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PART ONE

REDHEADED PECKERWOODS

Dead people are all on the same level.

– Charles Starkweather




1
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Right here and now (as an old friend used to say), we are in the fluid present, so see this and see it well.

It’s a man standing on a balcony, behind a waist-high balustrade made of pink stone – what’s called kinna stone (or just kinna) in this part of Mid-World. He’s wearing faded jeans and an equally faded tee-shirt advertising Kingsland Ale – which, according to the slogan, is THE KING OF ALES. This man has sampled many bottles of Kingsland and is more than willing to vouch for the slogan. Not just because it’s good, but because dear friends of his used to brew it in a town called French Landing. That town is in another world.

We know this man. He’s not the boy of twelve we met in September of 1981, but the resemblance to that boy, first encountered in the town of Arcadia Beach, New Hampshire, is undeniable. That boy was at the start of a great adventure, although he didn’t know it. All he knew in September of 1981 was that his mother was sick. How sick, he didn’t know, but an interior voice whispered Very sick, very sick.

It’s not the steady Atlantic he’s looking at today but the Clean Sea of Mid-World’s Mejis Barony. Yet with his hands deep in his pockets and his hair blowing back from his forehead in the breeze so the gray doesn’t show, he could almost be that boy.

He should look more like the man he was in French Landing, because he’s closer to that person in age, but life doesn’t always work that way. The boy was worried about his sick mother, but otherwise untried. This man has been tried in all sorts of ways, and his face shows it. Deep lines descend from the corners of his mouth. There are crow’s feet – likewise deep – around his eyes. His hair, salt and pepper when he first came to this seaside town, is now almost entirely salt. The town is called Dezi, which looks like it should be pronounced Dezzi but is actually pronounced DEEZ-eye. The man likes the name. To him it sounds like desire.

There are reasons why this man is so thin and pale, both like the boy he once was and unlike the man who lived in French Landing, Wisconsin. While attending a press conference in that town with his brewmaster friends and a cop named Dale Gilbertson, a woman with a grudge, Wanda Kinderling by name, shot this man in the chest. The bullet nicked his heart. He should have died and didn’t because another friend, Speedy Parker, took him to another world, this world, where he was healed. Which was a miracle.

This man can go back to his country – a place of town fairs, freeways, school shootings, and Fourth of July parades – but only for short periods. If he stays long, old wounds will break open, including the one in his wounded heart. His head will ache, his muscles will weaken, his skin will break out, he’ll have trouble swallowing and catching his breath. Yet he has to go back from time to time. There’s a price to be paid for miracles. For living in the lovely and quiet seaside town of Dezi, and he pays it not just for himself but for others.

In Mid-World, which this man called the Territories when he was a boy, there is a word for those bound together by fate and circumstance: ka-tet. The man doesn’t like to use that term for the four men and one woman who have come to depend on him, but sometimes admits to himself – usually in the dark of night, when he can’t sleep – that it fits all too well. How it happened, how this burdensome tet formed, isn’t much of a mystery. Long story short, he couldn’t help what happened. It was (it is) the act of giving away what has been freely given to oneself. When he was on the road – he thinks of it as the road of trials – he was helped along his way by a friend who was a sheepherder from a ka-tet of sheepherders. Now this man has his own herd, and a tattered lot of sheep they are.

The man we first met as a boy knows he’ll have to return to the land of interstate highways and Fourth of July parades soon. He has come to dislike these necessary trips, because his native country seems to have become dirtier and crazier each time he visits, closer to the inevitable end which everyone will greet with surface surprise and deep knowledge. The one good thing is that he will be able to touch base with Dale Gilbertson, the one-time French Landing chief of police. The man standing at the balustrade had many friends in French Landing. Some are dead. Of those still living, Dale is the only one he keeps up with, and it’s always good to see him.

Dezi is built downward to the harbor on terraces of the pink kinna stone. Well-to-do folks – this man is among them, at least for the time being – live at or near the top. The rest are located further down. There’s the upper middle class, the middle class, the lower middle class, the poor, and at the bottom, crowded together in fish-smelling slums, are the indigent who live on the charity of the Big Kahuna and a few folks like this man, our man, who does what he can for them out of a charitable instinct he got from his mother, the father he barely remembers, and the friend who took care of him on the road of trials. For as long as he could, at least.

‘Right here and now,’ he murmurs, and smiles.

On the highest of the curving pink stone terraces is a huge, rambling, spectacularly ugly ironwood manor house. This palace, this monstrosity, is the home of Edward Youngblood, also known (only to this man and his wife) as the Big Kahuna, the BK for short. He is overweight, verging on obese, usually unshaven, often smelly, always unpredictable. He is shrewd, philosophical, occasionally kind, more often cruel, and possessed of a sense of humor that’s like a summer day: pleasant until the thunderstorms arrive.

This man on the pink stone balcony, as you have almost certainly guessed, is our old friend Jack Sawyer, first met in New Hampshire, then re-met in Wisconsin, now bonded for life with a gentlewoman who goes by the name of Sophie Sawyer, although the residents of Dezi call her Sophie the Good, or sometimes the Shadow Queen. She gave up the throne when she married Jack, and together they traveled across the reach of the Clean Sea to this chaotic, wild west of a Barony. Now that he thinks about it, a lot of what he does for this Barony’s poor (and they are many) is also Sophie’s doing, although she would take no credit. She is part of the reason that the few America-side residents of this seaside town are able to live comfortably enough, although most are several terraces below Jack and Sophie’s pleasant home.

