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  Rick Hautala, Samuel Beckett, Frank Marino, and Winter Wake: An (Answerless) Equation That Would Make Stephen Hawking Give Up and Go Into a Gloomy Room to Weep.


  by Gary A. Braunbeck


  Read the following line and remember it; it’s going to be important later. Or maybe not. You never know:


  “‘I’m serious,’ he said, his expression grim and serious.”


  That beauty—which haunts me to this day—was from the original 1989 Warner Books release of the novel you are about to read. Note the date of original publication—it right at the cusp of horror’s so-called “halcyon days” in the late-80s—early 90s, a time when publishers couldn’t get the stuff out fast enough and readers couldn’t buy it in enough quantities. What should have been a formulae for glorious success quickly turned into a (pardon the cliché, but seeing as we’re talking about horror in the 80s and 90s …) a recipe for disaster. Because the public couldn’t get enough, publishers and many you-should-pardon-the-expression writers were churning out … let’s be courteous and call it work of sub-standard quality. A lot of horror writers whose work was all over the place and were rapidly be hailed as new “household names” by their publishers are now little more than trivia questions under the Whatever Happened To …? subject line on dark fiction discussion boards. Their work is now consigned to used-book stores, and those of us who were around back then spot these names and book titles and feel a momentary wave of nostalgia … then the embarrassment and nausea kicks in and we flee to the Dickens, the Poe, the Lovecraft, Straub, King, Barker, and eventually to drinking alone in a darkened living room, trying to kill those memories and staunch the scent of horror’s first bout of explosive diarrhea.


  Not exactly a literary pinnacle for the field (I refuse to use the word “genre”), is what I’m saying.


  However, some really good stuff got lost in the shuffle. Case in point, Winter Wake, which, despite a few clunks here and there—“‘I’m serious,’ he said, his expression grim and serious.”—could still stand tall above the majority. The clunky areas can be attributed to both youthful impatience on Hautala’s part and the often-unreasonable deadlines writers were working under at the time. (The late J.N. Williamson once had to deliver a novel to Zebra Books in—get this—twenty-five days from their acceptance of his proposal package. (For those of you unfamiliar with that term, a proposal package is the first 3 chapters or 50 pages of a novel, along with a 2-page, single-spaced synopsis of the remainder of the story. Even with 50 pages already finished, can you imagine what it must have been like to have to write, revise, and deliver an entire novel in less than a month? Is it any wonder than even several quality writers such as Williamson occasionally coughed up something as resplendently awful as Queen of Hell? Plus it damn near killed him and paid a pittance—$3,000.00—to boot.)


  All of that might be important later. Or maybe not. You never know.


  The ’89 edition of Winter Wake was also blessed with one of the most gaudily gruesome covers of the decade. I’m not even going to try to describe it—go online and find it for yourself; you’ll be glad you did. It still has a strange, compelling kind of beauty to it, though I often hid the book in a newspaper as I read it in public.


  The novel also put Hautala on the brink of becoming a Big Name. And that’s where Samuel Beckett and Frank Marino come into the equation. Take off your Stephen Hawking Hats, because you’ll never figure this out, either.


  What does Samuel Beckett have to do with any of this? Well, in the early 1970s, Beckett, for the first and only time, directed a stage version of his Waiting for Godot in London. It enjoyed a respectful limited run but received decidedly mixed reviews, mostly because Beckett, having come back to his most popular but least-favorite play, directed the actors to move and speak in an almost robotic fashion, all but annihilating the Absurdist humor that made—and still makes—the play a classic. One critic from The Sunday Times remarked that audience members should keep in mind that “…the Samuel Beckett who directed this production is not the same Beckett who wrote Godot thirty years ago …” Some critics even accused Beckett of displaying his near-contempt for the piece by directing in such a manner so as to destroy its original tone and the memories of past productions’ warmth and humanity.


  Sensibilities can change in an instant, and thirty years’ worth of changing sensibilities can cause a writer to re-examine and/or re-interpret his or her work in ways that do more damage than they do any enriching of the original.


  The Rick Hautala who so painstakingly revised this version of Winter Wake is not the same Rick Hautala who wrote it over twenty years ago. His sensibilities have changed, his literary concerns have deepened, and his prose is now a richer reflection of much more patient, thoughtful, and self-critical craftsman.


  Which is to say you needn’t worry that he’s somehow ruined the novel he wrote over two decades ago; if anything, he’s streamlined much of the narrative, more fully developed the humanity of his characters (which was pretty damned impressive to begin with), and turned the volume on the creepiness factor up to 11—but without grandstanding or drawing attention to the writing or his intent as the writer, no small achievement.


  Here’s the thing; Winter Wake, in its original form, and for its sometimes clunky prose and plot-holes, was about something, and I will forgive a novel many faults if its thematic concerns strive toward more than giving the reader a good scare, chill, or gross-out. I’m a little snobbish that way. What Hautala has done here is comparable to the breathtaking sleight-of-hand William Peter Blatty pulled on us when he re-wrote Twinkle, Twinkle, “Killer” Kane to give us the magnificent The Ninth Configuration. And Hautala has done it for the same reason as Blatty; he was never happy with the original, could see only the flaws, the missed opportunities, the moments of self-indulgence or self-consciousness.


  You don’t always get it right the first time. Sometimes it takes twenty years to get it right.


  That may be important later on. Or maybe not. You never know. I say this seriously, with a grim and serious expression on my face.


  Now Frank Marino enters the equation, and Hawking’s Tears begin.


  I know—know for a fact, do you hear me?—that a full 98% of you have no effing idea who Frank Marino is, and if you love, like I do, really exquisite and overpowering blues-rock-jazz guitar, your musical life is all the poorer for it.


