to perform last rites on your husband to drive that point home, let me tell you."

"Where's the kid?" Will asked.  "I didn't see any lights on in her room when we pulled up."

"She's over at the library," Christa said, and then chuckled.  "With a boy, I think.  They're studying for some exam next week.  Biology, she said."

"Biology, eh?"  Will chuckled.  "Let's hope they don't delve into the subject too deeply.  Did you meet him?"

"Yeah, he came to pick her up.  Nice kid, very polite.  Josh is his name."

"Josh from Vermont," Will mused.  "He finally got off his duff."

"What's that, Will?"

"Oh, nothing," he told his sister-in-law.  "Hey, we can discuss Erica's birthday, then.  I have no clue what to get her."

"I think that laptop you gave her a few months ago should be good for Christmas and her birthday, don't you think?"

"Oh, come on.  I'm not going to show up on her sixteenth birthday empty-handed."

"Savings bond," Bob said from the foot of the stairs.  "She'll need all the cash she can get when she's accepted into college.  I saw her application list for her senior year.  It has every single Ivy League school on it."

"They'll throw scholarships at her," Will said.  "I'll be shocked if you have to shell out a penny for her four-year degree.  She's had a perfect GPA since her freshman year in high school."

"They better," Bob said, walking past Will and Claire to get to the fridge.  "'Cause if they don't, she'll have to take on enough student loans to finance another moon landing. You know how much Harvard charges for admission per year these days?"

"I know," Will replied.  "My entire four-year degree at Orono wasn't as expensive as a single year at Harvard.  She gets accepted there, you might as well take out a second mortgage."

"Hell, no," Bob snorted.  "That's an awesome way to lose your house.  There are some folks in this subdivision that took out home equity loans when it was like getting free cash, and now they're looking at foreclosure.  I'd rather do without the extra money and keep the palace, thank you."

"Well, don't worry about it too much.  She'll get scholarships, and if not, mom's going to fight me about who gets to pay her tuition."

"You meant that, didn't you?" Claire asked him later in the living room, when Christa was preparing snacks in the kitchen, and Bob had retreated to his office once more to finish up his work of the day.

"What, about the tuition?  Of course.  The kid doesn't belong in a community college.  If they accept her into a good school, what's wrong with giving her a head start?"

"Nothing at all," she said.  "That's a lot of money, though."

"Hell, I have more than I need.  Unless I adopt some rock star habit like snorting coke or buying Ferraris, I could pay for four years of Harvard ten times over and still not feel the pinch."

"Not that it's any of my business, but how much exactly does that book of yours make you?"

"I guess it is your business now, too," he said, and then studied the ceiling as he added numbers up in his head.

"Let's see, there's the savings account, the retirement account, the investment portfolio, the other odds and ends...now, this is just a rough guess.  I'd have to ask my accountant what the exact figures are, but last time I checked, it was around nine and a half."

"Million?" she asked, and he nodded with a smile.  

"Oh, boy," she chuckled.  "Did I ever fall in love with the right guy, huh?"

"Yeah, well, mom raised us to not be wasteful with money.  I get the royalty checks every quarter, and they're way more than I can spend anyway, so most of it gets distributed across the different accounts. The accountant does all that stuff.  He just sends me statements every quarter or so.  I just get a general idea of what I have whenever he does my taxes every January."

"Have you ever thought about taking some of that cash and doing something with it?  Like, maybe set up a scholarship for young writers or something?  You could hold an essay contest, or just pull letters out of a hat.  There must be a few Ericas out there who don't have Nobel Prize winners for uncles."

"That's a thought," Will said.  

"The William Liebkind Scholarship for Creative Writing," she said, forming an imaginary headline with her hands.  "Bankrolling the education of the future Pulitzer Prize winners of America."

"I like the sound of that," he said.  "I really do."

Erica returned from the library at nine o'clock, artfully seeing her date off in the driveway before any of them even realized she was back.

"What, did you have him roll into the driveway with the lights out and the engine off?" Will asked when Erica walked into the living room, canvas bag over her shoulder and a somewhat distant smile on her face.

"Of course," she said.  "Like I want the lot of you to rush to the kitchen window."

"She learns fast, that one," Bob said, and raised his beer bottle in a curt salute.  "Definitely college material."

"And how was the study session?" Christa asked.  "Get anything accomplished?"

"You could say that," Erica smiled.  She walked over to the coffee table and plucked a cookie from the snack bowl Christa had put out.  Then she sauntered back out of the room, giving them a brief little wave over her shoulder.

"'Night, everyone.  I gotta print out some stuff and then hit the hay."

"No fair," Bob called after her.  "We're supposed to grill you for details.  Stay and face the tribunal, will ya?"

He smiled at Will when Erica walked on as if she hadn't heard him.

"And this is where the trouble starts."

Will had never minded working in public.  Back in college, he had dragged his notebooks around with him everywhere he went, and he had written countless paragraphs and chapters in the middle of crowded lecture halls, cafeterias, and student lounges.  Paradoxically, he was far more likely to be distracted when he was locked away in a quiet room at home than when he was sitting at a table in a packed bookstore cafe.  

His newest writing implement, however, pretty much required a private room.  He supposed he could have taken the newly restored Royal over to the bookstore cafe, but that would have seemed like the height of pretentiousness.  He did consider it briefly, if only for the comedic effect of someone banging away on a typewriter in the middle of a sea of laptop users, but he decided that the novelty would be short-lived.

He hadn't meant to use the old machine for doing actual work.  When he bought it at the antiques store, he had intended for it to be a neat piece of desk garnish, functional enough to maybe write the occasional letter on it.  It was the twenty-first century, after all--typewriters were as obsolete as the phonograph, and there was something slightly unsettling about having only one solitary paper copy of one's work.  Still, when he had finished restoring the old Royal with the help of some spray-on lube, an entire box of cotton swabs, and a few sinfully expensive new nylon tapes from an online typewriter store, he found that he rather enjoyed the feeling of the whole thing.  There was something satisfying about the mechanical response of the keys under his fingers, and the immutable and permanent nature of the sentences on the paper once he had drummed them out.  In addition, the Royal made a lovely racket when he typed along at forty or fifty words a minute, a muted yet authoritative staccato that was almost meditative.  Somehow, the act of writing seemed far more real on the typewriter than it did on the computer.

