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  A NOTE ABOUT THE PUBLISHER


  Crossroad Press has published print, digital and audio editions of several of my books, and I remain grateful to publisher David Niall Wilson, who found faith in me years ago and has kept it. Folks, trust me: in the often cut-throat world of publishing, a true friend is priceless.


  So, thanks again, David, to you and your team, with a special shoutout to editor Patricia Wilson.


  INTRODUCTION


  I began writing Blue Hill nearly a quarter of a century ago and I mostly completed the novel in 1997. I was juggling many other things at the time: fathering three children, working the day job as a Providence Journal staff writer, and penning horror and science-fiction short stories, many of them published and re-published by Crossroad Press. But by getting up very early, as I still do, I was able to indulge my passion for books.


  I’d been lucky to have three published: the horror novel Thunder Rise, in 1989; and two non-fiction titles, The Work of Human Hands, in 1993; and Coming of Age, in 1995. Another non-fiction book, Toy Wars, was soon to be in print and many more would follow.


  But fiction remained a passion, and so I wrote Blue Hill, originally titled My Adult Life.


  My editor at the time, Jon Karp, then at Random House, liked it—but he wanted only more non-fiction, having published The Work of Human Hands and Coming of Age and having bought Toy Wars, which was destined to be a critically acclaimed best-seller. Also, I had begun work on King of Hearts, my last book with Jon until Top Brain, Bottom Brain, which he brought out years later as publisher of Simon & Schuster.


  So Blue Hill went into the proverbial writer’s trunk, to be resurrected when it was time.


  The time is now. The themes explored herein—among them, family, faith, memory, celebrity and truth—remain as relevant now as then. You might argue even more so, with dangerous clowns masquerading as leaders.


  You will also find in Blue Hill a fictional chronicle of an epochal real time that many of us remember: the dawning of the mainstream Internet Age, when the culture churned and the world (a part of it, anyway) was entering a virtual other-existence. Chat rooms. AOL. Dial-up. Five-and-a-quarter-inch floppy discs. Files measured in kilobytes. Modems that connected to land-line phones. The dot-com boom. Play Station. Nintendo. Super Mario 64. Remember them?


  Here we are today, the fruits of our labor realized, so to speak, with Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, disinformation, viral conspiracy theories, deep-fake videos, etcetera.


  A new world has arrived, and the real-life artifacts in this novel are its roots.


  On the literary level, I hope the farcical elements of Blue Hill elicit a laugh (a cringe will also do). I hope you will acknowledge truths you find. Some may be your own.


  Mostly, I hope in this time of pandemic, you will find Blue Hill a good read—something to pass the time as we move toward yet another new world, as yet undefined.
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  G. Wayne Miller


  June 1, 2020


  Providence, Rhode Island


  CHAPTER ONE


  Before the madness, I honestly believed I had things together.


  I did not drink to excess or even smoke weed anymore. I did not have a prescription to Prozac. God knows I’d never been wanted by the police and I certainly had no desire to become a caricature of myself, or anyone else for that matter.


  I did not consider myself superficial, far from it. I was crazy for my kid and I loved my wife. Like anyone, we’d had our difficulties, but we’d worked through them on the conviction that parental responsibilities, shared ownership of property, and periodic lust were sufficient reasons to stay together in the late Nineties. Somewhere during our marriage, which was in its sixteenth year, it had become difficult to remember ever being with anyone else.


  Was that good?


  I thought so, at the time.


  I enjoyed my job, no mean feat these days, when capitalism is bent on eating its own. So many drag themselves off to work day after day, year after year—and for what? To keep fat cats in Mercedes, mostly. I was fortunate: I not only liked what I did, I made money. Not untold millions, but partner Phil Grace and I owned our own company, CreativeWare, and word that we’d soon make an initial public offering of our stock had sent excitement through the software industry. CreativeWare’s most profitable line remained our flight simulator games, but you didn’t need great genius to see that 64-bit technology was going the way of the floppy disk. Our latest venture was in virtual reality, which was on the eve of going big.