  Frank Marino is the guitarist for a group called Mahogany Rush, who came this close to superstardom in the mid-70s. They still record and tour, as does Marino as a solo act, but few will recall albums like Maxoom, Tales of the Unexpected, World Anthem, and a minor masterpiece called Strange Universe (which, as far as I’m concerned, was the inspiration for other great metal bands like Tool and Dream Theatre, but I digress). In 2007, Frank Marino and Mahogany Rush released a live album called, simply enough, Real Live. It is, hands-down, one of the 10 finest live albums ever recorded by any band, and contains guitar work by Marino that is nothing short of astonishing—hell, he plays “Red House” better than Hendrix did. His virtuosity is right up there beside that of Hendrix, Roy Buchanan, Rory Gallagher, Stevie Ray Vaughn, Pat Metheny, Emily Remler, John McLoughlin, and Steve Morse—and in a few cases, Marino’s fretwork surpasses some of them. He’s that good. So why haven’t you heard of him and Mahogany Rush? Confuses the shit out of me. But now, hopefully, I’ve piqued your curiosity enough to seek out the work of Marino and company.


  What’s the Hautala/Marino connection that further confuses this equation? In 1989, Rick Hautala’s name was high up on many peoples’ reading lists. It’s the last third of 2010 as I write this, and for some reason, Rick’s name has slipped through the cracks; and like the obscurity of Frank Marino and Mahogany Rush, there’s no good goddamn reason for it. Here we have a writer who for the past decade has been producing some of best work in the field, a majority of it coming from the small press. Rick’s last appearances in the mass-market ended a couple of years ago with the publication of the last in a series of heart-wrenching and mind-bending ghost story novels published under the pseudonym of “A.J. Matthews” by Berkley Horror (this was back when publishers still put that word on the spines of their books). The confidence, depth of feeling, multi-leveled characterization, and ominous tone that was the trademark of these fine novels is on full display here in this (most definitely) “preferred” version of Winter Wake. It begins with that old chestnut, the dreaded Family Reunion Under Difficult Circumstances, but it quickly becomes so much more than a mere familial fable of deep dark secrets and the ghosts that accompany them.


  There is an ongoing sequence throughout this novel wherein one of the major characters keeps having repeated dream-memories of a real-life past event that at first seems, well, sad and tragic, but every time this dream-memory occurs, something has been altered. This is one difficult mother of a chore to pull off in a novel, because each time you go through the sequence, a lot of it’s the same as last time. Something like this can wear on a reader’s patience in a hurry, but in Hautala’s hands, it becomes something akin to a metaphysical Greek Chrous warning the audience that all is not as it seems. By the time the revelation hidden deep within this dream-memory (and the character’s crumbling denial of the truth) is revealed, your heart may very well be trying to squirt out through your rib-cage; and the final fifth of Winter Wake achieves a level of operatic grandeur with one of the longest and most jaw-dropping set-pieces I’ve ever encountered, taking place in a wicked blizzard that gains momentum and destructive power as the dark forces coalescing around the Carlson family turn Glooscap Island into a place of broken spirits and frozen life-death. Think of the finales of Ghost Story and Bag of Bones combined and streamlined, with a dash of both Poe and Lovecraft added to the mix, and you’ll have some idea what you’re in for.


  Rick Hautala’s work deserves to be rediscovered by a new generation of readers who have had their fill of Hannibal lector-wannabes, Romero knockoffs, and minor-league Lestats posing as angsting teenagers with perpetual scowls that are supposed to pass as characterization.


  The re-issue of Winter Wake trumpets with loud fanfare the ferocious second wind of one of our most underrated story-tellers. You should hop on the New Hautala Express, or else you’ll wind up weeping alongside Hawking while listening to Frank Marino and reciting passages from Godot as you try to discover why you missed out.


  —Gary A. Braunbeck


  Lost in Ohio


  Sept. 2010


  A BRIEF NOTE


  The republication of an early novel must always give a writer pause. I had a very long and frustrating pause with this particular project.


  When Bob Booth first said he wanted to republish Winter Wake as part of the NECon Classics, I was—of course—flattered and thrilled to have what, in memory, anyway, has always been one of my personal favorites of my own books. Unlike some authors, I never go back and re-read or even browse through my earlier books. They are what they were when I wrote them, and I have decided to leave them alone.


  But republishing Winter Wake required that I look over the electronically scanned text, and let me tell you—while the story was (I think) fairly solid, all I saw where awkward constructions, faulty syntax, clunky dialog, lousy punctuation, and way too much “rumination” on the part of the characters. Naturally, I was sorely tempted to revise, rewrite, and restructure the whole damned thing. Point of fact, I started doing exactly that. The red-lined version looked like the computer screen had been hit by an arterial spurt or two. Before long, though, I found myself getting frustrated. I wanted to firebomb the whole damned novel and start from the ground up.


  And then my good buddy Matt Costello (who was gently reinforced by Holly) made it clear to me that Bob was publishing what he considers a “classic” horror novel. Here I was, on the verge of coming up with “New Coke” to replace the old “Classic Coke.” Why not, Matt and Holly asked, let it stand as it is?


  Please don’t even begin to think that I consider this book—or anything else I’ve written—to be a true “classic.” Far from it. I am painfully aware that I was a very young man when I wrote Winter Wake. It was, after all, only my fifth completed novel. I had a lot to learn (and still do) about the art and craft of writing and storytelling. This particular book reflects a young man’s concerns and perspectives—some honest and true; some callow and (to be kind) “immature.”


  But I had to make a decision, and ultimately that was to leave the book almost exactly as it was originally published—scabs, warts, divots, and all. There was a much longer opening scene that explained in more detail the death of Bri’s cat, Bungle, that was cut due to length considerations. I see now where I could have engaged in other, more judicious pruning. Yes, I have removed my (youthful) overuse of exclamation points(!), and I have tweaked a few sentences here and there, but this book as you’re reading it is 99.9% the way it was when it was originally published by Warner Books.


