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  Rule #10:
  
     Keep focused on the broad perspective and don’t get distracted by minor stuff—like, say, graduating from college.
  


“Da-da-da-dadadada-da-da-da / three’s company too.”

I’d been going over it for at least the last hour. The last cold, dark hour. And over it. The stupid theme song was gunning its tinny engine in my head, revving up and grinding around and around and not going anywhere. That was bad enough. What was even worse, much worse, was that no matter how many times I repeated it, no matter how many times it kept replaying in my brain, again and again, I couldn’t pull up that line. It was maddening. If I’d had a gun handy . . . I’m not saying I would have killed myself. I might have clicked the cylinder around a few times just to stare at the business end of the bullets, though.

Part of it was that I was still, as my grandmother would have put it, a “touch feverish.” For a couple of weeks now, I’d been pretending a case of flu was just a bad cold. I’d been pretending so long, I was getting fairly good at it. I was past the “I’d really like to roll over, but if I move I may just die” stage of the flu that I was pretending was a cold. I was going to live. Probably. A week ago, concrete had been shoveled into my nose and had seeped up into my sinuses and hardened. By now, it had loosened up. Some. I no longer felt like my eyeballs were slowly frying their way out of my head. I was improving. I wasn’t going to jump up and qualify for the Olympic track trials any time soon. I wasn’t getting exhausted by those seven long steps I had to take from the bed to the bathroom, though. I was just feeling a little shaky and a little hot still. I’d self-diagnosed my condition. My medical expertise wasn’t entirely reliable, but it did have the advantages of being cheap. And not requiring me to sit in a doctor’s waiting room. I had prescribed for myself some cough syrup and went on the assumption that if a single dosage of the little plastic jigger that fit over the cap was good, a couple of them would be even better. So maybe that was making me a little squirrelly too.

Feverish or squirrelly, I didn’t have a good excuse for not remembering the stupid third line. I’d heard it sung five times a week, every week, all last semester. Toby Ingersoll, my roommate at Beddingfield College, had gone on this weird kick, watching a cable channel in our room that played TV shows from the seventies. Every afternoon when I got back to the dorm after sitting through another ninety minutes of American Literature: A Postmodern Perspective, Toby’s butt, along with the rest of him, would be plopped in his beanbag chair. He’d gotten it—the chair, not his butt—from a senior last year who didn’t want to drag it home. The TV would be tuned to a channel where it was still the seventies and where comedies and dramas from that decade played twenty-four hours a day. Toby never missed an episode of a show about a guy who had to pretend to be gay so he could share an apartment with a couple of attractive girls. I think that was it. I wasn’t as involved in the particulars of the show as Toby was. I should have paid more attention. I wouldn’t be in the mess I was in right now, sleepless at 2:30 in the morning and fixated on that idiotic third line and unable to get my mind out of neutral over it. Tucker’s Rule #12: The more trivial the problem, the more it will be distracting.

To be honest, though, that was not my biggest problem.

Two days before, I’d said my goodbyes to Toby and to all those kooky, zany TV hits from the years of the Carter administration. Aloha to that divorced woman who worked at a diner somewhere out in TV land, the one with the uproariously funny customers. Adios to the cop show that took place in a gritty TV urban jungle. And now that I thought about it, arrivederci to Beddingfield College, a comprehensive, very exclusive, but accommodating first-class liberal arts institute dedicated to secondary learning since its founding by Philander Beddingfield in 1857; to its gracious, tree-lined campus located in Lancaster, New Hampshire, right between the banks of the scenic Connecticut River and the even scenic-er Great North Woods of the aforementioned Great State of New Hampshire. You have, I said to myself, moved on. I was just going to skip some of the assorted festivities and—uh, accoutrements. Like a cap and gown. And a diploma.

I don’t usually talk too much to myself. Usually I get out most everything I need to say to me fairly quickly. And lucidly. But there was that lingering touch of fever. And the fact that I was sleeping—or trying to—on a futon at Chris Langley’s place that smelled like his Irish setter, and it smelled that way because that’s usually where Langley’s Irish setter did sleep. I had asserted evolutionary privilege and staked out my claim, at least for that evening. The dog was curled up beside me on a ratty old quilt of Chris’s. So mostly I just lay there in New Hampshire’s winter dark, kicking off the heavy sleeping bag over me, then groping to tug it back up a while later as I went from sweating to shivering and let that theme song—the first two lines of it, anyway—run through my head. And in between the Quest for the Lost Stanza, I thought about what my parents were going to say when they found out I had parted ways with Beddingfield College in what was supposed to have been the triumphant and rewarding semester of my senior year.