The Sawyers’ house is non-palatial, just six rooms (Governor Youngblood’s has at least thirty, and that’s not counting the bathrooms), but high enough to catch the fresh breezes that come over the sloping green horse meadow known as the Drop. The doors and windows are almost always open, and all day those breezes blow through, making him think of the East’rds and the Queen’s Pavillion, which he first visited as a boy, a stranger in a strange land. Mejis is the easternmost edge of the West’ards, but even that term is relative.

Jack senses Sophie behind him – a drift of her perfume, perhaps.

‘You look deep in thought, love,’ she says.

He smiles. ‘You say true.’

‘What troubles thee?’

Her tone is light, but the use of the archaic pronoun (only it isn’t archaic here) tells him she’s serious. Sophie uses so many America-side terms – go you, totally amazing, bogus, don’t make me barf – that she can sound like a Territories version of a Valley Girl. But not now.

‘I’ll have to be gone for awhile,’ he says.

‘Ah. Errands for Youngblood?’

‘Yes. I’ll take the trolley to Pernil, assuming it still runs.’

‘You could go from here,’ she says.

‘Better from there. Easier.’

‘You like that spot, don’t you?’

‘Yes.’

‘Is it thinner there? The jump easier?’

He shrugs. Doesn’t know. Just knows he likes going from the outskirts of Pernil. He camps there. It’s quiet. Nobody comes to him wanting stuff.

‘You’ll see thy friend?’

‘So I will.’

She means: Dale Gilbertson. Dale is now the Hemingford County sheriff, Hemingford County being in the great State of Nebraska (motto: Equality Before the Law), and although it’s easy to reach from Pernil, it’s not close in geographic terms. Or maybe it is. As Sophie likes to say – because, natch, she learned it from Jack – it’s complicated.

Jack could get Coca-Cola anywhere, but Dale always keeps a couple of cases of Coke in his barn, and Coke is what Governor Youngblood – aka the Big Kahuna – has a taste for. A taste for it? He’s mad for the stuff. At least for now. Youngblood has a way of bingeing on the things he likes until it sickens him. Then – like Mid-World itself – he moves on. This loss of interest has become a problem for Dezi’s expats. Even though the Big Kahuna caused them to be brought here (kidnapped them might be the right term), Youngblood is growing tired of them. He persists in calling them Jack’s ka-tet, and although Jack protests the term, feeling no ka could be so cruel as to saddle him with such a sorry bunch, he supposes it isn’t entirely inaccurate. Certainly Jack feels a responsibility to them.

‘Counting me, we’re the Dirty Half-Dozen,’ he says, still looking out over the blue bay, the multicolored boathouses, and the few skiffs at anchor there. From this vantage point, he can see the Drop’s highest ridge, and the slope of green and gold that fades into the blue haze of the Clean Sea. The fishing fleet is gone for the day, and the boats that remain are rich men’s toys. Youngblood’s Lovelock is the biggest of them.

‘In your world, he’d be an oligarch,’ she says, reading his mind – a thing she has absolutely no problem doing. ‘How, exactly, did he become so powerful?’

‘The sawmill. The watermill. The orchards. The salt flats. The oil that still pumps out of the wrecked derricks at Citgo. A hundred horses on the Drop and a thousand cows. Liens on almost every ranch in the Barony. And, of course, the door.’ Although the door works in strange ways. ‘He’s the Guv. The boss. The head honcho. The big cheese. The … the …’

‘The Big Kahuna.’

‘Yes. And it’s too long since I’ve seen Dale.’

Also, there’s an excellent used-and-rare bookshop just seventy miles away from Dale’s place, in Lincoln, where he can (hopefully) satisfy the Big Kahuna’s latest collecting mania for hardboiled shoot-em-ups. Who knew one could find signed detective novels and pulp magazines from the so-called Golden Age in flyover country? It was Dale who told him about Toren’s, and Jack was pleased, but not really surprised. Toren is tower in Dutch, and the supposed Dark Tower is Mid-World’s central myth. There are reverberations between the Mid-World side and America-side. Jack believes the universe, and all the spinning worlds it contains, is an echo chamber, or a hall of mirrors where words, events, and even people double and redouble, sometimes becoming skewed caricatures of themselves. Here they have a simple way of describing this phenomenon. Ka is a wheel, they say. It spins endlessly and always comes back to the place where it first began.

‘I love Dezi,’ he says. ‘And I love you, Sophie.’

There is no reply. The smell of her perfume is gone. When he turns from the view, so is she.

Time to go and see Youngblood, the Big Kahuna. It comes to his mind, and not for the first time, that Youngblood might be growing the worm, which is how the folken of Dezi talk about those who are losing their minds.

Coca-Cola won’t help that.
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Payton Orville is waiting outside the great doors of Rosewood Hall. There is no rosewood in evidence; Youngblood just liked the name. The rambling estate is constructed of redwood and black ironwood, and great sheets of reinforced glass worth a queen’s ransom. Not that Youngblood is royalty. He’ll have to settle for being governor of the West’ards, and the Big Kahuna. Which, Jack has assured him (and Payton backstops the idea), is a term of great respect on America-side.

The lawns are decorated with colorful pinwheels that spin endlessly. The great doors are flanked by plastic wishing wells from Pedro’s Novelties ’N Notions in Hemingford Home. A plastic Marilyn Monroe figure stands by one well (holding down her dress); beside the other are a plastic Dorothy and her little dog, Toto. The welcome mat, also purchased at Pedro’s, reads QUITCHABITCHIN. All of these goodies have been brought to Youngblood by Jack Sawyer as a kind of tribute. The BK didn’t understand the welcome mat at first, but once Jack explained, he roared with laughter.