Due to the Royal's lack of portability, Will had given up on his nomadic writing habits.  Claire had her spare bedroom set up as an office.  It was a large, quiet room, overlooking her sunny back yard and the wooded hills beyond, and he had taken to working there in the mornings, after Claire had gone off to open the store.  He would have breakfast with Claire, see her off to work, make himself a new mug of tea, and then settle in the office with the Royal in front of him, and Oliver at his feet.  He'd work straight through until lunchtime, at which point he usually had a small stack of finished pages on the desk next to the typewriter, and then go off to meet Claire for lunch.  In the afternoon, he'd proofread, run errands, and go for a walk with Oliver at Lakeshore Park.  Will liked the routine, but he didn't realize just how much the new regular nature of his work boosted his productivity until one day near the end of April, when he counted the pages of his story in progress, and found that he had written a total of twenty-five thousand words in four weeks, five complete chapters, all sitting in a neat pile of typewritten pages next to the restored Royal.

Hot damn, Will thought when he added up the word count on the desk blotter one morning.  That's a third of a novel in one month.  

There were drawbacks to the old-fashioned mechanical way of getting words on paper, of course.  There was no handy page and word count at the bottom of that sheet in the typewriter, spell check was limited to Claire's copy of Webster's on the shelf above the desk, and a typo meant that he had to retype the entire page, but Will found that the ancient technology had advantages of its own.  There was also no Internet to lure him away from his work, no chess or solitaire to beckon with a quick game or two, and no email to distract him.  Before, his work sessions had been interspersed with other activities due to the multitude of other features on his laptop.  The Royal offered no such temptations, only a blank page waiting to be filled.

"Looks like it was good investment," Claire commented one evening when he showed her the stack of finished pages.  

"Hell, yes," he said.  "If I finish that novel by the summer, and Rachel manages to sell it, I think I'm going to have to go back to that store and cut that lady a check for a percentage of the advance."

"Don't give the tool too much credit," Claire replied.  "That book's been in your head all along, after all.  The machine is just a conduit.  Picasso didn't pay the brush maker extra money every time one of his paintings sold, did he?"

"No, I suppose he didn't," Will smiled.  "You do have a way of putting things into perspective."

Erica's birthday was a shockingly low-key affair for a teenage birthday, let alone the all-important sixteenth.  She had, of course, planned ahead by scheduling her licensing exam in the morning, and by noon, she was a freshly licensed driver.  The family met at a steaks-and-ribs place not too far from the Department of Safety licensing station off Kingston Pike, and everyone made appropriate noises of admiration at the fact that Erica had passed her computer exam with thirty out of thirty possible points.  The practical exam had gone equally well--the examiner had spent more time talking about her Army son than the subject of Erica's driving--and a short trip around the conglomeration of car dealerships on Parkside Avenue later, she had directed Erica back to the parking lot of the licensing station.  Twenty minutes later, Erica had taken possession of her new Tennessee driver's license.

"They didn't even screw up the picture," Bob commented when Erica passed her license around the table for examination.  "How come I always look like an escaped convict on my license pictures, but yours looks like the cover of Teen Vogue?"

"That's because she's pretty, and you're not," Will said matter-of-factly, and Erica smiled at his assessment.

"Oh, yeah," Bob said.  "Forgot about that.  I guess you can thank your lucky stars that your looks lean towards your mother's side of the family, kiddo."

"Everything all set for the party?" Claire asked Erica, who nodded with enthusiasm.

"Yeah, mostly.  We just have to start getting the food ready when we get home.  Dad helped me clean out the garage, and we got some old furniture to sit on and stuff."

"I think I might just leave it that way after the party," Bob said.  "It's pretty cozy in there now.  We set up the old lawn furniture, and I picked up some ugly-ass sofa at closeout over at Furniture Barn.  It's not like we ever really need the space for the cars, anyway."

"Is Josh coming, too?" Will asked, and he smiled when he saw Erica shifting in her seat a little.

"Yeah," she said.  "Him and, like, a dozen other people."

"Just a dozen?  That seems rather modest."

"Hey, I don't mind," Bob interjected.  "Less to clean up afterwards, and the neighbors are less likely to get their panties in a bunch over the noise.  Remember when you turned sixteen, and we had the party in the basement?  Remember how we smuggled those cases of beer into the house right underneath mom's nose?"

"Guys," Christa said, a scandalized expression on her face.  "Let's not give her any ideas, shall we?"

"Oh, mom."  Erica rolled her eyes.  "You know we just got diet soda and chips.  It's the freaking geek club, for crying out loud."

When they returned home from the restaurant, there was a car parked in front of the garage that had not been in that spot when they had departed.  It was a New Beetle, the same kind as Claire's, only bright yellow in color instead of the more subdued eggshell hue of Claire's car.  Erica, who was seated in the back of the van, did not see the Beetle until she climbed out of the sliding door.

"Who's parking in front of the garage?" she asked.  In response, Bob pulled a set of keys out of his pocket and tossed them to her.  She fumbled the catch in surprise, and bent down to pluck the keys off the concrete of the driveway.

"You are," Bob said.  "So you may want to move your ride out of the way.  You're in my spot."

"Seriously?" she grinned, holding up the keys her father had just tossed her.

"Seriously," Bob confirmed.

She laughed--a bright and cheerful laugh that made the adults grin--and then walked over to her father to give him a hug.

"Thank you, Daddy."

"Happy birthday, kiddo," Bob said.  "You can thank your mom for this one.  I had already picked out a nice, safe Crown Vic, but your mom saw this thing and thought it would be more styling."  He pronounced the last word very deliberately, like an unfamiliar foreign term.