There was some stuff I didn’t think about that night. Understandable, since it hadn’t happened yet. But also because, to be uncharacteristically honest, I really didn’t have the imagination to think that some of it could have happened to a guy like me. Like, for instance, what happened after the cops in St. Louis found that body.
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  Rule #17:
  
     Sometimes what you really need in life is nothing more complicated than a lot of cough syrup and twelve hours of sleep.
  


It was two nights before the night I stayed up and thought about those lines from the TV show.

“You never seemed the type,” Chris had said to me, after I slid across from him into the booth at Spencer’s Grill and told him that the pedagogical institution of Beddingfield and I were going our separate academic ways. Spencer’s Grill was the closest place the village of North Lancaster had to the diner like that one in the seventies TV show Toby watched. The customers weren’t as funny or clever as in the TV show. Although they had their moments. Once, back during hunting season, a deer hunter came in carrying the field-dressed corpse of a buck he’d just shot. He propped the buck up in a booth, sat down opposite it, and ordered a beer for both of them. Mostly it was a place where the locals hung out. Along with the beer they served to customers, including recently deceased antlered ungulates, Spencer’s put out burgers and sandwiches. Maybe the best dill pickles in the state. It was where the kids from Beddingfield went when they got sick of the food at the school’s cafeteria.

“The type?” I said.

“The type to get kicked out of school,” Chris said. His plate was empty except for a tumble of lonely-looking fries.

“‘Kicked out’ is a little strong,” I said. “Let’s just say I decided to pursue the self-actualization of my educational potential in more varied directions.”

“And the dean agreed with you,” Chris said.

“Exactly.”

“And you both concluded this right after the . . .”

“Correct,” I said. I really didn’t want to go into it. “Here’s the thing,” I added. “I need a place to stay for a couple of days. I’ve cleared out of my dorm and I’m headed south.”

“Where’s your stuff?” he asked.

“Back of the Toyota.”

“How far south you going?” he asked. He ate one of the fries, leaving the others looking even lonelier.

“Back to my parents’ place,” I said. “Massachusetts.” I didn’t add that I was forming a plan, slowly. And so far vaguely. I was only going to be in Andover, where my parents lived, long enough to drop off what I didn’t need from my dorm. My plan wasn’t all that detailed yet. I didn’t want to sound like I was completely clueless, though. Which I mostly was.

“Think the Toyota will make it that far?” he asked.

“Are you kidding?” I said. “I’m still just getting it broken in.” I’d stood over too many pans of splattering, skin-searing oil; sweated off too many pounds in steamy, stifling restaurant kitchens; collected too many scars on my forearms from the blistering edges of woks to make enough money to buy that car. Four summers’ worth. Four summers spent in sauna-hot, airless kitchens listening to singsong Cantonese, understanding only about one word in every six, and Mandarin, which after a long time I could finally manage not only to understand but use to get across my own opinions from time to time. The Toyota had a few thousand miles on it when I bought it, true. Actually a hundred and sixty thousand of them. But it was a Toyota. Had to be good for at least another K, or even two. I just had to remember to put oil in it. It was drinking oil lately like I’d been swigging cough syrup the past week.

Chris smiled and shook his head. The spring before, the University of New Hampshire had conferred upon him a degree in environmental engineering. It turned out the environment did not need nearly as many able-bodied engineers as one might have expected—particularly if one was among others who were listening to the ambitious predictions of teachers in that department at UNH. I didn’t think Chris tried too hard, however, to find a job in the field. The summer after he graduated, he went almost directly to the environment of the Ammonoosuc River outside North Lancaster. He engineered the rehabilitation—to the degree he could actually move into it—of an old summer shack his uncle owned and never used anymore, out on Germantown Road. He moved in, along with an Irish setter named Gork and a girl named Gretchen. By the end of Chris’s first winter in a place heated with a wood-burning stove and an open-air outhouse, Gork was still there. The only sign of Gretchen’s tenure was a toothbrush still dangling from a hook over by the dry sink. Chris eventually took a job with the Forest Service Ski Patrol, rescuing hikers and skiers and the assorted kinds who managed to get themselves lost on a regular basis all over the North Woods that covered this part of the state. During the winter, he taught kids to ski over at Bretton Woods.

January in New Hampshire is cold. Which is like saying the surface of the sun is hot. The cold doesn’t just sit there over New Hampshire during the winter. It’s active; silent but lively—and vicious in its own sneaky way. You might not be consciously thinking about the cold in a New Hampshire January. Ignore it too long, however, and it will make you pay. January in New Hampshire wasn’t so much an experience of trying to find a way to stay warm; that wasn’t happening. It was a matter, instead, of trying not to be too cold.