‘He needs his Plastic Fantastic refreshed,’ Payton says, and gestures at the pinwheels.

Jack laughs. ‘Is that what you call it?’

‘That’s what everyone calls it. How about one of those balloon men that bow and scrape? Do they have any of those at the place you go?’

‘Sure. Car washes and discount furniture stores.’

‘Anything to cheer him up,’ Payton says as they enter Rosewood and walk along the seemingly endless entrance hall. Tapestries line both sides. Some are rich, almost regal. Some are vulgar, gimcracky stuff that has taken Youngblood’s fancy. Between dignified blue velvet draperies is a Mona Lisa wearing glasses and a mural depicting the many faces and roles of Nicolas Cage.

Jack is taking long strides, portly Payton struggling to keep up. ‘He’s been in a foul fucking mood lately. Just a warning.’

‘Not just lately,’ Jack says. ‘He’s always in a foul fucking mood.’ They have both lowered their voices.

‘Got that right.’

There’s a table outside the double doors which give on the BK’s ‘receiving hall,’ which is actually an oversized living room. On it is a vase filled with gillyflowers and a certain novelty item which Jack also picked up at Pedro’s the last time he was America-side. It’s two halves of an arrow connected by a thin wire. Payton snugs it down on his bristly, thinning hair, so that the arrow appears to have gone through his head from temple to temple.

‘Charming,’ Jack says. ‘I thought you’d forgotten all about that.’

‘I’ve been saving it.’ If Payton speaks any lower, he’ll be whispering. ‘He has a child’s sense of humor, as I’m sure you know. I’m afraid that any day he might decide that watching that Ayden guy take off my head might be a real laugh riot.’

‘You’re joking.’

Payton gives him a sour smile and wiggles one plump finger in a double-S shape. It is the equivalent of America-side children making screw-loose circles around their ears. In Dezi, it means a person who’s growing the worm.

Nobody knows better than Jack how quickly Youngblood’s moods can shift, how the thing he can’t get enough of one day becomes boring and stupid the next.

Before Jack can say something that will perhaps cheer Payton up – Pay is, after all, the Big Kahuna’s court jester – the graying, overweight refugee originally from Reno, Nevada, puts on a huge grin and flings the double doors open. He has a rocking and rolling bowlegged stride which is in itself amusing, in a politically incorrect way. He makes his way along a carpet showing gunslingers and their ladies from the long-gone mythical City of Gilead, his arms outstretched, an arrowhead sticking out one side of his head and the shaft protruding from the other.

‘Sorry to be so long, sai Youngblood, but I’ve got a turrible turrible headache!’

Youngblood is seated on a thronelike sofa with his current dolly-girl by his side. He gapes at the arrow, then brays laughter.

‘Also got an upset stomach,’ Payton says, and squeezes a bulb in the pocket of his threadbare pants. A long, loud fart comes from his nether regions.

‘The arrow is funny, but I’ve heard the farting cushion too many times before. Give it over. The arrow, not the farter.’

Jack hopes Payton isn’t in trouble here. Edward Youngblood’s childish sense of humor and his enjoyment of vulgar America-side novelties barely masks his prankish temperament. He reminds Jack of spring weather in Wisconsin, where sunny and warm mornings are apt to be followed by dark and sleety afternoons. And there’s that sense that his state of mind has begun to teeter.

Payton hands over the trick arrow. Youngblood fits it on his own head, then looks at the dolly, who is blonde, barely covered, and barely out of her teens. He jerks forward. ‘Shot me!’ he yells at her, spit flying. She recoils from the sudden thrust of his blood-congested face. ‘Fat little asshole shot me, AH-HA-HA-HA!’

He takes off the arrow and puts it on the blonde’s head. ‘Now he’s shot you, Darrie! What shall we do with ’im? Draw him and quarter ’im? Boil ’im in oil?’

She says nothing, at a loss for a comeback. Youngblood puts a hand over her face and pushes her away, reminding Jack of some old movie he watched with his mother – James Cagney pushing half a grapefruit into Mae Clarke’s face. Youngblood tears off the joke arrow and tosses it aside. Then, to Payton: ‘Get out of here. Let the grown-ups talk.’

Payton hurries back toward the double doors, rocking and rolling. Sweat dapples his brow. He’s grinning at the floor, and Jack has to step aside so the man doesn’t collide with him. He’s almost reached safety when the BK thunders after him: ‘You’re beginning to bore me, asshole!’

Payton gives a frantic little wave which could mean goodbye goodbye, sorry sorry, or I’m beginning to bore me, too, and out he goes, closing the doors behind him. The arrow lies forgotten on the floor.

‘You,’ Youngblood says to Jack. ‘Come up here. We need to palaver.’ Then, to the dolly-bird: ‘Are you waiting for an engraved invitation? Get out.’

She goes, trailing layers of diaphanous cloth that don’t do much to conceal her body, which is quite spectacular. Youngblood speaks one word before she disappears. Although Jack speaks the local dialect, Youngblood has an insatiable curiosity about the nastier terms used America-side and has learned a few. It’s one of these that he spits after Darrie.

‘Cunt.’

The girl doesn’t pause, but Jack thinks he hears a single choked sob as she leaves by the side door. Jack considers protesting – gently, diplomatically – and decides it would be a waste of time. Edward Youngblood is the Guv, and as Jack’s old friend Dale would have said, he’s gonna do what he’s gonna do. But Jack finds it strange, how ill-tempered and easily bored Youngblood can be in a world that’s full of both magic and the relics of some long-gone civilization, relics which might as well be magic. The door to America-side, for instance, which the BK jealously guards.