"They're very safe cars," Christa said as Erica walked over to her to hug her as well.  "Claire let me try out hers, and I read all the reviews online."

"Plus, it won't take up the entire driveway all by itself," Will said.  "Nice ride you got there."

"Thanks," Erica beamed.  She walked over to the yellow Beetle and opened the door with her key.  Then she lowered herself into the driver's seat, and they watched with amusement as she adjusted the seat and mirrors almost reverently.

"That's most of my advance sitting in the driveway right there," Bob murmured to Will.  "If she balls it up, there's barely enough left for a bus pass."

Erica went for a short drive around the block with Claire, who volunteered to show her the ins and outs of the Beetle, and the brothers and Christa watched as the sulphur-hued Beetle took a right at the end of the street and disappeared from sight.

"There she goes," Bob said, and Will guessed that his brother's statement didn't just refer to the test drive.

"I don't think you have anything to worry about," Will replied, and Bob shrugged in response.

"Parent's prerogative.  Mom's right, you know--they come wrapped in worry.  You worry about them even when you know they're safely in bed.  Now she's driving off in her own car.  Remember the stupid shit we did when we got our first cars?"

"Yeah, but the both of us together weren't half as smart as she is," Will said.  

"The both of us together weren't half as smart as our neighbor's retarded cocker spaniel," Bob chuckled.  "If Mom knew about half the trouble we got ourselves into when we were teenagers, she'd have a retroactive stroke."

The first gaggle of Erica's friends arrived in the afternoon, and immediately migrated to the garage with their host.  There was music, but it was low enough to be all but inaudible in the house, and when Christa poked her head into the garage a half hour later, she came back into the living room chuckling.

"Somebody brought their Nintendo, and they're playing Wii Sports out there."

"They're out of control," Bob said.  "Getting all buzzed on Diet Coke, too, no doubt."

"I can go and fetch a few cases of Bud if you absolutely want the neighbors to call the cops on her," Will offered.

"That's okay.  We might see them anyway.  The lady who lives across the street thinks that dancing and music are right up there with booze when it comes to debauchery.  If that music stays on for a minute past eight, she'll be on the horn with the Sheriff's Office.  We had a cookout in that garage last summer, and she called 'em twice.  They actually apologized for having to come out again."

"Lovely," Will said.  "You sure you want to stay here in Suburbia forever?  We'll be shopping for a house up in Maine soon.  We can keep our eyes open for a place for you guys, too."

Bob smiled and shook his head.

"Not just yet, big brother.  We'll see what happens when Erica goes off to college."

He took a swig from his beer bottle and chuckled.

"Besides, that old hag is just holding a grudge.  Miss Righteous over there used to let her pinscher crap on our front lawn in the mornings.  Every time I asked her to stop doing that, she'd deny it was her dog.  So one day I put some sprinklers out, and waited for her to let that little yapper squat on our lawn again.  I had to get up before sunrise to make sure I catch her on the morning round, but it was totally worth it.  You've never seen an old lady run so fast."

The two-tiered party went on until ten o'clock, when the last of Erica's guests left.  Will and Claire helped Erica with the cleanup, which was limited to bagging up a few used paper cups and plates, and carrying the empty snack bowls into the kitchen.  

"That was the neatest teenage birthday party I've ever seen," Claire said when they were driving home shortly before eleven.  "Not a broken glass, not a spill on the floor.  All they did was sit and talk and play video games."

"Did you notice that Josh was hanging around until everybody else was gone?" Will asked, and Claire smiled.

"Yeah, they were trying hard not to make it obvious, didn't they?"

When they pulled into the parking space in front of Claire's house, it was immediately obvious that something was wrong.  The lights in the living room were on, and Will could see that the door had been left open slightly, the light spilling out through the crack onto the dark front yard.  He turned his head to say something to Claire, and her face had turned ashen.  In the foot space of the passenger seat, Oliver sensed the sudden tension in his owner, and he looked up at her with what seemed like a genuinely concerned expression.

"What the hell?" Will muttered.  He moved to put the gear shifter into park, but Claire put her hand atop his own and held it there firmly.

"Put it in reverse.  Go back to the top of the street.  Now," she added with emphasis.  

He did as he was told, reversing the car out of its spot.  The headlights illuminated the side of Claire's Beetle in its customary parking spot to the left of the door, and Will saw that the whole side of it had black lines on it that looked like spray paint.  When he looked more closely, he could see that both tires on the right side seemed to be flat.

"Fuck," he said, realization dawning suddenly.  "Call the cops, will you?"

"Already on it," she said tersely.

He backed up the road, and stopped when they got to the top of the cul-de-sac.  Claire's house was only the second one on the street, so they were only thirty yards from the front door, but he figured that this distance was sufficient to make a quick getaway if needed.

"Think he's still in there?" he asked, and Claire shrugged, her cell phone pressed to her ear.

"No idea, but I'm not going to find out by going in without a cop by my side."

"What if he's still there, and he decides to come out and go after us?"

She opened her purse, took out her revolver, and placed it on her lap.

"Then I'm going find out how well I can shoot in this kind of light," she replied, and her tone was matter-of-factly enough to convince Will that she was not boasting.

Something about the term "hot burglary" seemed to have a positive effect on the response times at the Sheriff's Office.  Not five tense minutes after Claire had placed her call, three police cruisers showed up, coasting into the quiet suburban street with flashing lights, but without their sirens.  Will rolled down the driver's side window of his car to produce his ID and briefly explain the situation, and then three very burly deputies unlocked the shotguns from their center consoles and went into Claire's house through the open front door.

"Part of me is hoping we'll hear some shouting and then a few shots," Claire said grimly, and he chuckled in response.

"How the hell did he find you after all this time?"

"I have no idea," she said. "I figured it was just a matter of time, though.  Remember I told you they put my fucking property tax information on the Internet, for everyone to see?  I mean, I changed my name, and there's no way he'd know that one, but still."

There was no shouting, or shooting.  The deputies emerged from the house again after only a few minutes, and one of them walked over to their car.