  For better or worse, here is Winter Wake, alive and breathing again thanks to Bob Booth and the NECon Classics line of e-books.


  Enjoy!


  (… There I go with the exclamation point again …)


  Rick Hautala


  July 8, 2010


  Westbrook, Maine
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  Do you not see from what


  acts of yours you suffer as you do?


  To destruction self-inflicted


  you fall so shamefully.


  —Sophocles


  PART ONE: Clotho—the Spinning Fate


  In the shadow of the hill,


  Shall my soul be upon thine,


  With power and with a sign.


  Though thy slumber may be deep,


  Yet thy Spirit shall not sleep;


  There are shades which will not vanish,


  There are thoughts thou canst not banish.


  —Lord Byron


  So shalt thou feed on Death, that feeds on men,


  And Death once dead, there’s no more dying then.


  —Shakespeare


  ONE: Coming Home


  I


  As John Carlson drove, his mind sifted through thoughts and speculations about what lay ahead—for both him and his family. After leaving home almost twenty years ago, there wasn’t much comfort in the prospect of coming back to Glooscap Island. Hell, why not admit it? There wasn’t any for him. Of course his wife, Julia—as usual—was making the best of the situation, but that only made it worse.


  The bottom line was—his father, Frank, needed help. Last spring, he had suffered a stroke that had left him partially paralyzed on the left side and subject to blackouts and memory lapses. The stroke was “very minor,” as the doctor had said, but still worrisome. So he and Julia had been given two rather obvious options—either put him into an elderly care unit, hospital, or nursing home, or else move back to Maine and live with him so they could be there to help. If he had wanted to spend the rest of his life sleeping on the couch—or out in a snow bank—he would have said no when Julia insisted they move back to the island.


  As it turned out, the land-surveying company John worked for in Vermont had connections with the Atkins Construction Company in Portland. His boss quickly arranged for an interview, and he got the job. So with a job and a place to live—on an island in Casco Bay with an ocean view, no less—things should have been … well, maybe not rosy, considering his father’s situation, but certainly not as depressing as the cold, rainy drive.


  He noticed he was holding the steering wheel too tightly—even for such bad driving conditions. His bottom line—ignoring Julia’s—had been that he didn’t want to move back home … not to Maine, not to Glooscap Island, and certainly not to his father’s house. It was like being sucked down a funnel, right back to the one place he didn’t want to be. He knew damned right well that “you can never go home again,” and his response had always been—Who the Christ would want to?


  “I think it looks kinda spooky,” Bri said as she stepped out of the car and looked down the stretch of the suspension bridge leading over to Glooscap Island. Even with the hood of her raincoat pulled tightly around her face, strands of her light brown hair stuck out and fluttered in the wind until the pelting rain matted them down. Usually, Bri’s eyes sparkled with the youthful excitement of a thirteen-year-old, but now they were dark with apprehension.


  “I hope it’s not a bad omen,” Julia said. She was standing with John beside the U-Haul truck no more than fifty feet from the bridge. They had stopped to check a flapping sound coming from the trailer, but John was relieved to find it wasn’t a flat tire, as he had feared. Bri had gotten out to stretch her legs after such a long drive. October rain came down like hard pellets, rattling the truck top and their raincoats. The road over the bridge seemed to dance, vibrating with energy. Pencil-thin streams dripped from the brims of their slickers, and Julia’s sneakers made squishy sounds when she shifted from one foot to the other.


  Across the narrow bay, Glooscap Island was shrouded in fog. The land looked an amorphous gray, darker than the sky that seemed to breathe and swell. The island actually seemed to change shape in the shifting mists. Close to the end of the bridge, Julia could barely make out a few houses—or maybe fishing shacks. She wasn’t sure. The water in the bay was black and gray, capped by white wind-blown scud. The air was tangy with salty.


  The bridge, so John had told her, had been built back when he was a boy growing up on the island. He had told her how the island people had divided into two quite hostile camps—those for and those against connecting Glooscap to the mainland. Before the bridge, people had gotten to and from the mainland in one of two ways—either on the Casco Bay Lines ferry or in their own boat. Those folks opposed to the bridge saw easy access to the island as a threat to their independence and their quiet way of life. Those in favor of the bridge viewed it as a way to increase the population—and real estate value—of the land. Easy access meant more people, more houses, more summer folk, more jobs if you ignored the impact on the fishermen and lobstermen. In sum, it meant more money. Regardless, the bridge’s existence was evidence of which side had the greater pull in the state house. It all depended on your point of view whether you thought it gave the Glooscap residents the best of both worlds … or the worst.


  II


  When they arrived at the house, Julia waited in the street with the car running while John slowly backed the U-Haul up the driveway to the garage door. Actually, it was an old barn converted into a garage that connected to the house by a breezeway. All but one of the windows along the top of the garage door were cracked or broken.


  Surrounded by maple trees, the house sat on the corner lot between Shore Drive and Oak Street. It was a typical New England cape, a bit larger than Julia remembered from previous visits to the island … larger and much more rundown. The formerly white paint on the clapboards had weathered to a dull yellow. The sheltered sides were chipped and peeling; the front had practically been stripped down to bare wood. Rain slanting in off the ocean gave the house a mottled, sickly look.


  Time for a coat or two of Sears’ Best, Julia thought as she surveyed the house.


  The dull gray shingles on the roof were curling with age—“fish-lips,” as the locals called them. It looked as though the next strong gust of wind—certainly the first northeaster this winter—would tear them away along with the antique storm windows with their green felt-lined frames. No newfangled doors and aluminum combination windows, much less triple-pane thermoseals, for this house. The door in the breezeway sagged to one side, obviously loose on its hinges.


