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At noon on the dot, the town hall
clock began to chime. Like clockwork, James stood up from behind
the register at his hobby shop, stepped outside and pulled the
paned glass door of his hobby shop closed. The “WILL RETURN AT
1:00” sign swung gently as he locked up and started the walk home,
his nose buried in “The Newbury News.”

James liked routine, and this was his
routine every day – at least every day since that unfortunate
accident four weeks ago. Everyone in town knew to steer clear of
Mister Topps’ flatbed on Saturday mornings. You’d hear the
clickety-clickety of his truck’s ancient cylinders and know that
he’d have been at Tony’s bar every Friday night like clockwork, and
you had to watch out for him, because he couldn’t be expected to
watch out for you the next day.

Of course, Mrs. Miller and her
daughter Sarah didn’t know this; they weren’t from around here, so
it wasn’t part of their routine, which said that if the traffic
light turned red then the traffic would stop and you could cross
the street without worrying that someone drunk or hung-over would
be behind the wheel, let alone that they would run the light when
you were walking right in front of them.

That day wasn’t routine at all. James
had come running out of his shop when he heard the commotion of
metal and tires and the screams of brakes and two females when
Mister Topps didn’t stop until too late. James felt the girl’s
wrist – Sarah, she was only fourteen – for a pulse while Mayor
Trumble checked the mother, but they were both dead on the
scene.

The girl still had a death grip on a
leash, and this yorkie – the tag said Missie – attached to the
other end had somehow not been hurt, and just sat there looking
lost and helpless. James had no interest in having a pet – they
could be such a nuisance, and mess with your routine - but he
thought he could hear Sarah saying “please take care of her,
Mister,” and he felt sorry for Sarah and that’s how James wound up
with an old, weak-bladdered yorkie that needed to be walked every
day at lunch if he didn’t want her to pee his carpet.

Each day since, he had walked the
three blocks home, past New Antiques, Gavin’s Treasure Trove of
Books, Mike’s Deli, Perfect in Pink and the other shops on Main
Street. He’d been in all the shops at one time or another – except
Perfect in Pink, of course. What reason would he have to go into a
girl’s dress shop?

Just like most of the time since the
Millers had been stuck in Newbury, Sarah was standing outside that
dress shop waiting for James. It was only a few hours at a time,
but it always seemed like an eternity before he’d come by. When she
saw him lock up, she checked for the hundredth time that her penny
was still leaning against the hydrant by the curb. Then she glanced
at where her mother sat at a sidewalk table outside of Mike’s Deli
with Mr. Gavin, who always ate lunch alone.

Mother was obsessed with getting them
out of this limbo, or whatever it was they were trapped in, and
spent most of her time in Mr. Gavin’s bookstore, pouring over books
on the supernatural.

“Don’t get too attached to
these people,” Mother kept telling Sarah.

“But James and Laura were
made for each other! They’re the most solid people I
know!”

“You don’t know them! This
is exactly the sort of thing the books warn about.”

“But you can’t find life in
books – it’s out there.”

“And we aren’t anymore, and
we shouldn’t meddle with those who are. You’ll get too wrapped up
in their lives and ruin our chance to finally leave here,” her
mother said.

“But I like
them.”

“Enough is enough! I have
reading to do. You are not to play with them anymore.”

Now her mother sat there across from
Mr. Gavin, lost in thought.

She’s probably working
through another of those supernatural books she read while she
haunted his bookstore; she won’t notice,
Sarah thought.

Sarah waited until James was crossing
Fifteenth between the antique shop and Gavin’s, and then she popped
inside Perfect in Pink. She could see him through the side of the
bay window, but she didn’t have to see him; James never dallied,
and she knew exactly how long it would take him to reach the dress
shop. She saw Laura behind the counter, writing up an order for
some jewelry or something.

Sarah was certain that
James would like Laura if he would talk to her for five minutes,
and she just knew that Laura would like James. Sarah liked him, after all, and
she and Laura had all the same tastes, which was why Sarah had been
so excited looking at the window display and hadn’t noticed the
truck coming until – until it
happened. The dress she had wanted was still in
the window on the dress form – a pink organdy fluff piece that any
teen would have died for - except, of course, that Sarah
had.

She put her hand on the
shoulder strap, and concentrated until she could feel the gauzy
flowers that swept down from the shoulder. I would have looked so pretty in this, she thought. And then she pushed with all her
might.

The dress form tipped forward. At
first Sarah thought she hadn’t pushed hard enough, but all her
weeks of practice paid off, and it tilted just enough so that
gravity took over. It toppled into the window, and the knob of the
neck cracked a pane in the middle of the bay
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