  I had few passions in my life at that point, and VR was one of them.


  On September 25th, 1997, a woman from New York became another.


  Her name was Allison O. Manchester, and she was funny and smart and a terrific flirt, and I knew before long I’d go to great lengths to spend an evening with her. I knew, even though I’d never seen her in person, only been tempted by her electronic image and her words—which, I fully understood, could have been outrageous lies.


  We met on the Internet, and before you label me a hopeless loser, understand I was not one of the millions who’d gone digital only after America Online had mailed me one of their stupid disks. I did not get my rocks off on kinky-sex newsgroups, nor was I enthralled by Nicholas Negroponte, a drone for the ages. I thought Bill Gates was the essence of a nerd, albeit a very rich one whose MS DOS had revolutionized life and helped enable my good fortune.


  Phil and I saw business opportunities in online, and when VR was finally fully deliverable by fiber-optic cable or some other means, we intended to become friends with those millions. We could already claim acquaintance with some 300,000 of them—subscribers to CreativeWare’s gaming service, CreativeLine, which in its first year had outperformed all expectations, as my old bean counter partner liked to put it.


  Allison’s e-mail started like the hundred or so others I received after the Wired piece appeared—with congratulations and shameless praise, the sort of happy horseshit that inevitably precedes requests for bling and free beta software.


  Then I reached her last three paragraphs. My heart raced as I read and re-read them—how else to describe it, except in teenage terms?


  She wrote:


  Well Star, I’m not into flying (that kind, anyway), but with all the pseudo-crappo-stuff out there I would definitely buy VR that worked. I’d even model for your program! Are you hiring? Not to brag or anything (OK, I’ll brag) but my friends tell me I look like Julianne Moore. (You know who she is, right?) The only difference, I’d say, is I have a better body. You can check that out yourself real soon, once I get my homepage up and running. But hey—what makes me think a big software Star like you gives a shit about that?


  Anyway, it must be great making money and having fun, all at the same time. That’s how I try to live. It could even be my motto: Money and Fun. By the way, you are a very good-looking guy. (Except for the glasses. Tortoise shells aren’t a happening thing.) You’re also very funny. Comparing microchips to potato chips—it was one of those lines that shouldn’t make you laugh but did!


  I know you’re probably getting tons of mail since the article, but if you respond to only one person, I hope it’s me. I promise you won’t be wasting your time.


  Fondly,


  Allison Manchester


  Charlie Goldman, the guy who’d done the piece for Wired, was a groveling little nebbish who wanted to work for a firm like mine, not write about it.


  I had no intention of hiring him but after one conversation I figured he’d write a positive piece, and he did. He even got most of his facts straight—the most glaring error, which I did not intend to correct, was that CreativeWare had marketed the first home flight simulator. In truth, we were third or fourth or tenth, with a game called Attack Ship, which we’d followed with F-16, Tomcat, Carrier Deck, Stealth Striker, and our latest, Shuttle Saga, a title that pissed Sega of America Inc. off royally, particularly when their lawyers concluded they had no grounds for a suit.


  You may have read Goldman’s profile—once the madness generated all those headlines you surely remember, it became the Wired website’s most requested story ever, an accomplishment I understandably do not mention with great pride. The piece traced the history of our firm: how a young video-game nut, me, had met a slightly older venture capitalist, Phil, at an opportune moment. It outlined our strategy in plunging into VR but gave no details of what we were developing, only vague speculation about space travel.


  What we really were working on were VR versions of board games that would connect players anywhere in the world. Our first title, under development with the good folks at Hasbro, was Virtual Clue.


  CreativeWare had a PR agency, and over the years they’d gotten us into The Wall Street Journal, our hometown Boston Globe, all the gaming zines, PC World, and a bunch of other geeky publications like that—but never any place as hip as Wired. My nebbish friend’s story, a 5,000-word opus entitled “CREATIVEWARE’S CREATIVE STAR,” was hugely flattering—my mom, may she rest in peace, would have been proud.