  The maple trees in the side yard were spindly and gray, permanently bent landward from the prevailing sea winds. Their branches reached skyward like tired skeleton’s hands, grasping but never grabbing hold of the tattered clouds. Braced between two old maples was a stack of unused firewood which, by the rotted looks of it, would remain unused. All in all, the scene pretty much reflected how Julia was feeling inside—dull and dreary. She needed something to cheer her up, soon.


  Julia drummed her fingers on the steering wheel as she watched John get out of the truck, go into the house by the breezeway door, and then, from the inside, run up the door. She wondered if he could fit the U-Haul inside, the garage was such a cluttered mess, but John dashed out to the truck, started it up, and, leaning out into the rain, backed it on in. The front end of the truck barely made it inside so he could close the door—not that the rain couldn’t pour in through the broken windows.


  But only a portion of Julia’s attention was on what John was doing. Most of her mind was occupied with thoughts about the house—their new home. She hoped it wasn’t as bad as her first impression. Of course, she couldn’t have expected Frank to keep the place up—not after his stroke. The rain didn’t help her mood. It beat down on a summer’s worth of tangled weeds and uncut grass, and muddy runoff streaked the driveway.


  She had wanted to take Bri into the house as soon as they got there, but she also wanted John to be the first to greet his father. In spite of their agreed-upon arrangements, they had set up the whole business of moving in with him over the phone, and she was nervous about their first face-to-face meeting.


  Looking up at the large house—God, in this weather, it looks like Noah’s ark, she thought—she began to wonder if they were doing the right thing after all. She wasn’t blind to the heavy responsibilities they were taking on, even with the help of a visiting nurse, who was supposed to stop by daily. But the reality of it hit her hard.


  John, meanwhile, had run the garage door down and was standing in the shelter of the breezeway, waving for her to bring the car up the driveway. Julia put the car into gear and drove right up to the barn door and cut the engine. John began to unload the car as Julia and Bri got out and approached the kitchen door of their new home.


  Sitting in his wheelchair, Frank Carlson—Bri’s new grandfather—was waiting for them in the kitchen. If the house had appeared more run-down than Julia remembered, then Frank appeared much worse. Her strongest memory of him was of a hearty, robust man who, in spite of being six feet tall and weighing over two hundred pounds, had carried himself with grace and an easy strength. The frail man sitting in a chrome-plated wheelchair, his thin legs covered by a frayed patchwork afghan, looked like an entirely different person. Only his face, which was much thinner and more wrinkled, remained the same.


  “Frank,” Julia said, approaching him cautiously, as though he were an animal she didn’t want to spook. “Nice to see you again. How have you been?”


  Frank made a smacking sound with his lips as he ran his fingers through his baby-thin gray hair. His eyes suddenly clouded over as he looked from Julia to Bri and back again to Julia. He shifted in the wheelchair, the motion almost knocking off the tattered slipper from his left foot.


  “You ain’t Abby, are yah?” he said, his brow furrowing.


  “No, no,” Julia replied. “I’m Julia … John’s wife. Remember?”


  “’Course you are,” Frank said, his eyes suddenly brightening. Then his voice dropped to a low rumble. “Well, hell—I’ve been better.”


  “You’ve never met Brianna before,” Julia said. “Bri, this is your Grandfather Carlson.”


  “It’s-umm, very nice to meet you,” Bri said, sounding to Julia like a schoolgirl reciting a memorized line.


  She held out her hand to Frank, and after regarding her a moment, he held up his own hand and they shook. Bri was surprised by the warm strength of the man’s grip. His hand was callused and hard from a lifetime of work, but there was also gentleness when he touched her. When they broke off, she found herself staring at the blue veins and tendons that stood out beneath the thin, nearly translucent skin on the back of his wrinkled hand.


  “Why don’t I heat up some water for tea,” Julia said, cutting into the awkward silence. She rubbed her shoulders and shivered. “By the time John gets inside, he’ll be chilled to the bone.”


  “I got some Salada,” Frank said as he started to roll his wheelchair over toward the kitchen counter. “None of that fancy-pants herbal stuff.” He pronounced the “h” in herbal. Only Bri caught the little twinkle dancing in his eyes as he said this. She smiled back at him.


  “I’ll get it,” Julia said, halting him. She went over to the stove and picked up the teakettle and inspected it before giving it a quick rinse and filling it with cold water from the tap. Its bottom was blackened.


  Frank grunted. “Works well enough … I just can’t always get to it fast enough.” He slapped his hand down on the armrest of the wheelchair. Pulling back hard on the wheels, he swung over to the table. The tendons in the backs of his hands stood out as thick as pencils as he moved, and both Julia and Bri saw his neck tighten with the effort.


  As the water was heating up, Julia rummaged around in the cupboards, looking for cups and sugar. Frank seemed unwilling to tell her where to look, so she took the opportunity to go through the cupboards. She noticed that all of the food and only a few dishes, bowls, cups, and glasses were on lower shelves within easy reach of someone who no longer could stand up. What surprised her, though, was the cleanliness of the kitchen. Everything was in order, stacked neatly away. From the condition of the outside of the house, she had expected to walk into a pigsty. This was a pleasant surprise.


  Julia found the sugar bowl on one of the higher shelves. She figured Frank didn’t use it. When she took the lid off, she was even more convinced—the sugar had dried to a single, solid lump. She put four cups on the table, and then leaned back against the counter while she waited for the teakettle to start whistling.


  Bri was standing by the kitchen window, looking out into the back yard. She jumped with surprise when her grandfather spoke close behind her.


  “There’s a much betta’ view out the living room window,” he said. “Storm like this can really send the waves up over the rocks.”


  “Oh. I’ll have to go see,” she said.