"We checked the place top to bottom.  Nobody's in there, but it's a total mess.  You may not want to go in just yet."

"Shit," Claire said.  "Did he leave anything in one piece?"

"Not really," the deputy said with a sympathetic smile.  "Do you know who did this?"

"I have a pretty good idea," Claire confirmed.  "I'm pretty sure that your garden-variety burglar wouldn't take the time to spray the word 'WHORE' onto my car on the way out."

The deputy had not exaggerated.  The place was in shambles, and Will couldn't suppress a wince when they walked into the door alongside one of the deputies. 

Every bit of upholstered furniture in the living room and kitchen had been torn open, and the innards of the couch and dining room chairs were spilled all over the floor like piles of polyester guts.  Claire's entertainment center was missing both doors, and the screen of her television had received the same caption as the door of her wrecked Beetle--the word 'WHORE', in ten-inch tall letters of what seemed to be acrylic spray paint.  Every picture had been taken off the wall, the glass smashed on the floor, and the contents of the frames ripped to shreds and added to the piles of stuffing on the floor.  

The office hadn't fared any better.  The bookshelves were torn from the walls, the desk was overturned and its legs broken off, and the pages of Will's current manuscript were scattered all over the room, each one meticulously torn in half.

"Oh, crap," Claire said, and bent down to pick up a few of the torn pages.  "That's your work, Will."

"Don't worry about that," he said, touched at her concern over his manuscript in the middle of the disaster zone that had been her home.  "I go to the copy shop every Monday and Friday to make backup copies of the pages.  Never keep all your eggs in one basket, and all that.  I'll have to rewrite the last three of four pages, tops."

"Where's your typewriter?" she asked, scanning the room.

"It's right here," the deputy said behind them.  They turned around to see that he was looking into the spare bathroom, the one directly across the hall from the office.  "Looks like someone...well, urinated on it."

Will stepped into the bathroom to see that his newly restored Royal had been dropped into the toilet bowl, and the coloration of the water in which it was half-submerged told him that the deputy's assessment was correct.  He chuckled, and Claire looked at him in amazement.

"It's nothing but cast iron and rolled sheet steel," he said.  "Dumb son-of-a-bitch probably tried to break it, but you'd have to run it over with a tank to make a dent.  So he just drops it in the fucking toilet and pisses on it.  That'll show me, right?"

As thorough as the destruction of the other rooms had been, the bedroom had received the brunt of the intruder's anger.  The bedding was ripped to pieces, and the mattress and box spring had been slashed to ribbons before being turned over.  All the dressers had been emptied, and there was a pile of Claire's clothes on the floor, each piece of clothing systematically rendered unusable.  The intruder's fondness for the word 'WHORE' was obvious; the mantra was repeated on every wall and flat surface in the room.

"Motherfucker was thorough," Will observed, and the deputy shook his head in disgust.

Claire's cell phone suddenly beeped, and they all jumped at the sound.  She pulled the phone from her pocket and glanced at the display.  Will saw her nostrils flare slightly.

"You boys have anything on your plate right now?" she addressed the deputy.

"This is pretty much our business for now, ma'am," he replied.

"Good.  Because that was a page from the alarm system at my store over on Merchants.  Is that your turf, too?"

"Yes, ma'am," the deputy said, and patted the butt of his shotgun before reaching for the microphone of his radio.

Chapter 18

When Will pulled into the parking lot of the strip mall behind the two police cruisers, the flames were already high enough to light up the night sky.  Claire let out a little groan when she saw the thick smoke billowing from the front of her store.  When they got out of the car, they could hear the fire alarm in the front of the store screaming furiously.

"Stay back, please, ma'am," one of the deputies warned her as they approached the store front.  "There's nothing in there that's worth your life."

"I know," Claire said.  "I'm insured, anyway.  But you may want to call the fire department, and tell them to bring a few extra trucks.  There are a few tons of dry paper in there."

"They're already on the way."

"Busy guy, your ex," Will said.  "Now he's added arson to his list of felonies."

"Yeah, he thinks that any job worth doing is worth doing well," she said as she watched the flames lapping at the sign above the entrance.

By the time the fire trucks came warbling into the parking lot, the flames shooting out of the roof were twenty feet tall.  The shops in this strip mall stood wall to wall, and the fire alarms of the adjoining stores had added their protests to the general racket.  People passing by on Merchants were slowing their cars and stopping in the middle of the road to watch the conflagration.

"There goes half a decade of work," Claire said as they watched the firemen unreel their hoses.  "And just when the place was starting to return a nice little profit."

"I'm sorry," Will said.  "We can rebuild it with the insurance money, you know."

"It'll take me a year to restock all those books," she said.  "When I built the place, I worked twelve, fourteen, sixteen hours a day for the first three years.  I don't know that I can put that kind of time into a new store and start from nothing again, Will."

"So we'll hire some folks to do it for us."

"Yeah, I suppose we could.  But then it wouldn't be quite the same, you know?  I won't be able to look back on it and say, 'I built this from scratch.'"

The parking lot of the strip mall was largely empty at night, and most of the cars on the lot were at the far end, where the Peking Garden was still doing business.  As they watched, a police car pulled up in front of the restaurant, and a deputy got out and walked into the place, undoubtedly informing the staff and patrons that the place was in danger of becoming a giant Mongolian barbecue.  There was a group of people already assembled on the sidewalk in front of the Peking Garden, watching the show that was unfolding at the other end of the strip mall.

Something in the far corner of the parking lot caught Will's gaze, and he raised an eyebrow.

"That's odd," he said, and Claire gave him a questioning look.

"What's that?"

"There's a car over in the corner of the lot, and he's got his lights off and his engine running.  You can see the exhaust.  He's parked facing our way, too."

Claire glanced into the direction indicated by Will, and narrowed her eyes.

"Ringside seat, maybe?" he asked.  "You think he'd be dumb enough to stick around?"

"I wouldn't doubt it," Claire said.  "You don't know him.  He's been waiting for this for five years.  I'm sure he wanted to see the face of the bitch when she comes over to...hey, he's moving."