Well, he grew up here, Jack thinks. Inherited a fortune here, not to mention a heap of political capital. That’s why he can take the marvelous for granted.

‘Approach, I said,’ Youngblood says, with a regal sweep of his arm. ‘And do it jin-jin.’ He’s wearing a pure cashmere robe the color of old blood. Dale mail-ordered it, and Jack brought it to Dezi because Amazon doesn’t deliver to Mid-World. At least, not yet.

Jack joins Youngblood on the sofa, his cushion still warm from Darrie’s recently deposed bottom.

Although he’s promised to hold his tongue, Jack discovers he can’t. Not quite. ‘She’s very young. Perhaps you could be a little kinder?’

Youngblood waves this away with another sweep of his arm. ‘She’s, what did you once say, dumb as a post? I like that. Dumb as a post, dumb as a rock, a pretty dimwit. Orphan girl. Father died when his fishing boat sank. Mother died giving birth to the last in an endless string of brats. Darrie was starving and selling gillyflowers – no doubt picked from the garden of one of her betters – when Ayden saw her and decided she would be couchworthy.’

‘Couchworthy,’ Jack says, bemused.

‘I’m tiring of her.’

‘She’s—’

The Big Kahuna interrupts, a thing he’s good at. ‘A cunt. A couchworthy cunt. I believe in calling a thing what that thing is. But I know your tender heart, Jack, and you need have no fear on Darrie’s account. Very soon I’ll send her on her way with enough credit in Below-Town to keep her for a year, possibly two if she’s frugal. Only her kind never is. She’ll use my credit until it’s used up, then use my good name until that won’t fetch, and then be on the corners or the docks selling stolen gillyflowers again. Or selling herself, if she gets into the putch.’

Putch, Jack knows, is not to be confused with putsch, a violent attempt to overthrow a government. Putch, a potent and addictive tarry substance made from devilweed, will only overthrow the user. Months of bliss are followed by a year or two of hell, and that year or two is followed by death. Which comes as a friend.

‘What’s on your mind, sai?’

‘I’m almost out of dragon’s blood.’

Jack once told Youngblood that the natives of a country called Nepal – a place of mighty mountains – call Coca-Cola dragon’s blood. Youngblood seized on this as he has seized on many phrases Jack uses, as he seized on the word he used to describe Darrie, and as he seized on the joke welcome mat saying QUITCHABITCHIN. Once he understood the joke, that was. Then he roared his half-mad laughter.

‘Things go better with Coke,’ Jack said.

‘You say true, Jack. I’m also interested in this.’

He bends over (needing no fart cushion to create a muted honk from his nether quarters) and from beneath the couch brings out the summer issue of Toren’s book catalogue from 2025. Which was a year or two ago, by Jack’s reckoning. Time in Mid-World and time in America-side run at slightly different speeds. Sometimes it seems to Jack that time here is faster, but sometimes it seems to slow down. Best not to think about it too often or too deeply.

Youngblood pages through the catalogue and shows Jack a paperback novel he knows well: The Fatal Frails, by Dan J. Marlowe, written in 1960, published by Avon Books, cover price thirty-five cents. Jack should know it; he purchased it for Youngblood at Toren Books, not for thirty-five cents but for a hundred and fifty good old American dollars. It’s now in Youngblood’s library along with many others Jack has obtained. Jack talked Karel Toren down from two hundred, pointing out the pages were heavily foxed.

‘I already got you that one, sai.’

‘I know that. If you think I’m a stupid ka-mai—’

‘Never in life.’

Youngblood gives his Number Two Regal Nod. ‘Good. I want another one by this guy. Toren’s catalogue says it’s Something-Something Death.’

‘The Name of the Game Is Death.’

‘Yes, all right. I like the cover, which shows a man being shot in a telly-booth. And I want it signed.’

‘If it’s already been sold—’

‘Then Toren will know where to get another. According to his catalogue, a mint copy goes for six hundred dollars. Probably what you call bulla-tit.’

‘Shit. Bullshit.’

‘If you say so, let it be so. Bullshit. Buy it for me and it will buy your ka-tet some extra time. Although why you continue to support them an-tet is a mystery to me.’

Of course it is, Jack thinks.


‘I can get the Coke,’ Jack says, ‘and I’ll look into the book, but no promises. Is that the only reason you wanted to see me?’

‘No. Will you see your friend? Day?’ Youngblood can pronounce cunt, but Dale seems beyond him.

‘I hope to,’ Jack says cautiously.

‘So you’ll go to Pernil.’

‘Yes.’

‘After you … what do you call it? After you flap?’

‘Flip.’ It’s what he’s called it since he was a boy. ‘I call it flipping.’

‘After you flip, I want you to go west of the Outposts, just south of the Blasted Lands. You remember the Blasted Lands, don’t you?’

‘I do.’

He remembers all too well. The Blasted Lands are reputed to be less dangerous than they were when he traveled through them with his childhood friend Richard Sloat – aka Rational Richard – but they’re still plenty scary. Terrible things happened there long ago – delah, as they say in these parts, always with an upward flick of the hand, indicating time too long ago to be counted. Richard Sloat’s father reopened the mines in the Blasteds, and made the land’s toxicity exponentially worse. Morgan Sloat was not what anyone would call environmentally conscious. An old-timer once told Jack that if Jack intended to spend much time in that part of the Territories, he would do well to wear lead-lined smallies.

‘On the edge of the Blasted Lands is a town called Revin, or maybe Reevin. Something like that, anyway, it’s outside of my purview. Seventy wheels or so southwest of Pernil. What’s that in your way of counting?’

‘About the same.’