Chris had two kerosene heaters he moved around the cabin for places that were too far from the wood-burning stove’s tropical spell. One was in the bedroom where I was sleeping, hissing gently, putting out a warm, orange glow from the coils near the bottom. My sleeping bag was a thick one, suitable for temperatures close to freezing. So I was holding on okay. I’d been there two nights now. This was the last. It would have been nice to have gotten a good night’s sleep. I was satisfied not to be hypothermic. In fact, with something like a plan for my future forming slowly, if I could have just pulled up the third line to that song, I would have been almost perfect. I pressed the button that illuminated the dial on my watch. I thought it might have said 2:30. But before I could check again to be sure, I was sound asleep.

 

It was bright when the dog started whining and woke me up at what seemed like about a week later. I glanced at my watch again. It was already past two in the afternoon. I’d managed to sleep twelve hours. I pushed my way out of the bag and found it wasn’t damp with my perspiration. And I wasn’t shivering. And my left nostril was actually taking in the chilly air of the cabin, free and clear. Cough syrup is magic. It could probably cure cancer, I thought. I let the dog out. Chris hadn’t come home last night. He had been trying very hard to date a Dartmouth girl who was taking the semester off from school to work for the ski patrol. I assumed he’d succeeded—if not in dating her, at least in sharing some quality time with her.

I looked around his place. Chris had a sort of laissez-faire approach to housekeeping. It didn’t seem likely that Elegant Interiors Monthly was going to be showing up to do a photo spread anytime soon. Even so, I straightened things up, trying to hit that fine balance between saying, by my housework, “Thanks for letting me stay; I’m picking up around the house to show my appreciation” and “Jeez, you’re such a slob I couldn’t leave here without doing major domestic surgery.” I dusted, using what was either a very well-worn T-shirt or the dog’s toy. I washed dishes that appeared to have been in the sink most of the winter. My homemaking instincts satisfied, I packed up my stuff. I worked slowly, enjoying the sensation of moving around without feeling achy. My head felt like it was assuming normal proportions again. It didn’t take long for me to be ready. When I pulled out of Chris’s driveway and turned the nose of the Toyota south, though, the sun was already snuggling down into the upper branches of the hemlock trees all around. Sleeping late, then cleaning house had cost me a day’s driving time, true. But by sleeping in, I’d found a lot of my energy again. I wished I could say the same about the third line of that theme song.
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  Rule #19:
  
     Never pick up strangers at a highway rest stop unless they speak Mandarin.
  


The entire city of Lancaster, New Hampshire, may have assembled to wave goodbye as it disappeared entirely behind me when Highway 2 took a long, smooth curve off to the right. I wouldn’t know. I didn’t feel any need to look back. I passed through Lunenburg, then Dalton, then Gilman, and then, off to my right, I went by the long black, spruce-lined pool of the Moose Reservoir. I wasn’t in any real hurry. I didn’t dawdle either. By the time I made it to St. Johnsbury, where the two-lane road connected with I-93, the daylight was just about played out. It wasn’t quite there; only a few more moments until the time of the evening when you consider that it’s dark enough to contemplate turning on the headlights. I realized I hadn’t eaten in a long time.

When it comes to eating on the road, some people like to make a big deal out of those little Mom-and-Pop places along the highway that serve good old-fashioned home cooking. Blue-plate specials. Meat loaf. Swiss steak. Chicken pot pie. I don’t have anything against Mom. Or Pop. When I’m traveling, though, going from one place to another and not just rambling around on some kind of road trip vacation but actually trying to get to a destination, I don’t want to get off the highway and scout around trying to find a place that has the best corned-beef hash or pan-fried chicken. I just want to eat and get back to driving. I wasn’t in the mood for anything much, anyway, even though I was breathing now through both sides of my nose. There were road signs for half a dozen different franchise joints. They didn’t sound appealing. What sounded appealing were cinnamon buns. Ever since I’d thought about making either a late lunch or an early dinner back at Chris’s and deciding not to, I realized, I had started thinking about those sugary iced, cinnamon-dusted buns that come in pairs, wrapped in cellophane. The cinnamon buns that are available only in the finer, high-quality gas stations and twenty-four-hour convenience marts of the land—and, I was hoping, at highway rest stops. Like the one I was approaching, outside Littleton. I pulled in. My mouth was actually watering. I told myself to be realistic. Chances of striking dispenser-machine cinnamon-bun gold out here on I-93 were fairly small. I might have to settle for a fried fruit pie. As with much of the rest of life, I tried to keep my expectations low. Tucker’s Rule #52: Never ignore the strategic advantage in embracing low expectations.