The car at the far end of the lot had started rolling, and it was slowly coasting towards the exit of the lot.  The lot was split in half by a curbed center access lane that led back to Merchants Road, and the driver had to come towards them to get out of the place.

"Out-of-Stater," Claire said.  "Front license plate.  And look, he's still got his lights off."

The car reached the center access lane, and then turned onto it right underneath one of the yellow vapor lights that illuminated the lot.  Will didn't get a very good look at the driver, just a dark outline of a tall guy wearing a baseball cap, but Claire sucked in her breath audibly.

"Holy shit, Will.  It's really him."

Will knew there was no way the driver could have heard her, but he guessed that the two of them openly staring at the leaving vehicle made his discovery obvious, because the guy behind the wheel suddenly goosed the engine, and rushed towards the intersection with Merchants, his headlights still dark.

"Son of a bitch," Will said.  He looked at the tail end of the car in dumbstruck shock for a moment, and then turned towards Claire, only to find that she was already rushing over to one of the Sheriff's cruisers.  He hurried to catch up with her.

"There's your guy, deputy.  Pickup truck, New Hampshire plates.  He's at the intersection right now...see?"

The deputy looked back into the direction Claire pointed, and Will turned in time to see the driver of the out-of-state pickup jump the curb in front of the blocked intersection, where a fair number of cars were stopped in the lane closest to the curb for a first-row seat at the widening conflagration behind Will and Claire.  The driver goosed the engine again and drove the hundred yards to the nearby I-75 ramp on the sidewalk to get around the traffic.  Then he rushed up the ramp and finally turned on his headlights just before merging into Interstate traffic.

"His name is Jackson Campbell," Claire said to the deputy, who was already reaching for the mike of his radio once more.  "White male, uh, six one, ash blond hair.  I'll bet the insurance check for the store that he's heading north on 640 right now."

"North, south, whatever," the deputy shrugged.  He gave Claire a reassuring smile.

"The city has a bunch of units on 640 tonight.  They're running speed traps and DUI enforcement this weekend.  I'll have our folks get on the horn with the city boys, and they'll grab him for us the second he comes through."

"I hope he does something stupid when they pull his ass over," Claire said grimly.  "I really do."

"Looks like we're both homeless now," Will said to Claire when the fire department had finally cleared them out of the lot for their own safety.  The fire had spread to the neighboring stores before they had gotten it under control, and the heat from the flames was so intense that the asphalt of the sidewalk in front of the stores had started bubbling.  They had migrated across the street, where the elevated parking lot of a large gas station offered a good vantage point, and Will had fetched two cups of coffee from the convenience store inside.  Oliver had settled down on the back seat, where he was snoozing soundly, his slumber fortified by two convenience store hot dogs.

"Well, not quite," she said.  "The house is still standing, but I'll be damned if I go back there right now."  She wiped a tear out of the corner of her eye.

"It just feels like rape, you know?  Like he raped the place to get back at me.  Because I wasn't there to take it myself."

"What a moron," Will said.  "Breaking in and tearing up that house was bad enough, but the arson will get him twenty years in whatever shithole they call a state prison here.  If someone got killed in that mess, he's looking at life without parole."

"Yeah, well, thinking is not his strong suit," she said.  "Let's go grab a hotel room tonight, okay?  It's not like he left the place in usable shape anyway."

"I'm sure Bob and Christa would be glad to put us up in the guest room for the night."

"No, don't bother them right now.  I don't want to mess up Erica's day with all this drama.  Let's not end it on a sour note for her."

"Alright," he conceded.  "But I'll have to call them in the morning.  They'll turn on the news over breakfast, and you can bet your ass that this is going to make local prime time.  I don't want them to think we got charred to a crisp."

They took a room at the Marriott off the exit to Bob's house.  By the time they had checked in and claimed the room, it was well past midnight, but the excitement of the evening combined with the effects of the coffee to keep them awake, and they decided to relieve some stress in the most pleasurable way that came to mind.  

They were watching late-night television when Claire's cell phone chirped.  Will checked his watch while she rolled over to the nightstand to answer the call.  It was ten past two in the morning.

"This is Claire."  She listened for a moment, and Will heard an assertive voice on the other end of the line.

"Oh, hi, Deputy Armstrong.  I'm assuming you're not just calling to check on us."

The voice on the other end of the line laughed, and then said something Will couldn't make out.

"You do?" Claire said.  "That's fantastic.  Any chance we can go and see that piece of shit?  Pardon my French."

There was more laughter, and Will grinned at Claire's excited expression. 

"Thanks a bunch, Deputy.  I'll stop by tomorrow and thank you in person.  Listen, I know it's against the rules to rough up the prisoners, but tell the jailers they should feel free to give him a free dental cleaning with a baton if he starts talking smack, okay?"

She listened to Deputy Armstrong again, and laughed at his reply.

"That's a pity, but I understand.  I'll be in after two o'clock, then.  Thanks a lot for all your help."

Claire closed her phone and then smiled at Will.

"They got him in the county lockup.  Pulled him over two hours ago on I-40, just past Cherry Street.  Looks like he was smart enough to try and sit things out at Waffle House for a while, or something."

"Not smart enough," Will said.  "He did hang around to admire his handiwork, didn't he?  I would have high-tailed it out of Knoxville as soon as I could."

"You wouldn't have busted your ex-wife's house and torched her store, either."  

"Probably not," he said.  "For one, I was never in the Boy Scouts or in the Army.  I wouldn't know how to build a fire if you held a gun to my head.  I'd be walking around the store and trying to light books individually with a Zippo or something."

In the morning, Will and Claire checked out before breakfast.  There was a twenty-four hour waffle place across the street, and they took a table and ordered some food before digging out their cell phones to make some necessary phone calls.

Claire called her employees, Lauren and Stephanie, to let them know that they didn't need to show up at work on account of the store having been reduced to a smoking pile of rubble.  They took the news of their sudden unemployment surprisingly well, both offering to come and help Claire out with whatever she needed done, and Claire graciously declined both offers.