‘It’s the last town before the big empty. Ask there about the Great Gorge. Ask many and listen closely. Mayhap go there. Come back and tell me what you saw and heard of the Gorge. You may even hear tales of it in Pernil.’

‘Why?’

‘Hestin is concerned.’ The BK is speaking of the one advisor he listens to. ‘He feels this Great Gorge is a place of growing danger.’

‘What kind of danger?’

Another grandiloquent wave of the arm. It could mean such knowledge was not for Jack Sawyer; it could mean Youngblood doesn’t know.

‘We’ll speak again when you come back. You’ll know more then. Take Payton with you. He needs to see what the world looks like outside Dezi. Tell him if he wants to continue living on my charity … yes, and yours, I admit it … he would do well to refresh his, what do you call it? His shtick?’ This word Youngblood says perfectly.

‘He’ll have to stay in Pernil. He can’t come with me to Nebraska, because—’

Another interruption; the BK specializes in them. ‘I know he’ll have to wait for you. It’s just an object lesson for my … what did you call Payton? My fartier?’

‘Farceur. It’s a fancy word for—’

‘I know, I know, but I like fartier better, he’s always squeezing that thing. I know why he can’t go with you to America-side. You’re one of a kind, my boy, which is why I keep you around. Not the only reason, you have other uses, but a big one. So don’t insult my intelligence.’

No, Jack thinks. I don’t ever want to do that.
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Dezi’s shopping district is called the Below-Town, and consists of four or five zigzagging, cobbled streets crammed with small shops. Many wares – fruits, vegetables, fresh-caught fish – are laid out in trays or on handcarts at the heads of alleys that are called closies. The conflicting smells, given extra pungency by the salt breeze coming off the bay, are delicious. At the end of the day, the stink of unsold fish rotting in the closies and gutters will be less lovely.

Jack knows where to find the man he seeks among Below-Town’s bustling shoppers. Payton’s a creature of habit. And yes, there he is – this wearer of joke arrows, this squeezer of fart bladders, this teller of jokes about the Manni, because Polish and Irish jokes have no resonance over here. He’s standing outside Caiden’s Candies, looking in the window like an oversized (not to mention overweight) child. With him is Mary Klee, the only female member of what Youngblood is pleased to call Jack’s ka-tet.

Payton is the grand high poobah’s court jester, at least for now; Mary Klee was his soothsayer. Until, that was, the BK kicked her out of his overbuilt estate because she was unable to perform on command. She’s as scrawny as Payton is plump, a dishwater blonde with eye tattoos on the palms of her hands. For awhile after coming to Dezi – she was head-hunted by Youngblood’s ever-resourceful (and rather creepy) general factotum, Ayden Hestin – she lived quite well as Youngblood’s pet mage. ‘I was livin high on the hoggy-doggy,’ she says of those days, usually with a reminiscent smile and a tear in her eye. ‘Plenty to eat and plenty to drink.’ Especially the latter.

Her references for the job were certainly good; on a couple of occasions, she had helped police locate missing children: one in Rochester, New York, and one in Glendale, California. Both kids were discovered dead, which was sort of a drawback (not to mention a buzzkill), but at least the grieving parents had closure. Not to mention bodies to bury.

For awhile Mary Klee enjoyed semi-fame on America-side as a kind of female Edgar Cayce. She did star turns on shows like Inside View, Tonight, and Unsolved Mysteries. Always underlit so that spooky, batty shadows fled up her thin face. She has a Jersey accent that could be remedied with the always-spooky echo mic. What couldn’t be remedied so easily was her deep and true love of clear liquids like gin and vodka. After turning up drunk to do Good Morning America, she lost whatever small cachet she had.

On her uppers, running on the fumes of her brief fame as a psychic, she didn’t need to be kidnapped to follow Ayden to Dezi – which, she later told Jack, she believed to be an island in the Caribbean – until she realized that getting back to America-side was going to be a problem. A big problem. Except for Ayden, attempting to return to America through the door in Edward Youngblood’s walled garden was a recipe for disaster. According to Hestin, anyone who tried would find themself in the null zone known as todash space.

Many are the charlatans that can make a living pretending to be psychic, but Mary Klee wasn’t one of them. She had little creative ability, and no capacity for picking up the small clues and tells that can astound a mark. This was, ironically, because on a few occasions, she had genuine psychic flashes. Jack had experienced Mary’s far-seeing side himself. Once he had found a ring of Sophie’s – an emerald – where Mary said it would be, under a sofa cushion.

With Youngblood, however, Mary found herself out of psychic gas, or perhaps just suffering from plain old performance anxiety. Either way, the BK quickly tired of her vague predictions. Things like You will meet a tall dark stranger or Beware the stormy day simply did not cut it with Edward Youngblood.

He threw Mary out, and if not for Jack, she would have starved long ago or been banished to the North’ards for theft. Jack could tell himself that he did it because she had found Sophie’s ring, but Sophie herself knew better. You’re a sucker for a sob-sister, she told Jack. ‘Sob-sister’ was a phrase she’d picked up in one of Youngblood’s paperback novels. Jack read her the good parts – she loved the sex scenes – before turning the books over to Youngblood, to be shelved in his library. The BK enjoyed the bloodthirsty covers of novels by people like Richard S. Prather and Jim Thompson, and he enjoyed their cool-daddy slang, which always came across to Mid-World in English. How much or how closely the BK read the books he collected was an open question. (Jack wasn’t convinced that the BK could read much in either language.) Youngblood liked saying hooch for whiskey and liked to observe that Darrie had bodacious ta-tas; he enjoyed Jack or George Elgin reading him the shoot-out scenes, but Jack couldn’t understand Youngblood’s collection-mania, nor tried to.