 

She was sitting on one of the benches inside the rest stop. Other than her, the place was empty. She had a road map of New Hampshire spread out on her lap. A big dun-colored satchel-like duffle bag was beside her feet. Her pea coat, black, looked like it belonged wrapped around a sailor on deck for the dogwatch in the North Atlantic. She looked up when I came in, then dropped her eyes back down to the map.

Luck was on my side. The buns were right there. Sitting and waiting for me behind the glass of a snack machine. A bubbling water fountain that sprang up from the desert in the middle of Death Valley wouldn’t have been more welcomed for a guy crawling across the sand. Push a dollar bill into the slot, press C4, and—with a whir and a click and a satisfying thump—dinner was served. Wrapped in their shiny cellophane sleeve, the buns looked glossy and ripe with life-giving sweetness. In another machine were plastic bottles of orange juice. Could it get any better? I doubted it. Between the buns and the juice, I would pretty well satisfy my growing body’s need for simple and complex sugars for the next week or so. Moments later I was doing just that, slowly savoring one bun and licking a piece of icing off my upper lip while I stood and read a poster mounted behind a plastic frame about the history of that part of the Granite State. I learned that Littleton, New Hampshire, was originally called Chiswick, which is a Saxon word meaning “cheese farm.” I wondered why the Saxons needed a word for that. I learned that if you were living back around the beginning of the twentieth century and you wanted a stereoscope—and who wouldn’t have?—you could get one made at a factory right here in Littleton. I learned that there was a restored gristmill nearby. And a candy store right in town that was reputed to have the longest candy counter in the world. I wondered who kept records for that kind of thing. I finished the second bun, tossed the last of the juice down.

I heard a buzz behind me. I turned around and looked at her. She was wearing jeans faded at the knees, sneakers, and that bulky pea coat, unbuttoned, with a bulky knit sweater, brown, underneath. Her black hair was hanging straight down from a gray stocking cap, and she was bent over the map, studying it, so her eyes were hidden by her bangs. Still not looking up, she fished into the pocket of her coat and came up with a phone. She glanced at it, then put it to her ear and spoke.

“Wèi,” she said. And then, again in Mandarin, “Yes, yes, I’m okay. I’m in New Hampshire.” She repeated, “New Hampshire. Yes, I know.” Silence, while the other person was obviously talking, then, “Three friends who were going skiing here,” she said. “Yes, I got a ride from them.” Silence. “Because it was the fastest way out of town.”

Well, I thought, momentarily distracted from contemplating the deliciousness of my recently finished meal, this is interesting.

“I don’t know,” she said. “They dropped me off, and I’m somewhere in New Hampshire right now—I can’t find it on the map.” She looked down again at the map spread out on her knees. “But, yeah, I’ll get there. I just don’t know when yet.” She looked up, out the glass doors of the rest stop, into the nightfall. “Or how.” Another pause, then she nodded into the phone and said, “Yes, I will be. See you soon.” She ended the call and stuffed the phone back into her pocket.

I thought about it. Not long. Not long enough, anyway, to make any kind of wise, well-contemplated decision. About 1/100 of the time I’d devoted the night before trying to remember that third line of the TV theme song. About 1/10,000 of the time I’d thought about the Saxon need for a word for “cheese farm.” Which probably says more about me than I’d like to admit. And if the men’s room had been in the other direction, I might have turned that way and just kept going. She was sitting, though, between me and the place where, now that I’d slugged down all that juice, I needed to be. I was going to have to walk right by her. And it was just the two of us, in that official New Hampshire Department of Transportation Rest Area, in the middle of Nowhere, New Hampshire (somewhere close to Cheese Farm). In late January. Almost dark. Dark enough that the trucks and cars passing by outside were all wearing their headlights now, cutting beams through the shadowy dusk that was seeping in and sucking out all the light that was left of the day. I walked up to her.

“So,” I said in Mandarin, “come here often?”

She didn’t look up. She kept studying the map. I couldn’t really think of a clever line to follow up what I thought was, all things considered, a fairly amusing and effective opener.

Then she spoke, still not looking at me. “You speak Mandarin as beautifully as a monkey playing the cello,” I thought she said back. I got most of it. I caught the word “erhu,” a kind of two-stringed cello-like Chinese instrument. I knew that because a month or so earlier I’d read a review of a Chinese movie, and the movie’s composer used a lot of erhu music. I was pleased with myself at having that little bit of wisdom tucked away.

“Monkey played well enough for you to understand the piece, though, didn’t he?” I smiled.

“Yeah,” she said in English, still not looking up. “But I took a whole semester of Understanding Bad Mandarin.” Her English wasn’t accented. She’d learned it in her pumpkin seat. But Mandarin had been in there too. She’d learned both the words “cello” and “erhu” right about the same time in her life probably. If she had some kind of regional accent in Mandarin, I didn’t think I’d be able to pick it out. I couldn’t pick out her regional English either, except it sounded just a touch broad and flat and Canadian. If I could get her to say “about,” I’d have a clue.