  Once Bri had left to check out the view, the silence in the kitchen got thicker. It wrapped around Julia like a heavy coat. She was trying desperately to imagine John growing up in this house, but she couldn’t picture him living here. Of course, back then things would have been much different. Frank would have been young and strong, like John was now. Dianna, Frank’s mother, would have had her drinking, which would eventually kill her, under control; and John and his brother, David—who, unlike John, hadn’t been lucky enough to return from Vietnam—would have been racing through the house, whirlwinds of noise and activity.


  But no matter how hard she pushed her imagination, she simply couldn’t conjure up those ghosts from the past. This had been the home of a solitary, crotchety old man for too long.


  “I have to say, you do seem to have gotten along quite well before now,” Julia said. She winced as soon as the words were out of her mouth, realizing how they might easily be taken the wrong way.


  Frank, who apparently was used to taking things the wrong way, snorted. His left hand, lying stiffly in his lap, twitched slightly.


  “I mean,” Julia continued, “the house is—it isn’t a …” She rubbed her hands together and was grateful when the teakettle started whistling shrilly and she could turn her attention to it and let her sentence die.


  “I been having Hilda Marshall do a bit of housework a coupl’a times a week,” Frank said.


  “Well, I guess from now on you won’t have to,” Julia said. She finished filling the four cups, then went over to the window to see if she could catch any sign of John. She rinsed the kettle again, shook it empty, and put it back onto the stove.


  Frank made a soft chuckling sound and shook his head. “I been sayin’ all along it weren’t necessary for you and John to do this, yah know.”


  Julia turned and looked at him. Her mouth opened, but nothing came out. She was thinking, If John didn’t want us to come here, and he doesn’t want us here … did I really force the issue this far?


  And in spite of all her altruistic motives based on family ties and needs, for the first time Julia wondered what she had gotten herself and her family into.


  “Bri … Honey,” she called out, forcing a steadiness into her voice that she didn’t feel. “Why don’t you go out and get your father. Tell him I have some hot tea for him.”


  Bri came running from the living room, but she only got halfway to the kitchen door before John swung the door open and, in a gust of wind-blown rain, stepped inside. He shivered as he sloughed off his raincoat. His face looked pale and tense, almost frightened as he glanced at his father and nodded a silent greeting.


  “So,” his father said, his voice rumbling in his chest like distant thunder. “After all these years you finally come home to stay.”


  TWO: Church Wood


  I


  “We probably ought to take a look around, don’t you think?” Julia asked. She had gotten up from the table and was putting the empty teacups on the counter beside the sink. She would wash them later, after they had supper. The surprise would have been if Frank had an automatic dishwasher.


  Rain was still rattling against the windows, but with the furnace rumbling like a friendly beast in the basement and the ceiling light spreading a warm, yellow glow all around, the kitchen was cozy. The only chill had been the not-so disguised tension between John and his father.


  A blast furnace at full tilt, Julia thought, might thaw that out.


  “You’ll have to ’scuse me from helpin’ yah,” Frank said. “I think Johnny remembers where everything goes.”


  He pushed his wheelchair away from the table and started moving toward the living room, where Bri, her tea getting cold on the coffee table, was sitting on the couch, looking out at the storm-tossed ocean.


  Once Frank was out of hearing, Julia sighed and shot John a withering look.


  John took a breath and shook his head, covering his face with his hands as he rubbed his eyes.


  “I’m beat from the drive,” he said by way of excuse, but when Julia didn’t respond, he nailed her with a look and said, “This isn’t going to work out, you know.” His voice was muffled by his hands. “I knew it all along, and I tried to tell you.”


  Julia was standing at the sink, her fists tightened.


  Granted, their first hour in the house had been tense, but she was convinced that it was only a matter of time before everyone adjusted.


  “He’s used to being alone,” she said, nodding toward the living room. She could hear the soft buzzing of voices as Frank and Bri talked. “After an active life like he’s had, don’t you think you’d be a bit resentful, being confined to a wheelchair?”


  John shook his head and, sighing, leaned back and looked up at the ceiling light. The cheap cut glass made the glow spin in watery circles in his vision.


  “I think he’s done pretty well, considering what he’s had to adjust to,” Julia continued. “I mean, feeling so confined and so dependent on other people … no wonder he’s a little cranky.”


  John laughed at that and suddenly shifted forward, his voice lowering as if he were threatening her. “He hasn’t changed—not one damned bit. It’s a matter of degree, not kind.”


  Julia wet a dishrag, walked over to the table, and wiped up the crumbs, scooping them into her hand, then rinsing them down the drain. She was determined not to let her husband’s hostility and negativity get to her.


  “I wish you would give this a fair chance,” she said. “After I—”


  John laughed again and rubbed under his nose with the back of his hand.


  “Yeah … sure. Go ahead and regale me with your story of your grandmother and what happened to her when she was put into a nursing home.”


  “That’s not fair, John, and you know it.” Julia was wringing out the dishrag and now gave it an extra hard twist.


  “Come on. Tell me about how the staff treated her … or failed to treat her. About the time you came to visit her, and she had crapped herself and had been lying in her own filth for how long? An hour? Two? Certainly long enough so it had—”


  “Stop it,” Julia shouted. She slapped the dishrag down on the edge of the sink. “That’s not fair!”


  “Sure yes, it is,” John said, pushing his chair back and getting up. “I think it’s more than fair because, as far as I’m concerned, this is your gig.”


  With a ragged intake of breath, Julia turned away and looked out the kitchen window. Her pulse made a soft, fluttery sound in her ears like a trapped bird; her throat felt as though she had swallowed something hard and dry. She started to speak, but all that came out was a sharp clicking sound.


  “Little Miss Goody-two-shoes,” John said.