Jack wishes that one of the sad sack American expats in his ka-tet – just one, he’s sometimes said to Sophie, is that too much to ask – would somehow turn out to be more useful, but none of them are. Oh, they pick up odd jobs here and there, and Payton has that gig as Edward Youngblood’s comedian-in-residence, but for the most part they are as useless as tits on a bull.

Mary Klee drifts around Dezi’s Below-Town like an uneasy ghost, usually in Payton’s company. They might be living together. Jack doesn’t know for sure and has no urge to find out.

On the spur of the moment, he decides that if Payton is going to come with him to Pernil, he might as well bring Mary along. Seeing the world outside of Dezi may sober her up, in more ways than one.

‘Jack!’ Payton cries. ‘I don’t suppose you’d buy a starving fellow an ET, would you?’ He’s speaking of the smiling green men and women in the window of Caiden’s Candies, delicious trifles that are minty on the outside and chocolatey within. There’s a line of them winding among the various cakes and trifles like paperdolls.

‘ET phone home,’ Mary says, smiling brightly. That film wasn’t released until five years after Mary’s when, but Jack had recounted the plot to her a dozen times. Always with the bright smile is Mary Klee, and Jack suspects that’s another part of the problem Youngblood had with her. He wanted his psychic seer to be spooky and just a bit sinister. Mary doesn’t fit that bill. She has the affect of a puppy who’s been kicked repeatedly but remains hopeful.

‘How would you like to accompany me to Pernil?’ Jack asks them.

‘Gee,’ Payton says, ‘I don’t know. It’s a long way.’

‘And dirty,’ Mary adds. ‘Dusty. Dangerous, p’raps.’

‘Let me think about it,’ Pay says.

‘Actually,’ Jack says, ‘it’s not a request.’

‘Command, then?’ Payton looks remarkably sour for a man who’s supposed to be a barrel of fun. ‘Because no one commands me but the BK.’

Jack makes no reply, and Pay isn’t slow on the uptake.

‘Oh,’ Pay says. ‘Oh, shit.’

‘Look on the bright side, Pay. Staying out of his way for awhile may refresh his regard for you.’ Or not, Jack thinks.

He shifts his gaze to Mary.

‘And thee. If he sees thee on one of his crazy-shopping trips down here, or if Ayden sees you, they’re apt to remember what a shit job you did as his soothsayer …’

‘I’m in a dry patch, is all,’ she says, drawing herself up and speaking with a threadbare dignity that makes Jack feel a bit like a heel. ‘It happens to psychically sensitive people quite often.’

Jack pushes on, though he’s not sure why. ‘… and bundle you back through the door in his garden, where you’d hang out in the Twilight Zone. Like, forever.’

She looks frightened. Pay puts his arm around her thin shoulders, and Jack feels more like a heel than ever. Why am I doing this? he asks himself. He doesn’t know, they really are a couple of losers, and the two of them will never shut up on the long ride, but he’s learned to trust his instincts.

‘When?’ Pay asks. ‘Next week? I suppose I could possibly—’

‘Tomorrow. Meet me at the trolley stop at nine.’

‘What if it doesn’t come?’ Payton asks, with barely disguised hope. ‘It doesn’t always.’

Jack knows this well. Those lines had lain dormant, but the ever-resourceful Ayden Hestin had gotten some of them running, at least some of the time. ‘Then I don’t know. For now, what would you say to a couple of green men?’

‘ET phone home!’ Mary cries. ‘I bite off their frikkin heads!’ She leads the way into the candy shop.

It crosses Jack’s mind to wonder why mythical space visitors look pretty much the same both on America-side and Territories-side. Like so much of the life he’s leading – has been leading since he was twelve – the question doesn’t bear much consideration.
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Fortified by two ETs, Jack makes the climb up the Grandway to the home he shares with the love of his life. There was once a funicular, but it’s now a broken and rusted hulk halfway up its rail. Like so much stuff in this world, there is no one who remembers how to fix such things as the funicular, not even Ayden Hestin. Once there were Old People, but … delah.

‘I’m home,’ Jack calls. ‘At least for the time being. I leave for Pernil with Pay and Mary Klee tomorrow at nine. Don’t ask me why I’m taking them along, because I don’t know.’

‘You’re doing it because Mary’s a swell-looking babe,’ Sophie calls back from the kitchen. A Swell-Looking Babe is a Jim Thompson novel (signed, first edition, good condition) that Jack obtained for the BK, and Sophie uses the phrase at every opportunity.

‘Maybe once,’ Jack says.

He goes back out on the balcony and looks down at the bay and the bustling small-town world that’s now his world. He doesn’t have to stay here under the thumb of a smalltime oligarch who basically controls all the trade, both by land and by sea, but he has his reasons. Sophie is here. That is the main reason. She is here and here she will stay. So he stays, as well. Doing Edward Youngblood’s chores and occasional spot of dirty work is a small price to pay for being with her.

‘What would you like for dinner, my love?’

‘It doesn’t matter.’

Her perfume. So sweet and yet so distant. That matters. The rich, deep gold of her hair. That matters. And the jade-green kirtle she was buried in.

‘Doesn’t matter.’ He says it again without turning. When he stands with his hands on the balustrade, looking down at the levels of Dezi with the afternoon shadows growing long, it’s easier to believe she is there, and not ten years in her grave.
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Jack walks up Trolley Road with no idea of how long he will be gone or how much will have changed when he returns. Which is probably a blessing.