  “Star!” Phil kept saying.


  “Get real,” I kept replying, but I didn’t actively discourage the description, nor could I stop sneaking onto Wired’s homepage, where downloadable audio and video clips of me were available. While the unfolding of my life had always seemed serendipitous to me, Goldman had connected the chapters in a way that suggested a fine logic leading to just such modern-day celebrity had been at work. He was helped, I should add, by a harmless white lie or two I couldn’t resist telling, and figured he wouldn’t catch, which he didn’t.


  It was all there: my childhood love of baseball, followed by my astronaut phase, which in high school was replaced by the conviction that someday I’d direct Jack Nicholson in a big-budget Hollywood movie. Goldman wrote about New York University, where I took first place in the student film festival for Eating People, a comedy about bad table manners and cannibalism. That’s right, I had found a way to connect those two dots.


  Goldman had talked to my dad, who mercifully revealed nothing of our troubled relationship. He’d tracked down an old girlfriend, Sally Martin, who was surprisingly complimentary in light of our final farewell, six hours after she’d had an abortion.


  But Goldman’s crowning achievement, in my humble opinion, was how he’d captured the critical turning point: the summer of 1979, when, living on Venice Beach, I hung with a crowd that was heavy into roller skates, movies, booze, weed, coke, hallucinogens and screwing. Here again, Goldman was on my side. His re-creation of that period was painstakingly detailed—the name of the bar where I played my first video game, the capacity of the microchip that powered my first computer, stuff like that—but only a hint of all the drugs and sex, presented in the noble context of “artistic blossoming,” to use his phrase. Hey, I didn’t say the guy was Updike.


  “Today, as president and director of R&D,” Goldman wrote, “Gray brings these diverse interests together in products that excite the consumer while enhancing the bottom line. The power of his imagination is not something competitors can afford to take lightly.”


  The power of his imagination—I liked that.


  Goldman had hung out with us at corporate headquarters for most of a week, and we’d put on a great show: shooting each other with Nerf guns, throwing Gak around, staging Super-Soaker fights in the cafeteria—our “Nickelodeon behavior,” in Charlie’s apt words. I even pulled one of my infamous practical jokes: Supergluing old Charlie’s tape recorder to my desk when he’d gone to take a leak. Charlie included that in his piece—he found it a regular hoot—but not a mention of the shitty reviews Shuttle Saga was getting in the game zines.


  I mean, the guy was pushing the ass-kissing envelope. Even the art was a big smooch on the derriere. Goldman’s photographer had studied with Annie Liebowitz and her photos—of me with joystick, me at keyboard, me with my arm around CEO Phil—were visual dynamite. The killer was the cover: a formal portrait of me in chinos, penny loafers, and signature Spiderman tie. Heck, that was me, the way I saw me, before the madness, anyway.


  By the end of the piece, I almost felt a moral obligation to offer Goldman a job.


  So, there with a hundred or so others was this communication from Allison O. Manchester. Allison could have been a corporate spy or some loser living in a trailer for all I knew, but wasn’t I in the business of risks? Wasn’t risk what life was all about? Besides, I had nothing against losers living in trailers—their kids bought my games, same as anyone.


  I responded immediately.


  Dear Allison,


  You’re right: the article has flooded me with e-mail. Of all the letters, though, yours is the only one that really caught my eye. Thanks for the compliments, but what about you? You said nothing about yourself except you’re into money and fun (who isn’t?) and that you look like Julianne Moore. Do I know who she is??!!! Would you believe she is my absolute favorite actress?


  She wasn’t. I’d only seen one of her films, Robert Altman’s Short Cuts, and been singularly unimpressed with her abilities. But her looks—now that was a different story.


  I continued:


  Do we hire models for our games? As a matter of fact, yes. Let’s meet online to discuss it further! We could also discuss ‘software types’ like me and which details about the opposite sex they might or might not appreciate. You’d be surprised!