  Julia could see his reflection in the window, and she didn’t like the smirk on his face … not one little bit. Taking a deep breath, she turned and looked at him, forcing her emotions to loosen up.


  “John—” she said, raising her arms pleadingly, signaling him that it was time to stop this “got’cha” crap and hug her. He hesitated for only an instant, then got up from the table and came to her, pulling her close. She lost herself in his heavy scent, grateful that she could let him hold her like this, if only for a moment. She twined her arms around the small of his back and, looking up at him, waited for him to kiss her. When he did, she couldn’t help but notice his lips were cold and tight.


  “You know,” she said, pulling back and looking him squarely in the eyes, “this isn’t going to work out unless you’re with me on it.”


  John bit down onto his lower lip and nodded.


  “And I realize,” Julia continued, “that coming back home—to stay—isn’t exactly easy on you. I know it isn’t quite what you wanted to do—”


  “Not quite,” John said with a snort. “That could be called the understatement of the day.”


  “But your dad needs us. He may be too proud to ask, but I can tell, and I’ll bet you can, too. It means a lot to him that you would come back and help him like this.”


  “It means a lot to you, too—doesn’t it?” John said.


  Julia considered for a moment, then nodded agreement.


  “And I know, in some ways, you’ve been so—so pushy about this because you want to make up, somehow, for what happened to your grandmother.” He wagged his forefinger in front of her face. “Uh-huh. Just this once, don’t deny it, all right?”


  Julia was silent for a long while. Then she nodded.


  “I promise you I’ll try to make it work, okay? For you and Bri and me.”


  “And your father?”


  John nodded, but a flicker of resentment crossed his face.


  “For him, too. Come on, let’s give Bri the grand tour so she can start getting settled in her bedroom. She is getting the best bedroom in the house, you realize.”


  Julia forced a laugh and gave him a playful punch on the shoulder. “You’re just saying that because it was your bedroom when you were a kid.”


  “That’s right, and look what a fine, upstanding person I turned out to be.”


  II


  “Is it true what”—Bri paused before saying the next word, as if her tongue wasn’t quite used to forming it yet—“Granddad said?”


  “What?” John asked. “What did he tell you?”


  He was leading the way up the stairs with Bri and then Julia following behind. Julia more or less remembered the house from the few times she and John had visited before, and she hung behind, wanting Bri—more than anyone else—to be excited about this move.


  “About the ‘church wood,’” Bri said.


  When they reached the upstairs landing, John turned and looked at her. For an instant, in the dim glow of light from the ceiling fixture, his daughter’s face looked … different, somehow. It was fuller, more mature. Her eyes were cast into shadow that—for no more than a heartbeat—made her look almost like a different person entirely.


  “Church wood?” John said, his voice catching in his throat. “I don’t know what that is.”


  Bri nodded. “He said this house was made from wood gathered from a whole bunch of buildings that had been torn down and stuff, and that some of it was made from what was left of one of the churches after it burned.”


  Julia shook her head, confused, looking from Bri to John. “I’m sure back in the old days, when this house was made, they did stuff like that—recycled wood from other buildings. What’s that got to do with anything?”


  “Well …” Bri cast a nervous glance down the length of the hallway. Trimwork that had needed new paint at least ten years ago and faded wallpaper gave everything an unnerving gloom. Thick dust had gathered in every corner. “Granddad says that—even back when he was a boy, his mother said she could still hear the organ music playing late at night … that the wood echoed with it.”


  Julia snorted a laugh and shook her head. “Come on. He’s making that up to tease you. Let’s take a look at your room. We won’t unload the truck ’till the rain stops, so we can take time now to figure out where we’ll put everything.”


  “Is it true, though?” Bri asked, her brow creased with concern. “Or was he just, like, trying to freak me out? He told me his wife—dad’s mother—heard it sometimes, too—especially in winter.”


  John and Julia looked at each other, each of them knowing the other was thinking that John’s mother very well might have heard organ music resonating throughout the house. By the time John had left the island to go to college, his mother was so far gone with her drinking that she might have seen pink elephants dancing in the hallway, too.


  “Look here, Bri,” Julia said, placing her hands firmly on her daughter’s shoulders and looking her squarely in the eyes. “I don’t know your grandfather a whole lot better than you do—” She saw that John was watching her. “But I’d say he’s just ribbing you.”


  Bri couldn’t repress a shiver when she looked down the length of the dimly lit hall again. “Yeah, but—”


  “No yeah-buts,” Julia said. “Sure, there are going to be unfamiliar sounds in an old house—creaking floorboards … squeaky doors … stuff like that—but that’s to be expected.”


  “Even a new house,” John added. “These days, with construction and materials so shoddy, you hear all sorts of weird noises.”


  “But that sounds so … creepy,” Bri said, her voice hushed with awe.


  “Don’t get yourself worked up about it,” Julia said, pushing to the front. “Let’s take a look at your bedroom.”


  She led the way down the hallway toward the farthest door. Bri hesitated before following her and John. When she turned and looked down the stairs, her heart gave an extra-hard thump in her chest when she saw her grandfather, sitting in his wheelchair at the foot of the stairs, gazing up at her. He was smiling, but the thinness of his face and the hollowness of his gaze made it look more like a grimace of pain. Very slowly he raised his hand and, placing his forefinger to his lips, made a soft hissing sound.


  It took effort for Bri not to say something. All she could think was, Is he trying to warn me about something? She knew already that, for the first night, at least, she was going to be lying there in bed, staring at the ceiling half the night, waiting to hear the soft, wavering notes of ghostly organ music.


  III


  “You’re not having second thoughts, now, are you?” John asked. A trace of a smile danced across his lips, but he tried not to let it show.