He’s wearing a sidearm and a knapsack which holds enough food for three people for three days, plus a few bottles of Nozz-A-La soft drink. There’s a shabby excuse for a hotel in Pernil with an attached restaurant called the Good Boy Good, but he doesn’t expect the food to be up to much. Or the drink. The knapsack is heavy and the day is hot. Sweat trickles down his cheeks and the back of his neck. He’ll resupply for their return to Dezi on America-side. It won’t all be the same stuff when it gets to Mid-World, but it will be the equivalent.

He could have asked Pay before they parted company yesterday to come out to the house and help him lug enough supplies for the roundtrip. Pay would have done it but wouldn’t have been happy about it, and how can Jack blame him? Pay’s going because Youngblood wants him to go. As for Mary Klee … Jack’s damned if he knows why he asked her.

He’s closing in on the trolley platform when he sees Ayden Hestin standing up ahead, by a double-gated sidetrack. He is tall, skinny, and bald. Dressed in a rusty black suit and a string tie. A kerchief, like a Slavic woman’s babushka, is knotted under his chin, presumably to keep the summer sun from burning his solar sex panel. There is a sign on the gate. At first, the word printed on that sign seems to be written in strange Cyrillic letters. But as always, he waits and they become clear. The sign says FORBADE.

Ayden watches Jack laboring toward him without moving. It’s exasperating. Finally Jack stops in the middle of the road and says, ‘Little help here?’

Ayden covers the distance between them with a lolloping stride that makes Jack think of cowboy movies he saw as a kid, including ones starring his mother, Lily Cavanaugh, the Queen of the Bs.

‘What’s shaking, partner?’ Jack asks.

‘You should have brought a handcart.’

Ayden is six foot six at least, and looks (except for the babushka, maybe) a little like the crime novelist Harlan Coben. The BK doesn’t collect Coben; he prefers funky old paperbacks with titles like Murder Me for Nickels … or Jack’s current objective, The Name of the Game Is Death.

Jack doesn’t respond to the cart remark, because Ayden is absolutely correct. Jack was deep in his thoughts and half a mile down Trolley Road (he can’t think in wheels, not even after all these years) before realizing how hot the sun was and how heavy the pack. Then it seemed easier to push on. Certainly safer. He doesn’t want the trolley to go without him; that would get him in hot water with the Big Kahuna.

‘What’s up there?’ Jack cocks a thumb at the rutted road winding away from the locked gates.

‘If you’re lucky, you’ll never know,’ Ayden says. ‘But I doubt if you’ll be lucky, Jack Sawyer.’ He holds out a hand for the pack. ‘Give it over.’

Jack shrugs out of the straps. Ayden shoulders the pack with annoying ease. ‘Gun?’

‘I’ll wear it.’ Firearms are in short supply in this country, and Jack isn’t sure he’d trust Ayden with one, anyway.

They walk on together without speaking.

By the time they reach the trolley steps, Jack is trying not to pant. Ayden seems not to have even broken a sweat.

‘Give me a second to catch my breath,’ Jack says.

Ayden gives him a humorless smile. ‘Thee’s out of shape, Jack Sawyer.’

This might be true, but tossing and turning until the small hours of the night didn’t help. Since Sophie died, the bed is bigger. It should be better by now, time heals all wounds, so on and so forth, but it just … isn’t.

‘Payton and Mary are supposed to be join—’

‘Ahoy, matey,’ comes from under the rusty steel stairs leading up to the trolley platform.

Jack startles and looks down. Pay and Mary are beneath, sitting in the shade and eating what look like muffins. Cozy as bugs in a rug. Off to one side is the bedroll they must have slept in. The muffins were no doubt purchased with scrip Jack gave them (at Pay’s request) after treating them not only to green men but to supper at Dear Ma’s Kitchen.

‘How long have you been here?’ Jack asked.

‘Spent the night,’ Mary says, looking up. The sun shining through the steps puts shadow-bands on her face. She’s wearing a smile and looks younger, possibly because she hasn’t had money lately with which to buy squeeze from any of her usual suppliers. ‘Very comfy. Not cold and no snakes.’

‘How did you get muffins? Ruta only bakes them at daybreak.’

‘They’re stalies,’ Pay says. ‘Day-olds. Two-for-tens. It was all we could afford.’

This implied rebuke gets under Jack’s skin. So does Ayden Hestin’s small, sardonic smile at watching Jack deal with his – why not say it? – problem children.

‘Without me, you would have gone to bed hungry.’

‘True, and say thankee,’ Mary says … but she doesn’t offer Jack or Ayden a muffin. Neither, for that matter, does Payton. It’s not greed, exactly, although that plays a part. Mostly, these two don’t have much in the way of social graces.

‘Come up, come up,’ Ayden says. ‘Trolley will be here soon.’

‘If it comes at all,’ Pay says … and is that hope in his voice? Of course it is.

They climb the rusty, shaking stairs, Ayden first with the pack on his back, Jack next, his two – what to call them? strays? annoyances? – coming along behind. Problem children probably describes them best, after all. George and the Spinner are pretty much the same. Only Ryall Connors is different. Ryall is an adult, but a regrettably unpleasant one.

On the platform, Ayden slips off the pack and tightens the knot in his babushka, a queerly fastidious gesture in such a large and imposing man. ‘I will leave you here,’ he says. ‘Long days and pleasant nights.’

‘May you half the number,’ Pay says. He gives Ayden the wiseacre grin that he employed in countless stand-ups America-side, toiling in everything from comedy clubs to fill-in gigs when the band didn’t show at some backcountry roadhouse. He pops a finger-gun at the tall man. ‘You see what I did there? Half the number, get it?’