“Not to be rude,” I said, “or intrusive. But do you need some help?”

“Yeah,” she said again. She looked up from the map on her knees and lifted her eyebrows. Her eyes were blacker than her hair. “I’m a fragile China doll, and I’m sitting here hoping a big, sensitive, but manly American guy will come along and take care of me in my moment of distress.”

“Good luck with that,” I said. I pulled my hand from my coat pocket and glanced at my watch. With my other hand, I felt my keys. The Toyota was calling to me. Miles to go before I slept. “Next manly American guy’s scheduled to be coming through here in about thirty minutes. Might be a little late, what with the winter weather and all.”

I figured she needed some time to think about that. So I went into the restroom. When I came out, she’d folded the map and put it on top of the bag at her feet. She was gazing out into the evening, watching the traffic. There wasn’t much. I thought about the situation again. This time not so long.

“Look,” I said, “I was kidding about the next scheduled sensitive but manly American. And I assume you think I’m a Wally Reed and all.”

She wrinkled her forehead. She did make eye contact, though.

I kept going. “And if I were you and looking for a ride, I’d think a long time about accepting one from anyone, least of all from some guy alone out in the middle of nowhere. If I were you, I’d be thinking this is scene three from a slasher movie, and everyone in the audience is watching you and begging you not to be stupid enough to get in the car with what looks like a ‘troubled loner.’”

She smiled, just a little bit, at the “troubled loner” part. I kept going. “But if you don’t have some other plan for this evening, it’s going to end one of two ways: either you are going to have an actual troubled loner come in here, and you’re going to be in some kind of danger, possibly serious danger, unless you’re concealing a Glock under that coat and know how to use it. Or two, the highway patrol is going to come by, and you are going to be picked up for—excuse me, nothing personal intended—‘solicitation’ or for not having any visible means of support or some such thing, because they understand that nothing good’s going to come from having a girl sitting out here all alone.”

She didn’t say anything for a moment, as if she was thinking it over. “Could you repeat that in Mandarin?” she asked finally.

“I’ll give you the highlights,” I said. But I didn’t. I just called her a “big egg.” It’s a slang expression in Mandarin. It means a “stupid person.” And I told her it was dangerous, very dangerous, to be sitting there. She sat there anyway, staring out at the highway, where the traffic was cutting sharper beams of light through the twilight that had completely closed in. In January in New Hampshire, night doesn’t fall slowly. It drops in like a piano falling out of a tree.

She sighed. “What are the odds a slasher slash troubled loner would be able to speak Mandarin?” Then, before I could say anything, she added, “Bad Mandarin.”

“Long,” I said. “Long odds. Though not impossible.”

“I’m going south.”

“I know,” I said. “It’s a divided highway. If you were going north, you’d be in the rest stop on the other side of the road.”

“What’re the odds a slasher slash troubled loner would also be logical in drawing deductive conclusions?” she asked.

“Okay,” I said, “I am a troubled loner. But that means if you get in the car with me, your principal threat will be boredom from my dramatic angst and morose self-pitying and not from exsanguination.”

She reached over and took the strap of her duffle and stood up. “Fine,” she said. “But I’m accepting a ride from you not because I believe a word you’re saying but because I just think it’s unlikely I’m going to be in danger from anyone who uses a word like ‘exsanguination.’”

She followed me out to the lot behind us, tossed her duffle into the rear of the car, and sat in the passenger seat, clicking on her seat belt.

“Where are you going?” she asked.

I backed out of the spot and threaded through the parking lot to the exit back out onto I-93. “St. Louis, Missouri,” I said, “by way of Massachusetts. How about you?”

“Buffalo, New York. By way of any way I can get there.”

I was curious about why anyone would be going to Buffalo in January. Or to Buffalo, come to think of it, in any month of the year. I didn’t really want to go into why I was going to St. Louis, though. No reason not to go into it. It wasn’t a secret. It just seemed a little complicated and, if I thought about it too much, a little too “undefined.” So I didn’t pursue the topic. Before I’d even gotten the car up to highway speed, she tilted her head back onto the seat rest and closed her eyes. I drove south.
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  Rule #3:
  
     Incredibly beautiful, exotic Asian babes are almost never psycho ax murderers.
  


“Wally Reed?” she asked.