  Julia’s face, he thought, was a perfect copy of what Bri’s had been as she surveyed her new bedroom. Frank had called out for someone—anyone—to come downstairs, and Bri had gone, reluctantly, to see what he wanted. Julia was pacing back and forth across the hardwood floor of the bedroom where they would be sleeping, her eyes scrunched up as she tried to assess its possibilities.


  Her first—and practically only—thought was that she was angry at herself for one slight miscalculation. If they were planning on staying here with Frank for however long, then she was damned well going to have to do a bit of “paint-’n’-paper” work. She couldn’t figure out why John hadn’t reminded her what a sorry state the house was in. She had been expecting simply to move into the house … that the house would easily absorb them and all of their possessions—at least the ones they hadn’t put into storage. It had never even crossed her mind that, especially in the years since his wife died, Frank wouldn’t have kept things up.


  “No … Not at all,” she said, shaking her head as she paced back and forth. “Although it does feel kind of funny, thinking we’ll be sleeping in the same bedroom your parents used all those years.”


  “Well … you do look a bit … discouraged,” John said.


  Julia looked at him, took a deep breath, and let her shoulders drop. Her lower lip began to tremble, but she didn’t know whether to turn away from him or collapse into his arms and let all her frustrations out in a single, big sob.


  “Okay … Yeah, I … I guess I am—a little let down.” She forced her voice to stay steady. “I don’t think you realize how hard this all is for me, too. Do you realize that in all the time since we decided to do this—the whole time we were discussing it—”


  “Arguing about it, really,” John said.


  “Whatever … I don’t think you ever once thought about how all of this was going to impact me. I mean … think about it. You’ve got it easy, compared to me and Bri. You’re coming back to a place you know well—the house you grew up in and all. There are still people around who know you. Everything’s familiar to you.”


  John smiled as he came over to her and put his arm around her shoulder. He tried to pull her close, but she resisted.


  “Do you have any idea what I’m talking about?” she asked, looking at him, her expression firmly set.


  John nodded. “’Course I do.”


  “You’ve got a job lined up and everything,” she said, “and what do I have to look forward to? Taking care of your invalid father and an antique house that looks like it hasn’t been cleaned in years.”


  “You’re forgetting one thing,” John said, his voice even and low. He glanced at the doorway, to make sure Bri wasn’t out in the hallway, listening. “I never wanted to come back here in the first place.” He wagged his forefinger at her and he waited, watching for her reaction.


  Julia turned away from him and walked over to the window. This room had the same ocean view as Bri’s except for a large maple tree in the front yard that blocked some of it. Her breath came in a long, shuddering gasp.


  “You really can’t admit that by forcing the issue you may have made a colossal mistake, can you?” John leaned one arm on the wall and, cocking his hip, regarded her with an icy stare that penetrated the back of her head as she stared out at the rain. “In all the years I’ve known you,” he went on, “I’d have to say that’s your one real flaw.”


  “Oh? And what’s that?” She turned to meet his stare.


  “You’re so damned hardheaded. Once you commit to something—no matter what happens, you can’t admit it when you’re wrong.”


  “So you think coming back home to help your father is wrong?” Her voice was quivering now.


  John nodded. “In a way—yeah. I’ve said all along I think the best thing would be to put him into a nursing home where the staff could take care of him twenty-four-seven.”


  Julia started shaking her head gently, but he went on.


  “And don’t say it—I know you’ll say what happened to your grandmother was the exception, not the rule. The one thing you haven’t accepted is that things change. The days of families, parents, children, grandparents—everybody living together in the old family homestead like this is … is some half-assed romantic notion you’ve got.” He raised his arms, indicating the dingy bedroom with a wide sweep. “Well, babe, this is it. This is the reality that’s going to throw cold water right into the face of your romanticism.”


  He turned and strode out of the room, his footsteps sounding heavily on the stairs as he went back downstairs to the living room. Julia pressed her face against the cold windowpane, staring at the rain splashing on the glass in front of her eyes. She finally was able to let go of the emotions inside her, and hot tears rolled down her cheeks.


  IV


  A short while later—after she had composed herself—Julia came downstairs. She put her best face on in front of Frank and Bri, but the iciness between her and John remained even after the hour or so they spent dashing back and forth in the rain between the house and the car to get what they needed for the night.


  Frank hadn’t gotten any extra groceries for his guests. There was a half-used package of hot dogs, a can of B&M baked beans, and two cans of Pabst lined up for his usual Saturday night supper, but there wasn’t much else in the house to eat.


  “Hilda, the woman who does my cleanin’ for me, usually gets me groceries on Monday,” he said. That was the closest he came to apologizing.


  Julia caught herself wondering if Hilda’s shopping was as skimpy as the alleged cleaning she did.


  “I reckon you could drive on down to Pottle’s for a few things,” Frank said. “’Less you feel like hauling on into Falmouth to the Shop ‘n’ Save.”


  Neither prospect appealed to either John or Julia, but finally—because John wanted to avoid anyone who might recognize him at Pottle’s—Julia drove down to the corner store. Half an hour later, she came back grumbling about the outrageously high prices at the corner store.


  “Fella’s gotta make a livin’,” Frank said. “Y’could have gone to Falmouth if you wanted bargains.”


  “His prices are almost double what we pay in Vermont,” Julia said as she unloaded a head of lettuce, some tomatoes, hot dogs, and rolls onto the counter. She tried to simmer down while she and Bri made a salad and heated up the hot dogs and beans.


  Supper was a tense affair, and Julia found herself thinking if this was how it was going to be, there was no way things would work out. Every time she started a conversation, either John would not pick up on it or Frank would cut her short with a … well, it might not have been meant as a nasty remark, but she was so sensitive, it sure felt that way.