  Best,


  Mark Gray


  P.S. I’m with you on the glasses—it’s definitely time for a change. The tie’s pretty cool though, don’t you think? See ya!


  In the interest of full disclosure, I should note another e-mail that I received after Wired, one that, at the time, left me more excited. It was from Jack Nicholson—the real Jack Nicholson, as my secretary confirmed with a call to his agent. Jack wrote to tell me how much he enjoyed the article, how delightful it was to learn, as he put it, “the story behind the man behind the games” he’d played for so long.


  I was deeply flattered, even if it was evident he had not the faintest memory of us meeting, many years ago.


  CHAPTER TWO


  I lived with my wife and son in a custom colonial on two acres in Marblehead, a seaside suburb of Boston. Our property bordered the ocean, a dead-end street, and the fourteenth hole of the Atlantic Country Club. We had an in-ground pool, underground sprinklers, a three-bay garage, a baseball diamond with backstop and stands, and a 25-foot sailboat. To my certain knowledge, there was no technology that captured or played image or sound that we didn’t own. We had a wine cellar and our towels were monogrammed. I had over a thousand cassettes in my movie collection and almost as many video game titles, for every conceivable platform dating back to the original Atari. I mention all this not to boast, which would be pathetic, but only to illustrate the magnitude of the changes since Venice Beach.


  My wife, Ruth, was a more telling illustration, and as I pulled into our driveway one evening two weeks after Allison came into my life, it was not the ambulance that I focused on for one micro-moment, but my wife. She’d been leaving for her daily run when Timmy, our son, had his attack, and there she was in her Reeboks and J. Crew jogging outfit, her hair—that magnificent auburn hair—down to her shoulders.


  It’s funny, what the mind can do.


  As Timmy was being carried out of the house on a stretcher, Ruth at his side, I didn’t see the woman who’d quietly added calcium to her diet and successfully campaigned for president of PTA. I didn’t see the face across the breakfast table for sixteen years or the body beside me every night. For one fleeting moment, I saw the college girl who’d taken me by the hand into a Cape Cod dune one long-ago July afternoon and made love to me with such power and urgency that, had I closed my eyes, I would have been there again: feeling her skin, smelling her Coppertone, letting her pull me under to drown in a sea of lust.


  I know: I’m dangerously close to sounding like Rod McKuen. But I don’t believe you get more than half a dozen moments like that in your life, and that was one of them for me. If there was a sadness (and there was, though I did not recognize it then), it was realizing how long ago that day had been.


  “How is he?” I asked.


  “Okay—now,” Ruth said.


  “Did they intubate him?”


  “No.”


  “Thank God.”


  This was the eighth time an ambulance had come since Timmy was born. I’d lost count of the times his asthma had sent us to the pediatrician.


  “What triggered it?” I said.


  “Three guesses.”


  “Pierpont.”


  Pierpont, a golden retriever, lived next door with Bob and Sue Morgan, two of the most sickening yuppies you’d ever want to meet—they’d made their millions in frozen yogurt and now spent it on Range Rovers and Sherpa-guided treks through Nepal. Definitely not our kind of people. Pierpont was electrically fenced, but of course that didn’t stop Timmy, whose only pets were tropical fish, from getting to him.


  “Sue called. By the time I got there, he was in shock.”


  I climbed into the ambulance.


  “Hey, Scooter,” I said, smoothing my son’s brow.


  His eyes brightened and he managed a smile. He was always so good about this.


  “Everything’s going to be all right now,” I said.


  Timmy lifted his oxygen mask and whispered: “I’m sorry, Daddy.”


  “For what?”


  “Playing with Pierpont.”


  “Don’t be silly.”


  “I promise I won’t do it again.”


  “I know you won’t.”


  Timmy took a breath—that terrible, wet breath we knew all too well.


  “Daddy?”


  “Scooter?”


  “Will I always be sick?”


  “Of course not.”