I glanced over at her. She’d been sleeping, her breathing slow and deep and steady, for over an hour. It was night now. Full-on dark. Snow had started falling not long after we’d left the rest stop, snow that had begun to alternate with a sleety, freezing rain that peppered the top of the car with a soft patter. We were stopped, along with the five sets of taillights I could see in front of us. Beyond them flashed rotating wheels of red that I assumed had a state police car under them. The dashboard lights lit up the side of her face as she turned to me. The rest of it was in shadow. She hadn’t taken off her knit stocking cap. “You said I thought you might be a Wally Reed.”

“Yeah, Walter Reed,” I said. “You ever hear of him?”

She paused and thought for a minute. “The doctor? The one who went to Cuba or someplace back during the Spanish-American War; discovered the cause of—” She stopped. “Ohhh. I get it.”

It was quiet some more. “That’s a good one,” she said finally. “Yellow fever.”

“Sure,” I said. “What do you call them?”

“Gee-Gees.”

“Gee-Gees?”

“Acronym,” she said. “Stands for ‘Geisha Guys.’ Guys who have a thing for Asian girls. Guys who have, as you put it, ‘Yellow Fever.’”

“A trifle creepy.”

“We still haven’t established that you aren’t one of them,” she said.

“I haven’t asked you to give me a massage.”

“Or to pour you some sake.”

“Are you hungry?” I asked.

“Nope,” she said. “You?”

I shook my head.

“Yeah, given that banquet I saw you indulge in back at the rest stop, I can see why not,” she said.

“A sound diet is the cornerstone to a healthy life.”

She rubbed her face briskly, with both hands. “Why are we stopped?” she asked.

“Moose would be my guess,” I said.

“Moose?”

“Moose. Somebody probably hit one crossing the road.”

“Does traffic stop for the funeral?”

“Ever see a moose?” I asked.

“Not that I know of.”

“You’d know it,” I said. “They’re big. Hit one with a car and you’ll take him out, pretty messily, and do about the same to your car. The combined mess of moose and machine tends to shut down the road until they can get a tow truck out to haul off the car and the moose.”

“Where are we?” she asked, covering an impressive yawn.

“Getting close to New Hampton,” I said. “You were asleep all through the middle of the White Mountains.”

“Were they scenic?” she asked.

“Spectacular,” I said, “though arguably not so much when it’s pitch-black.”

From behind our car, from our right, I saw more flashing, moving slowly off on the side of the road, that came close and turned out to be another highway patrol car. It slowed, then stopped beside us, and I leaned over when my new friend rolled down her window. The patrolman had lowered his as well.

“Moose?” I asked.

“Moose.” Then he added, “Road’s starting to ice up too. Going far?”

“Mass,” I said.

“Why?” he asked.

I grinned. There was not a lot of love lost between Massachusetts and New Hampshire. People in the latter tended to regard people in the former as thoughtless littering jerks who used New Hampshire as their backyard playground. On the other hand, people in Massachusetts, too many of them, were famous for thinking of New Hampshire as, well, their backyard playground.

“Hauling a load of the trash they left back down to dump on their lawns,” I said.

He grinned back. “Good,” he said. “But you might want to take a break. Salt trucks are coming this way. Be easier driving after they’re through.” He waved. The line of traffic in front of us had started moving. There was enough snow and ice on the road that I could hear it crunching beneath the tires. We passed the moose—its mortal remains anyway—that was on the side of the road next to a pickup truck. Given the shape of the front panel of the truck, the moose had done some customizing work on it.

“Wow,” she said. “They are big.” She yawned.

When she yawned again, I asked, “Tired?”

“Yep,” she said. “I was mostly pretending to sleep, waiting to see if you were going to try to molest me.”

“Same here. Only I was just pretending to be driving. Next rest stop, do you mind if we pull off and sleep for a while?”

“Oh, now it gets weird.”

“Only if you can contain your natural impulses to throw yourself on the first sensitive but manly American guy who picks you up at a rest stop in the middle of nowhere,” I said. “Besides, you heard the highway patrol guy. If we wait until the salt trucks come through, the road’ll be in better shape.”

I slowed and eased off the highway and came up the ramp that led to the rest stop parking lot. There were separate spaces for trucks and cars, and I wanted to park as far away as possible from the row of throbbing diesels idling in the truck lot. But I didn’t want it to look like I was driving us off into the shadows too deeply, away from all the other cars and trucks. That could have seemed a bit weird. So I nosed the Toyota up against the curb close to the restrooms and the covered pavilion that held the snack and soda machines.

“You go first,” I said, pushing my chin toward the restrooms. “I’ll stay with the car.”

She opened the door. “There are some snack machines over there,” she said. “Want me to get you another course in your banquet?”

“Pass.”

When she returned, I took my turn. I washed my hands and face in the sink and brushed my teeth. Time to tuck myself in for beddy-bye. At an interstate rest stop. Alongside what was basically a hitchhiker I had picked up randomly. At another rest stop. I didn’t think this was taking me in exactly the sort of life direction my counselor back at Beddingfield would have approved of.