"Those girls are great," Claire said when she finished her conversation with Stephanie.  "I need to give them a bit of a bonus, to tide them over until they can find something else."

"I'll miss them," Will agreed.  "Lauren's got some major league snark going, and Steph just plays the ditz most of the time."

"I feel like a pig," she said.  "I'm still wearing the stuff I put on yesterday morning.  I'd go back to the house and get a change of clothes, but I'm sure there's nothing left in one piece."

"Let's go and buy some clothes then," Will suggested.  "I wouldn't mind getting out of this shirt myself.  I have to call Bob first, though."

"You're shitting me," Bob said.  "Burned to the ground?"

"Turn on the local news," Will replied.  "It was quite the show last night.  The place went up like a warehouse full of kindling."

"Well, it was.  All those books--they're probably still busy pouring water onto the mess."

"Can we come over and get changed and stuff at your place?  Claire's house looks like a trailer park after the tornado done blew through.  Her ex-hubby kind of went berserk on the place."

"Holy fuck," Bob said.  "Sounds like you guys had quite the night.  Is she alright?"  He paused for a second.  "Are you all right?"

"Yeah, we're good.  He missed us thanks to Erica's party.  He's cooling his heels in the Knox County jail right now."

"Man, that's totally Sleeping With The Enemy.  Freaks me the fuck out, actually."

"You're not kidding," Will chuckled.  "You weren't there last night when we walked into the place.  I think the only reason he didn't use a chain saw was that it would have made too much noise, but the end result is close enough.  He even pissed on my typewriter, if you can believe that."

Bob laughed out loud, and Will joined in.  

"I swear, if I put that kind of stuff into one of my books, people would roll their eyes and say it wasn't believable," Bob said when they had finished guffawing.

"We're going to head over to the mall in a little while to get some clothes and stuff," Will said.  "Are you going to be at home around noon?"

"Yeah, I'm working my usual schedule.  But you have to be out of your mind if you think that I'll get Christa and Erica out of the house after I tell them what happened last night."

There was something liberating about being reduced to the clothes on one's back.  When they were picking out some essentials at the clothing stores in the mall, Claire mentioned that she hadn't worn most of the stuff in her closet in years.

"I swear, he almost did me a favor," she said.  "I had all four closets full of stuff, but two of them I haven't even opened since before I got Oliver.  It would have taken a few trips to Goodwill to get rid of it all."

"Now we have to cart everything to the dump," Will said, and she shook her head with determination.

"I'm going to hire someone to clean the place out and fix it up, and then it'll go on the market.  I would have had to sell it anyway in a few months, and I'm not really interested in cleaning up after that son-of-a-bitch one more time."

They had lunch at the mall, settling down at a table in the middle of the food court with a pair of Nathan's hot dogs and a half-dozen shopping bags each.  The place was filled with the chatter of a hundred people, mostly teenagers and older folks, and Will felt completely out of place.

"Why is it that everyone in here is under eighteen or above sixty-five?" he asked Claire, and she laughed.

"Think about it.  Famous writers excepted, most adults are at work this time of day."

"Well, I would be at work, but someone took a leak on my writing implement," he said, and they both chuckled.

"Is it odd that we keep making fun of that particular fact?" she asked him, and he thought about it briefly before shaking his head.

"No, I think it's healthy.  He probably figured that was the crowning achievement of his rampage.  We laugh about it and refuse to get upset, he doesn't have power over us."

"I didn't feel like laughing at first," she said.  "All I kept thinking about was how lucky we were to be over at your brother's place last night, and how I had been thinking about leaving Oliver at the house.  You saw what he did to the house.  What do you think he would have done to the dog?"

"That's not a pleasant thought."  Will shuddered at the mental image of Oliver's bloody and motionless body in the middle of all those destroyed possessions.

"Here's a more cheerful one," Claire said.  "Deputy Armstrong told me that the piece of shit is going before a judge this morning, and that the arson means he's not likely to make the bail.  We'll be able to swing by the county jail later and blow raspberries at him through Plexiglas.  Wanna?"

"That's some drama you got yourselves into," Bob said when he opened the door for them a little while later.  "It was all over the news this morning.  Half the strip mall burned down, and the other half has smoke and water damage.  They had just about every fire truck in the city over there.  Looks like they're going to have to level the rest.  Some insurance guys are having coronaries this morning, I'm sure."

"They didn't mention any names, did they?" Will asked.

"You mean ours?  Nope.  Guess your local connection hasn't yet made it to the news desk at WBIR."

"Good.  The last thing I need right now is another one of those blow-dried hairspray heads sticking a microphone into Claire's face.  'How do you feel about your business going up in smoke?'"

"I'd leave no doubt about my feelings, trust me," Claire said.  "They wouldn't be able to use the footage without bleeping out every other word."

"So what are you two going to do next?' Bob asked them as they walked into the kitchen and sat down at the table.  He opened a cabinet and took out three coffee mugs.

"We'll need to stick around for a little while, until the insurance adjuster comes out and determines that I didn't torch my own store," Claire said.  "After that, I guess it's Maine."

"Can we crash in your guest room for a few days?" Will asked.

"Sure thing.  Stay as long as you need.  You going to shop for a house together?"

"Yeah, I don't think I'm much for renting," Will said.  "I figured we drive up there and do some hotel hopping while we look around for a house.  Too bad I sold the house in Ellsworth already."

"Hey, you're not clairvoyant," Claire smiled.  "We'll just live out of bags for a few weeks. No big deal."

"You take this whole thing remarkably well," Bob told her.  "I think I'd be pissed beyond belief if I was in your shoes right now.  I mean, the store and the house?"

"The car, too," Will said, and Bob let out a sympathetic wince.

"Oh, I'm pissed," Claire conceded with a shrug.  "I still feel like crying every time I think about that store.  But that's exactly what that piece of shit had in mind, so I'm just not going to give him the satisfaction."