  “So, I’ll be able to have a dog?”


  “Of course,” I said.


  “And play Little League?”


  “A hundred bucks say you will.”


  In truth, the doctors didn’t know when, if ever, Timmy could play, or tolerate fur, or so much as climb a flight of stairs without struggling for air.


  “Now no more talk,” I said. “We’ve got to get you better.”


  An EMT beckoned: It was time to go. It was Ruth’s turn to ride with Timmy. I would follow in my car.


  It was an unusually warm night in early October. I had the window down and I heard crickets, and the last of the cicadas, and car radios tuned to rock ‘n’ roll.


  And it was spooky, how much it was like the night Timmy was born. This was the same route we’d taken, to the same hospital where we were headed now, at almost the same hour and day of the month—Timmy’s sixth birthday was in a week. Spooky, not only because the memory was so clear, but because it followed so closely my Cape Cod flashback. A shrink would’ve found something, I bet, exploring the link between the two.


  Let me skip over the early stages of Ruth’s labor and get right to when the baby began to crown—how, seeing white gloves streaked with crimson, I had one of my absurdist software thoughts: Wouldn’t this make one hell of a game, especially if you pushed it toward dark sci-fi, calling it Alien Creation, say.


  From absurdity, my thoughts shifted to the philosophical, a place they did not regularly visit. I was reminded of how profoundly our lives would change; of the awesome responsibility of having a child; of how our yard was big enough for a regulation-sized ballfield; of what kind of player our kid, girl or boy, would be—I was not sexist, you see. I thought of the extraordinary journey a human travels from single cell to infant—a being with the potential to fly F-16s or drive baseballs out of 75,000-seat stadiums. I thought of the innocence of babes and how they should not be punished for the sins of their parents. I was damn near metaphysical when, with one final humongous push, Timothy M. Gray came bawling into the world.


  “Congratulations on a baby boy,” the doctor said.


  “He’s beautiful!” Ruth said.


  “He looks just like you, Dad,” the doctor said.


  I didn’t respond to that.


  Ruth didn’t, either.


  “Do you have a name?” the doctor said.


  “Timothy,” I said.


  “Here,” the doctor said, handing me a scissors. “Cut Timothy’s cord.”


  “Isn’t that what you get paid the big bucks for?” I said.


  Pathetically enough, I had actually rehearsed this line, convinced it would make for a great comic moment.


  It did not.


  I cut the cord, and the doctor handed me my son. I whispered into his ear and kissed his nose and I did not notice that his skin was blue, his breathing labored, as if life already was a struggle.


  “We have to take the baby now to clean him off,” the obstetrician said. She wrapped Timmy in a blanket and took him out of the room.


  “Come here,” Ruth said. She took my hand and squeezed it with what little strength she had left. “Isn’t he wonderful?” she said.


  “He’s the greatest.”


  “Do you love him?”


  “More than anything.”


  “Honest?”


  “I swear to God.”


  “I’m sorry for everything,” Ruth said.


  “That’s behind us now,” I said. “Let’s never talk about it again, okay?”


  “Okay.”


  I don’t how much time had elapsed when a man in a lab coat entered the room.


  “I’m Dr. Lindquist,” he said. “I’m the neonatologist on duty tonight.”


  Neonatologist? I didn’t like that.


  “Is everything okay?” I asked.


  “We’re not sure,” the doctor said.


  “Oh my God,” Ruth said.


  “Your son has been transferred to intensive care,” Lindquist said.


  “What’s wrong?” I asked.


  Ruth was starting to cry. I wasn’t too steady myself.


  “We’re concerned about him getting enough oxygen,” Lindquist said.


  “His lungs?"


  “We’re not sure of anything at this point,” Lindquist said, “only that your son is in good hands.”


  Timmy had open-heart surgery on the second morning of his life and spent the next month at Massachusetts General Hospital. After so many return visits, they considered us family, which is why we were greeted by first name tonight.