  Throughout the meal, Bri kept thinking about her cat, Bungle, who had died a week before the move. He’d been hit by a car in front of their house. The image of him, lying dead on the sidewalk, his fur matted down by the rain, kept rising in her mind, and she kept choking back tears. The few times someone—usually her mother—directed a comment at her, she would shrug and say, “Huh?” forcing whomever to repeat their question.


  Frank seemed to be the only person who enjoyed this “traditional” Maine Saturday night supper of beans and hot dogs. After the tension of driving across three states, and the worse tension of their argument earlier in the bedroom, Julia ate so little she was sure she would be looking for something to munch before bedtime.


  “Good meal,” Frank said, pushing his wheelchair back from the table and tossing his wrinkled napkin onto his empty plate. He reached to pick up his plate to bring it over to the sink, but Julia quickly stood up and took it from him.


  “I can get that for you,” she said.


  He looked at her, his expression dancing somewhere between irritation and gratitude.


  “I ain’t no invalid, you know,” he said softly. “A little something like this ain’t gonna keep me down for long.” He slapped himself on the thigh.


  Julia went over to the sink and rinsed his plate under the faucet, then put it on the counter next to the pans. She wanted to say something to establish her role as helper, not nurse, but she was still so tense from what they’d all been through today that she said nothing and went back to the table to get her own plate.


  “Mind if I smoke?” Frank asked, reaching into the pocket of his cardigan and fishing out a battered corncob pipe and pouch of tobacco.


  “It’s your house,” John said, so Frank rolled open the pouch and filled the bowl. Within a few seconds, he had the tobacco stoked and, grunting his thanks, rolled his wheelchair into the living room.


  They spent the evening watching television, the intermittent conversation going about the same as it had at supper. When bedtime rolled around, there was a brief discussion about who would sleep where until they got the bedrooms set up. Finally, Bri agreed to roll out a sleeping bag on the rickety bed in her bedroom—“Just this one night,” she insisted, and John promised she would set up her bed first thing.


  Frank, of course, retired to his bed in what used to be John’s brother’s bedroom. Even if he had offered to let Julia and John sleep there, which he didn’t, they would have refused. Once Frank bid them good night, and Julia had settled Bri in her room, she and John folded out the couch hide-away bed in the living room and made it up with sheets from the linen closet.


  “These smell nice and fresh,” Julia said as she tossed open the contour sheet so John could catch the other end.


  John hesitated for a moment, looking at her with his eyebrows raised. “Umm,” he said, holding the sheet to his face and inhaling deeply. “Kind of surprising.”


  They spread the top sheet and a heavy quilt over the bed, and while Julia worked the pillows into the pillowcases, John stripped off his clothes and went to the downstairs bathroom to brush his teeth. Julia put on her nightgown and then collected both her and John’s clothes and put them in the laundry room.


  “You want the curtains open or closed?” John asked when he came back into the living room.


  “Either way,” Julia said.


  “Let’s leave ’em open, then,” John said.


  He stood by the window for a while, staring outside. In the distance, a blinking light flashed rhythmically—the lighthouse on Great Diamond Island. Off to the right, Julia could see the small yellow rectangles of a few neighbors’ windows. Rain pattered against the glass, turning the view into a bubbly blur.


  “Cozy, isn’t it?” she said. That wasn’t really what she was feeling, but she was tired and didn’t want to start an argument with John, or say anything that would get him upset. Turning off the light, she came over and stood beside him, looking out. He put his arm around her shoulder and drew her close, making a soft sound in the back of his throat and glanced down at her.


  “I—” she started to say, but he nudged her to silence by pulling her close.


  “I know what you’re going to say,” he whispered, his breath warm against her ear, “but you’ve got it all wrong.”


  “Huh?”


  “I was the asshole. Ever since we got here, I’ve been acting like a—”


  “You already said it,” Julia said with a laugh, “like an asshole.”


  “Thanks for agreeing so quickly,” John said, giving her a good-humored shake.


  “John, I—”


  “You were supposed to say, ‘No, honey. You weren’t acting like an asshole. I totally understand …”


  “I was joking. I know how stressed out from the drive you are,” she said. “I could have been a little more understanding myself. But what you said earlier—do you think it’s true?”


  “About what?” He thought she meant what Bri had said about the “church-wood.”


  “About me being stubborn … bullheaded? That once I’m committed to something, I can never admit I’m wrong?” She looked up at him, her eyebrows arched.


  John nodded slightly. “I hope so,” he said, snickering. “At least when it comes to living with me.”


  Julia’s smile widened. Touching him gently on the cheek, she drew his face close to hers. They kissed long and passionately, and Julia shifted to press her body against his. One of John’s hands moved in a slow, sensuous circle from her shoulder up her neck to cup the back of her head. The other hand slid down the small of her back, pressing her hips against him.


  When the kiss broke off, Julia smiled at him and moved her hand from his chest down over his stomach and slid them into his underpants. She gripped his stiffening manhood and gave it a few gentle upward strokes.


  “Maybe we should turn the light on behind us,” John said in a husky voice, “and give the neighbors a show.


  Julia grinned but then backed away, suddenly concerned that anyone outside could easily see them. She went quickly to the couch and slid under the covers. Propping herself up on one elbow, she undid the top two buttons of her nightgown and said, “Once you’re through taking with the view, I’ve got something else to show you.”


  V


  A sudden blast of sound slammed into Julia’s sleep like a sledgehammer hitting the side of the house. Before she could register where she was, she sat bolt upright in bed and let out a loud scream.


  “Huh—wha … What is it?” John said as he scrambled off the couch, feeling blindly for the wall light switch. He slammed his knee against the coffee table and went down with a howl.


  Julia clutched the sheet to her chest, her heart pulsating in her throat as her eyes widened, trying to take everything in. She remember they were on the couch in the living room and that a horrendously loud noise had catapulted her out of sleep. She waited in the dark, listening as John scrambled to his feet. She hoped
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