"Are you sure you want to do this?" Will asked when they walked into the county jail's visitor entrance.

"Yeah," she said.  "I mean, I don't care to see him again, but I have to have some sort of closure."

They were wanded and screened, and one of the deputies called in their names.  When Will asked the deputy in charge about the procedure, he learned that the arrestee had to consent to the visit.

"You think he won't just tell them to send us away?" he asked Claire.  

"Not a chance," she said.  "He's been nursing his little obsession for five years.  That's why he came down here, you know.  He'll jump at the chance to see me again."

She was right, of course.  Ten minutes later, they were led into a depressingly plain and colorless room.  There was a row of windows taking up one wall, and a row of chairs in front of them.  The windows had little perforated zones that reminded Will of the information booths at a transit station.

They took a pair of chairs in front of one of the windows, and a few minutes later, a door on the other side of the partition opened to let in Claire's ex-husband, followed by a deputy.  

Claire's ex was tall, matching Will in height.  He looked like someone who was used to physical labor.  The arms sticking out of the short sleeves of his orange jail outfit were well muscled, and he definitely had the build of a linebacker.  His face was handsome, with a jaw line that looked chiseled, and he was wearing a carefully trimmed goatee that softened the hard angles of his features.

"Well, well, well," he said with a broad smile as he sat down on the other side of the partition, flipping the chair around and placing himself on it spread-legged.  He folded his arms on top of the backrest and winked at Claire.  For all his demeanor, he could have been sitting down with a bunch of buddies to discuss football scores.

"If it isn't the whore and her sugar daddy," he said, and winked at Will for good measure.

"Hello, Jackson," Claire said.  

"Hey, babe.  You look good."

"You don't," she said matter-of-factly.  "Orange isn't your color.  I guess you're going to have to get used to it, though."

"Ah, bullshit," Jackson said, dismissing her remark with a casual wave of his hand.  "I didn't do a thing, you know.  They'll give me a public defender, and I'll be out of here before you know it.  Gotta keep the bunk space for druggies, you know."

"I wouldn't count on that," Claire said.  "You burned down a few million bucks worth of property. They're going to have to tear down what's left of that strip mall."

"I heard they broke into your house, too," Jackson said.  Will could see that he was scanning Claire's face carefully for a reaction.  "Too bad, that.  What are you going to do, now that you don't have a house and a business anymore?"

"I'm going to take the insurance checks and move away," she said.  "To tell you the truth, I was planning a move anyway.  My sugar daddy here is going to buy me a new house.  He's a millionaire, you know."

"Yeah, I know," Jackson said, eyeing Will like one would regard a particularly gross species of insect.  "Looks like you've moved up in the world."

"Anyone would be a move up from you, Jackson," she said.  "How'd you find me, anyway?"

He smiled again, and folded his hands behind the back of his head, clearly pleased with himself despite the fact that he was on the undesirable side of the partition.

"Well, you and Golden Boy here were on TV a few weeks back.  Some thing in New York, signing books.  I was just channel-hopping after work, and all of a sudden, there you were.  All I had to do was put two and two together, and do some research on your famous boyfriend."

Will listened to the exchange and held his tongue.  He felt vaguely uncomfortable about being present.  It seemed as if he was listening to a very private quarrel, and as much as he wanted to give Jackson a piece of his mind, he understood that Claire needed to confront him on her own terms.  Jackson apparently took Will's silence as meekness.

"Don't you have anything to say, boy?  Why do you think that it's okay to fuck someone else's wife?"

"We're no longer married," Claire said.  "I had the marriage annulled by a judge, three months after I left you."

"Doesn't mean shit," Jackson replied.  "I never signed any papers.  I never agreed to anything.  As far as I'm concerned, you're a cheating whore."

"Doesn't mean shit," Claire replied, aping his dismissive tone precisely.  "The law says otherwise.  I'm going to marry this man here, and you're going to spend a few years making license plates in Brushy Mountain.  By the time you get out, I'll be long gone."

"I'm a patient guy.  I may get out earlier than you think, you know.  Country's not that big.  We'll bump into each other again."

Claire got up from her chair and smoothed out her shirt with her hands.  To Will, it looked like she was brushing off a contaminant.

"You better hope we don't ever meet again, because the next time I see your face, I'm going to shoot you right between the eyes."  

She turned to walk to the exit, and Will got up to follow suit.  Behind them, Jackson chuckled, clearly unimpressed.

"Took you five years to build that store, huh?  How's it feel to see all that work go up in smoke?"

Claire turned around, and Will was amazed to see a smile on her face.

"You're a dipshit, you know that?  I was going to sell the place anyway.  It's much easier to move an insurance check than it is to move a hundred tons of books.  You did me a favor, you moron.  And the best part is that you'll be taking it up the ass for it, too."

She blew Jackson a coquette little kiss before walking out, and Will couldn't resist doing the same.  He was satisfied to see that Jackson's smug expression was suddenly clouded with anger.

"Whore," he called after Claire.  "Whore."  

He repeated his mantra until the soundproof door to the visitation room cut him off, and Claire never turned around.

"That was a bit harsh," Will commented as they left the county jail.  "I think you pissed him off again."

"I certainly hope so," Claire said.  "I want the bastard to steam in his jail cell for the next few years.  Maybe he'll do something stupid and piss off his cellmate, and get himself shanked."

"He actually thinks he still has a claim to you," he chuckled.

"Guys like him, they never let go of their property.  And that's all I was to him, Will.  Now let's close the book on Jackson, and do something fun.  I feel like I need to get my brain scrubbed.  I've been thinking of murder for the last hour or so."

They went back to Bob's house for dinner, where Christa and Erica eagerly lapped up the news of the last thirty-six hours.  Will provided almost the entire narrative for the jail visit, and Claire merely smiled when the other two women practically cheered at the conclusion of the tale.

"So what's going to happen now?" Erica asked.  "Does your insurance cover fire?"

"Sure it does," Claire said.  "They'll send out an adjuster, and then they're going to decide how big a check to write out.  I'll have to stick around until the adjuster gets here, but they said it'd be in the next two days."