  “Back so soon?” the head nurse said as Timmy was settled into a bed with an oxygen tent. “You must’ve missed us.”


  Timmy smiled.


  “Dr. Davis is on his way,” the nurse said. “As a matter of fact, here is now.”


  We made small talk as our pediatrician adjusted Timmy’s oxygen, started another IV, and ordered a portable chest X-ray.


  “You’re lucky,” Davis said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if he went home tomorrow.”


  Half an hour later, Timmy was sleeping comfortably. It was almost eleven, when I had a very important appointment.


  “Go home,” I said to Ruth.


  “But it’s my turn this time,” she said.


  “But what about your presentation tomorrow?”


  “I’m ready,” Ruth said. She was vice president of development at Harvard College. They were in the middle of another of their capital campaigns.


  “And you expect to be clear-headed after a night here?”


  “I’ll manage.”


  “No,” I said, “I’ll manage. All you’ve talked about for two weeks is this presentation. Go home.”


  “If I didn’t know better,” Ruth said, “I’d think you were trying to get rid of me.”


  I was suddenly panicked. Did I sound overly solicitous? Flat-out devious? Despite how the media would soon be portraying me, I was not well-practiced in deceit.


  “No,” I said, recovering nicely, “I only want you to give the presentation of your life.”


  “Well, it is a big one,” she conceded. “You sure you don’t mind?”


  “Not even a little. I brought my laptop.”


  “You’re such a snore,” Ruth said, with a laugh. “Always working.”


  “The shit never ends.”


  “I think it’s almost time for Vermont,” Ruth said.


  “I’m sold,” I said.


  “Columbus Day weekend?”


  “You’ve got a deal. Now go home.”


  We kissed, lightly, and she was gone.


  It was ten past eleven. I knew Ruth would not call until morning.


  I pulled the bedside phone from its jack and plugged in my modem.


  CHAPTER THREE


  “I’m sorry I’m late,” I typed into my laptop.


  “I was beginning to think you were standing me up!” Allison responded.


  “Like that’s possible. Timmy had another asthma attack. He’s in the hospital. I’m here with him now.”


  “Are you alone?”


  “Except for the nurse. She comes and goes.”


  “I have something for you,” Allison typed.


  I knew what it was: her picture. For two weeks, she’d promised it. Two weeks and—nothing. She was such a tease.


  “Not your GIF,” I typed.


  “That and more.”


  “A video clip?”


  “After a fashion. It’s not up to your exacting standards.”


  “I think you already know you exceed my standards!” I typed.


  “So, you want it?”


  “Is the pope a Catholic?”


  It was amazing, how inane I could sound with Allison. Ruth would never have believed it. Allison maintained it was part of my charm.


  “You’re the very first one to get this,” Allison typed. She gave me the address of her new homepage, which had become operational only this afternoon.


  “I’m honored.”


  “I’ll meet you back here in five minutes. Hope you like me.”


  “You could have two heads and I’d like you!” I typed.


  “Silly. See ya in five.”


  I’ll spare you the details of how what began with e-mail had become, in only two weeks, a relationship, if that was the word (it wasn’t), I could barely go an hour without rumination. You might conclude that the true underlying pull was sexual, and I would be hard-pressed to refute that in light of what was to come. But until tonight, there had been nothing overt. Only innuendo, sprinkled into small talk and digitally rendered.


  This is what Allison had revealed about herself: She was twenty-seven, single, and unattached. She lived on the Upper East Side with her father, a senior vice president at World Bank. Her friends included poets, filmmakers, musicians and artists. She loved the Yankees and was into movies big-time. She was a skilled video gamer and she repeated, every conversation we had, her desire to model for CreativeWare’s VR. I admit that laid out like this, Allison sounds like some stereotypical Gen X character—Zelda Fitzgerald for the ’90s, if you will. At the very least, Uma Thurman in Pulp Fiction. Of course, that was the point. Allison was somewhere I wanted to go, and whether it really existed was increasingly irrelevant.