We pulled the levers to make both front seats recline back as far as they could, which is, in a Toyota, nowhere near comfortable or conducive to sleep. I offered her the sleeping bag. She took it, unzipped it, and tossed it over herself. I had on a pair of silk underwear I used to ski in, heavy corduroy pants, a cotton shirt, and a knit sweater. I threw my parka over me. It was full of some fluffy material guaranteed to keep me warm on most of the mountain slopes of the Himalayas and to wick away moisture like a sponge. It didn’t, however, have much going for it in the way of bedclothes. As long as I was warm, though, I’d be able to sleep. I burrowed my way into the seat and rolled onto my side. The trucks hadn’t gotten any quieter.

“How do you know I’m not a psycho ax murderer who’s going to castrate you in your sleep?” she asked me, after we’d both rustled around a bit and found what seemed like the most comfortable places to be and had been still for a while. I could tell from the sound of her voice that she’d pulled the bag up around her head.

“Be a clear violation of the rules,” I said.

“Rules?”

“I have some rules,” I said. “They’re pretty dependable.”

“Which rule covers this?” she asked. She’d sat up.

“Number three,” I said, rolling over. “Rule Number Three is that incredibly beautiful, exotic Asian babes are almost never psycho ax murderers.”

“Oh,” she said. She lay back down. It was quiet, except for the rumbling engines of the trucks in the lot beside us and another going by on the highway right then that changed gears with a throaty growl.

“I’m curious about what Rules Number One and Two might be,” she said.

“Stick around,” I said. I rolled back again and faced the door handle and closed my eyes. I’d figured, with the combination of the truck noise, the sodium lights in the parking lot casting sickly yellow shadows, and the oddness of having a complete stranger lying next to me, that it would take time to go to sleep. I was wrong.

I woke up to a truck horn blasting and, simultaneously, the sun coming up just enough to edge over the side of the car and hit me right in the eyes. I tried to burrow deeper into my parka. My arms had twisted around and wadded it, and it wouldn’t go any higher. I kicked around a couple of times before giving up and rolling over onto my back. She was already awake, sitting up, looking at the frosted interior of the windshield. All the windows in the car were covered in an icy rime. It was the view beer must have from inside a frosted mug.

“Exotic?” she said.

“Huh?”

“Last night you described me as—I think I am quoting you correctly here—an ‘incredibly beautiful, exotic Asian babe.’”

“So you’re objecting to ‘exotic’ but not to the other stuff?” I asked.

“I did find the ‘Asian babe’ reference to be simultaneously sexist and racist,” she said.

“I can’t tell you how deeply sorry I am,” I said. “I’m very poor at apologizing for the inherent racism of my breed. I can only blame it on our natural genetic superiority.”

“Yeah,” she said. She rubbed her face with both hands and pulled her hair back. It was longer and a glossier black than it had seemed last night. “Whatever.”

“Did you sleep okay?” I asked her.

She nodded. “You?”

“I tossed and turned a little bit,” I said. “I was trying to figure out how you could use an ax to castrate someone.”

“Likely there would be a lot of collateral damage in the process.”

“I prefer not to think about it,” I said. “I’d rather think about breakfast.”

She polished the window on her side of the car with her fist, clearing a little, golf ball–size hole through some of the frost. She peered out.

“I’m guessing room service is out of the question,” she said.

We opened the doors and stiffly stepped outside. It hadn’t gotten any warmer. The morning air was so sharp it seemed brittle. Our exhalations exploded in clouds of steam. The snow and sleet had stopped. There was just a dirty white crust on the ground. I could see a long hump of snow out on the side of the highway. The plows must have come through while we slept. There was a kink in my neck that wasn’t going away soon, and a sore spot on my right hip where I’d laid on the loose seat belt buckle part of the night. I had never spent the night in a car. I wasn’t looking forward to doing it again.

“Think this part of the New Hampshire interstate might have some places where we can get a bowl of zhou and a side of crispy youtiao?” I asked her. The thought of a classic Chinese breakfast of hot soupy, fragrant rice with toasted bread sticks made my stomach grumble.

“I’d settle for waffles,” she said.

“Wow,” I said. “You are exotic.”
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  Rule #60:
  
     You can go home again, although the place might be slightly dusty.
  


We stopped at a gas station, where we took care of the Toyota’s dietary needs and then walked across the lot to fill ourselves at a restaurant. She glanced at the menu after we sat down. “Would you order for me?” she said. “I need to—uh—‘freshen up.’” She told me what she wanted and disappeared in the direction of the restrooms. I ordered. Waffles for her. With blueberry syrup. Scrambled eggs for me. I looked out the window. The sky was a bright blue bowl. The sun was harsh, with a chilly light. Cars pulling out of the gas station belched out wisps of steam from their mufflers. I rubbed my hand over my cheeks and felt the stubble. I’d shaved last at Chris’s place. I needed to again.