"After that, we're going to head north," Will added.  "The real estate agency has already sent me a list of candidates, and we'll go shop around some.  If we don't find something we both like, we'll just buy some land and build from scratch."

"Well, I hate to see you go, Uncle Will.  I've kind of gotten used to having you around, and you're going to take Claire with you on top of that."

"It's not like you'll be doing much shopping in my store anymore," Claire laughed.

"Yeah, that's a bummer.  I liked that store. All you needed was some wireless Internet, some tea, and a couch or two in the corner, and I could have spent all day in there.  It was cozy."

"Yeah, it was," Claire said wistfully.  "Maybe I'll use your ideas for the new store up in Maine.  I don't see myself going back to working for someone else, not after all those years of being my own boss."

"Hell," Bob said.  "You two are going to be near Mom, and now Erica's making noises about wanting to go to Harvard or Dartmouth."  He pronounced "Harvard" in a deliberately exaggerated Boston accent that was far more accurate than Will's imitation of a Southern drawl.  "With just Christa and me left down here in Knoxville next year, Mom's going to hound me every day to move back up to New England."

"It's the twenty-first century," Will replied.  "The world's a village.  Live wherever the hell you want to live.  We have cell phones, global overnight delivery, video chat, and jet aircraft.  We could ply our trade from a log cabin in the middle of Alaska if we wanted."

"That may be so, but can you see Mom going for Christmas gatherings via video chat?"

Will chuckled and shook his head.

"No, I can't.  She'll finally get her first computer when the rest of the country is wired into the Internet through jacks in their skulls."

Three days later, Will and Claire crossed the Memorial Bridge between New Hampshire and Maine on the way north.  The insurance folks had been swift, and while the paperwork was settled, Claire had not wanted to wait around in Knoxville for the checks to be cut and delivered.  She had gladly left that business in the hands of her local tax attorney, and everything they owned now fit handily into the trunk of Will's car.  

It was a late spring day, and there were still some meager remnants of the past winter's snow piles visible in parking lots by the side of the highway as they crossed into Maine, but the sun was shining from a lightly clouded sky, and the trees were in full bloom.

Will watched as Claire rolled down the passenger window and then closed her eyes as she took in the smell of the outside air.  Behind her, Oliver jockeyed into position on the back seat to engage in the ancient pastime of the car-riding dog, sticking his head into the stream of air and snorting.

"What are you thinking about?" he asked.

"Spring," she answered with closed eyes.  "Roll the window down and smell it."

He did as she suggested, and the air streaming in through the window smelled of pollen, and melting snow, and the cold water of the river below, all blended into a strangely vital perfume.

"Nature's oldest trick," she said.  "Everything's coming back to life, again, just like every year.  Smells clean, like a new beginning, doesn't it?"

Will smiled and looked out over the river below, where a pair of seagulls was drifting in the wind, circling the calm surface of the water and cawing a conversation.

"It does," he replied.

Epilogue  

Eighteen Months Later  

"How's Erica liking her graduation present?" Bob asked, speaking up to make himself understood over the noise coming from the other end of the phone line. 

"Oh, she loves it," Will replied. "What do you think?  We had to extend our stay in Paris for two days because we sort of underestimated the size of the Louvre.  You should have seen her--it was like locking a toddler in a candy store." 

"I can imagine," Bob laughed.  "What's all that noise in the background?  Sounds like a concert hall full of people." 

"We're at Gare du Nord, about to hop on the Chunnel train.  We'll be in London tonight and tomorrow, and then we're heading up to Scotland." 

"Are you sure she's not in the way?  I mean, this is your honeymoon, after all." 

"No, not at all, Bob.  We had two weeks in Tuscany before we picked her up in Rome.  Plus, she has her own hotel room anyway." 

"Well, good," Bob said.  "Glad she's having fun over there in Euro-land.  You watch her like she's yours, okay?" 

"Goes without saying, Bob.  You want to talk to her?" 

"Love to." 

There was the sound of a phone being shuffled around, and more background noise from what sounded like the middle of the departure hall at Hartsfield International on the day before Thanksgiving. 

"Hey, daddy," Erica said into the phone. 

"Hey, baby.  Enjoying yourself?" 

"Oh, yeah.  Paris is awesome.  Of course, Rome was awesome, too." 

"Don't forget Vienna and Munich," Claire said in the background, and Bob could hear Will laugh. 

"You earned it," Bob said.  "I still think they cheated you out of valedictorian.  Graduating a year early, with a 4.0?" 

"The other girl had a better weighted GPA, dad.  Plus, her father is the county mayor, or something." 

"Whatever.  They cheated." 

"Who cares, dad?" Erica laughed.  "I'm off to Dartmouth in the fall, and she's going to UT.  Bet you fifty bucks she'll get knocked up by some frat boy before she graduates." 

"You're on.  Let me have Uncle Will again, will you?" 

"Sure thing.  Love you, dad." 

"Love you, too." 

The phone changed hands once more, and Will was back on the line, still laughing at a comment Claire made in the background. 

"Hey, Bob--I forgot to tell you, congratulations on that Pulitzer.  They finally gave it to someone worthy for a change." 

"How do you know about that already?  They only announced it yesterday, and you're skipping around in Paris." 

"They have this thing called the Internet now," Will said.  "You can get instant worldwide news on it.  You should check into it." 

"Very funny.  Are you sure you're not still pissed off at them for not giving it to a real writer?" 

"The Pulitzer?  Hell, no.  Hey, hon, can I have one of those, too?" 

"What?" 

"Oh, never mind.  Erica used her French language skills to get us a bag of croissants from some bakery stand here.  Anyway, they did give the Pulitzer to a real writer.  Hey, our train is here--we have to run," Will interjected before Bob had a chance to reply.   

"We'll call you guys from London.  Say hi to Christa for us, will you?" 

"Alright," Bob chuckled.  "Have fun.  We love you guys." 

"Right back at you."   

THE END