  So those were the bullets on the bio card; beyond them was shadow.


  Allison never offered to explain, and I never asked, why she had no boyfriend. She told great tales of a summer she’d spent on Venice Beach, but drew a blank when I mentioned the Santa Monica Pier. Twice, she signed off abruptly when someone was at the door. And despite our growing electronic intimacy, there seemed dead space where I expected dazzling emotion—I couldn’t see what was in her heart, if you want to get country-and-western about it. Naturally, I’d had one of my absurdist software thoughts: that some particularly clever hacker had created a robot woman, and unleashed her on the net. I bet a guy like Gates would get his jollies that way.


  Except Allison was flesh-and-blood.


  I knew, because I’d found an “A. Manchester” in the Manhattan phone book and when I’d called, claiming, in an amateurishly disguised voice, to be a telemarketer, a woman identifying herself as Allison answered.


  Only two weeks into it, and the madness already had a firm hold.


  Truth was, I’d become a puppy at her feet. I couldn’t open up enough to Allison, couldn’t tell enough stories and infantile jokes, couldn’t have asked for a better audience. And you’d think she and Charlie Goldman were in league, the way she poured it on.


  Allison thought it was ultimate cool that I owned a 1967 Corvette Sting Ray and had built my own Field of Dreams, as she called it, in my backyard. She said I would have made an awesome film director—still could, if I wanted to. How did she put it? “Channel your creative genius in more cinematic directions,” I believe it was. “The power of your imagination could take you anywhere.”


  The power of your imagination. I like the phrase now more than ever.


  I was blindly rushing into things, of course, and now that I’ve had opportunity to examine why, what I keep coming back to is something simple, and sobering, and ultimately pathetic and sad: In all the years I’d been faithful to Ruth, no one had ever come on to me like this stranger who bore an uncanny resemblance to a certain Hollywood movie star.


  Temptation, a taste of fruit in the Garden of Eden.


  “What do you think?” Allison typed when we were connected again.


  “You’re even more beautiful than I imagined.”


  “Thank you.”


  “You belong in Hollywood.”


  “Silly.”


  “I mean it. You could be Julianne Moore’s twin.”


  “You know where I really belong—in virtual reality.”


  “I’m working on it,” I said, and I was. Just this week, I’d given one of my engineers a special assignment.


  I wasn’t exaggerating about Allison’s resemblance to Julianne Moore. This was Weirdsville, folks. I mean, in the similarity department, certain people remind you of someone else, some are worth a double-take, and then you’ve got your clones. Allison was a clone. I could speak with absolute certainty because I’d bought all of Julianne Moore’s videos and watched them, several more than once, after Ruth was asleep, in the privacy of my study.


  And I must tell you, the more I saw of the actor, the more I was taken. Even the titles of her films seemed rich with meaning: Roommates; Steven Spielberg’s The Lost World: Jurassic Park, blockbuster of the year; Boogie Nights, in which she played porn actress Amber Waves. There was a thin line between my fascination and the insanity that drives a stalker.


  Like Moore, Allison had long red hair that fell to her shoulders in waves, and her skin was fair and completely without blemish. Her eyes were a cat-like green, her lips soft and full and almost—almost—pouting. And you would have lingered on that face if your eye hadn’t been drawn to her neck and her white dress, cut low. She was wearing a pearl necklace and I wondered if she removed it before making love…and somehow knew she didn’t.


  That was the still, the GIF, I found on the opening pane of her homepage. From the purely technical point of view, her video clip was less stunning, but what it lacked in digital sophistication it more than made up for in its power of suggestion. Fifteen seconds long, it showed Allison, in a diaphanous gown (could it have been anything else?), moving in seductive slow motion through a rooftop garden, the twinkling lights of Manhattan visible beyond.


  And I was wondering which character in Virtual Clue best suited such an ethereal but oddly stereotyped presence when I was reminded of a strange thought I’d had watching Julianne Moore kissing Hugh Grant in Nine Months:


  Those incredible lips…they’re Sally Martin’s lips.