She came back to the booth and saw me brushing my fingers along my chin.

“You could use a little freshening up yourself,” she said.

It was an odd thing to say. But I was distracted. It was the first time I’d seen her with her hair combed, without the stocking cap. Her hair was blue-black, long and straight. She wasn’t pretty. She wasn’t anything like the China doll she’d mentioned last night. She wasn’t ugly, either. Or even homely. Her face was long, with high cheekbones. She didn’t look like a Han, the most common ethnic Chinese. She looked a little Mongolian. I realized I didn’t know her name. I decided not to ask. She hadn’t exactly been a fount of information about herself. Maybe she had her reasons. If she wanted me to know, I concluded, she’d tell me.

“We’ll be in Andover before noon,” I said. “I’m thinking of freshening up there, with about a one-hour hot shower.”

“What’s in Andover?” she asked.

“It’s where my parents live,” I said. “It’s where I grew up.”

“So now that we’ve slept together, you’re taking me home to meet the folks,” she said. Which I also thought was a weird thing to say.

“The folks won’t be there,” I said. I told her about the trip. My parents and two other couples they’d known since their college days had been talking, ever since those days, about a sailing cruise around Indonesia. They finally decided if they didn’t do it soon, they weren’t ever going to. So they did. They rented a fifty-foot ketch and the captain who came with it, and they became the crew. They would be on the high seas until spring or until, as my mother said, they were taken captive by Indonesian pirates.

 

We crossed the line between New Hampshire and Massachusetts a little after ten. I didn’t get off the highway until we were at Methuen. My passenger was quiet, watching the scenery.

“Ever been to this part of Massachusetts before?” I asked. She shook her head.

“Ever been to Massachusetts period?”

“Nope.”

“Pity,” I said.

I pulled off just outside Andover and went to a market at Shawsheen Village. At the meat counter, I got a plastic-wrapped chunk of pork belly. Most people in this part of Massachusetts use pork belly, chopped into bitsy pieces, to flavor clam chowder. So lots of stores carry it. I added some knobs of fresh ginger, two heads of broccoli and one of garlic to my basket. Unless my parents had raided my stash in the pantry, I was fairly certain I could find whatever else I needed there. She followed me around, hands in her coat, watching, not saying anything.

“You need anything?” I asked.

“I’ll meet you at the checkout,” she said.

When she did, she put a package of tampons on the checkout conveyor belt. She could have separated from me when we came in the store and bought them discreetly. But she didn’t seem embarrassed or shy about it. Maybe she was just doing it to—what?—shock me? I’d seen girls do that before: deliberately use language “nice girls” weren’t supposed to use or whip off a shirt in front of you to change—stuff that seemed like it was meant to prove some kind of point. I thought this was sort of like guys in school who take up smoking because they think it makes them look older or tougher. On the other hand, maybe she just needed the tampons and she didn’t really care one way or the other.

 

It’s funny how you don’t see your house the same way other people see it. I’d grown up there. It was my home. I never thought much more about it than that. I knew it was bigger than some homes. It sure wasn’t a mansion, though. We pulled into the driveway. I heard a low whistle beside me.

“Nice how you’ve obviously got the slave quarters out of sight of the main house here at the plantation,” she said.

“It’s not a plantation,” I said. “It’s a cross-gabled Victorian. With shingle siding.”

“What it is,” she said, “is big. It’s also beautiful,” she added quickly, like she thought I might be offended at being accused of growing up in a big house. I wasn’t.

“Do your parents own the Internet?” she asked. “Or some small country? Like Denmark?”

“My parents,” I said, “specifically my mother, specifically her great-grandfather, worked on the Boston & Maine Railroad, as a conductor. He had a lot of time on his hands while the trains were running, so he hung out in the mail car. He came up with a way that made it faster for trains to transfer mail from the mail car to the station. The train didn’t even have to stop to make the transfer. He came up with some hooks and poles so they could just switch out as the trains came running by. He sold the idea to the train company. He sold it to a lot of other train companies. He made a lot of money. He built this house, back in the twenties. My mother inherited it.”

“So will you inherit it?” she asked.

“Probably.” Although after the way I’d left Beddingfield, maybe the will would be changed.

“Maybe this is a little forward of me,” she said, “but would you consider marrying me?”

“Maybe later,” I said. “First let’s go inside and make sure the domestic staff haven’t been stealing from our Rembrandt collection again.”
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