  Sally was the first girl I ever kissed—a sweet, plain-looking, unassuming soul who had genuine goodness in her heart. Sally had been on my mind a lot lately, since sending me an invitation to our twenty-fifth high school reunion, which she was organizing. I hadn’t seen Sally in over twenty years.


  “Ran into your dad,” her letter said, “and he tells me you’re doing real good. I’m not into computers or anything, but it sounds like you’re the Star of Our Class. That’s what I told the magazine guy anyway, I forget his name. I know September is late for a reunion, but it took a while to get my act together. Like that would surprise you! Anyway, hope you can come. You know, for old times’ sake and all that. There’s lots to talk about. I work as a CNA at the Blue Hill Rest Home and I’m divorced now (married a cop, you wouldn’t believe what a jerk he was) but considering everything, I’ve got nothing to kick about. Let me know.


  “Love, Sally.


  “P.S. Remember the night we spent on Blue Hill? Will you ever forget the sunrise the next morning?”


  I didn’t go to the reunion. I didn’t even write to decline the invitation, which was awfully shitty of me, no way around it, but what would I have said—water seeks its own level? I wasn’t being insensitive. I just wasn’t up for it, not then.


  You should know that at the time of Sally’s letter, I wasn’t big on the hidden meanings of dreams.


  A horse was a horse, not a symbol; the dead didn’t speak; past lives didn’t surface. That was touchy-feely New Age stuff, and if you could make a buck or two off it, I had no problem. But that parting line about Blue Hill—why did Sally put that in there? It stuck in my skull like some Top Ten song and incorporated itself into a dream.


  In it, Sally and I were sitting atop Blue Hill, the highest point in our hometown, which is halfway up the coast of Maine. Nothing happened—that’s what was so spooky. We didn’t make love as the sun came up, as we had in real life so many summers ago. There wasn’t any cool dream metamorphosis—her turning into a bird and flying off over the ocean, say, a scene that, for all my cynicism, might have symbolized something. We were just together, Sally and me. She was talking, but I couldn’t hear what she was saying. Then she was gone and I was at Massachusetts General Hospital, holding my son and marveling at how tiny he was, and how sick.


  When I awoke, I had two thoughts, neither of which I could dislodge from my brain. The first was: Can old lovers still carry a flame after two decades?


  And the other was: When Sally had made love to her ex-husband, had she ever, even once, thought of me?


  “Do you like the dress?” Allison typed.


  “I love it.”


  “And the necklace?”


  “Exquisite.”


  “They’re real pearls. You wouldn’t want to know what they cost.”


  “Five grand?”


  “You must be kidding.”


  “Ten?”


  “Try twenty.”


  “That’s a lot for a necklace.”


  “But worth it, don’t you think?”


  “Absolutely.”


  “Have you ever bought Ruth jewelry like that?”


  I had, on our tenth wedding anniversary.


  “Never,” I said. “But it’s something I’d buy you.”


  “You’re so sweet! Here we’ve only known each other two weeks and you’re already offering to buy me pearls!”


  “That’s pretty presumptuous of me, isn’t it?”


  “Yes…and I love it. To hell with the feminists—I still believe women can accept gifts from men.”


  “Not only can, but should.”


  “I like your style.”


  “And I like yours.”


  “Excuse me one second,” Allison typed.


  I used the break to check on Timmy. He’d gone to sleep in his Red Sox cap.


  “Here I am,” Allison typed.


  “Welcome back.”


  “Did you notice anything else in my video?”


  “Only how much you really do look like Julianne Moore.”


  “You didn’t notice I wasn’t wearing a bra?”


  Now this was something we hadn’t gotten into before.


  “If you look carefully, you can tell,” Allison went on.


  “You’re right,” I said.


  “I need to ask you a question,” Allison said. “It’s something I’ve wanted to ask for a while.”


  “Shoot.”


  “It’s a very personal question.”


  “I promise a very personal
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