Ayden considers this, unsmiling. Pay’s wiseacre grin begins to wilt. Ayden pops his own finger-gun and says, ‘Your days are numbered.’ He gives the overloaded pack a contemptuous kick and descends the stairs, back straight, tread measured.

Pay starts to squeeze his fart bladder, but Mary grabs him by the arm and says, ‘Don’t.’

‘Good advice,’ Jack says.

‘Someone should tell tall, bald, and ugly that with that headscarf he looks like he should be selling cabbages in Minsk or Pinsk, or … or someplace like that. He wouldn’t get the joke, anyway. No sense of humor.’

‘Maybe no sense of humor,’ Jack says, ‘but he understands payback very well.’

‘So do I,’ Mary says in a small voice. ‘It’s a bitch.’
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The three of them stand on the platform (DEZI written on the boards in white paint that’s faded to a ghostly gray). Nine-thirty becomes quarter-clock-ten. The Mejis trolley comes. No one gets on before it spins creakily around for the return run, but a few workmen and drop-riding cowboys get off. The sun rises and gains more strength. Their shadows begin to lengthen. In the pack, bottles of Nozz-A-La that were cool when Jack put them in are no doubt growing warm. Not piss-warm yet but getting there. And no sign of the Pernil trolley.

‘It’s not coming,’ Pay says (rather hopefully). ‘The poor thing has finally given up the ghost.’

Four or five hundred yards to the west is a metal building with a red roof. To Jack it looks like an army Quonset hut in an old war movie. The Pernil trolley, Winola by name, is presumably inside, and was due to begin her run west at nine-thirty o’ the clock.

‘We’ll give it until ten,’ Jack says. He hopes to God he won’t have to go back to Youngblood. Pernil is three days by trolley (always assuming the troublesome thing doesn’t break down). By horse or bucka, it would be ten days, possibly even longer. And for what purpose? To get some Coke and an old paperback novel for the Barony’s governor and – these days – Dezi’s self-proclaimed mayor? To look at something – Jack has no idea what – in the Great Gorge or Gullet or whatever he called it? What is he even doing here, when he could take his act on the road, free as a bird? Dezi is a pleasant enough place to live, sure, even when he has to babysit his lame ka-tet, but there are plenty of other pleasant places in Mid-World, including the parts he still thinks of as the Territories. There are haunted places (the Blasted Lands, for instance), but plenty of good ones that would have one crucial advantage: there’d be no tinpot dictator like Edward Youngblood to deal with.

What would happen to Pay and Mary if I drifted on? Dusted my broom? For that matter, what would happen to George and the Spinner, that goofball? Ryall would be all right, he could make a living as a cook or he could keep his place as one of the BK’s leg-breakers; he’d like the former better than the latter, but he’d be okay in either job. All he’d have to do was stay on Ayden Hestin’s good side. The rest of them would be shit out of luck.

Does he stay for a grab-bag (a bad grab-bag) of losers? Or because his wife is buried in the Dezi graveyard called Long Wind? Because she still exists in the house they shared? That seems most likely. He doesn’t like to think that he’s chained to a ghost but has to admit it’s possible. Pretending she’s alive is crazy, but just being here in another world is crazy.

Mary Klee grips his arm with her long, nervous fingers and points with her other hand. ‘Look!’

The Quonset hut’s roof is changing color, going from dull red to rusty green. A klaxon horn begins to blat. Tuffybirds fly up from patches of bindweed and beat wings to quieter locales.

‘Shit my balls,’ Pay says – a curse he saves for when he’s really, really disgusted. ‘Maybe it still won’t …’

But the door of Winola’s cradle clatters up and the blocky yellow trolley comes trundling and swaying toward the platform on double rails, its pole running along an overhead cable and spitting blue sparks. The windows are cracked and dull. The door of the trolley’s bay clatters back down. The klaxon ceases. The roof returns to red. The trolley’s motor makes a low growling sound, every now and then giving a kind of hiccup.

‘I’m excited,’ Mary says. ‘New faces and new places!’

‘Be excited for both of us,’ Pay grumbles. ‘This thing will probably die and we’ll end up stranded between hoot and holler.’

Jack feels a touch – just a touch, mind – of Mary’s excitement. Not for new faces, but for an old one. Dale’s.

Winola pulls to a stop with an unholy screech that are its brakes. The doors at the front and the back accordion open.

‘Welcome to Winola!’ an amplified voice cries. ‘This is the Pernil run! This car no longer goes to Gilead! Seek balm elsewhere! This car no longer goes to Pennilton! No conductor! Repeat, no conductor! Be ready when your stop approaches! Two minutes to debark! Two minutes to debark! No conductor! Show your boarding pass to the Eye!’

The Eye, Jack knows, is long dead, but Youngblood has given him the bypass code. He opens a slot marked AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY in faded, barely legible English, revealing a keypad. It’s flickering red, which suggests a loose connection somewhere. Hoping for the best, Jack punches in 7723. For a few seconds nothing happens. Then the keypad turns green and Winola cries, ‘All aboard!’

Pay says, ‘And if you can’t get a board, get a shingle.’ He elbows Jack in the side – a sharp elbow for such a pudgy man. Maybe he has some kind of elbow-sharpener, Jack thinks. ‘Get it, Jack-O?’

Jack thinks, It’s going to be a long ride.
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The air of the trolley is hot, stale, and still. Jack slings his overloaded pack onto one of the seats. Dust puffs up. As Winola jerks away from the station, Mary stumbles backward and would have fallen if Jack hadn’t been there to catch her.

‘Thankee-sai, thankee,’ she says, and tries to open one of the windows. It’s rusted shut. Jack stands beside her to help.

Pay ignores their efforts and drops into a seat, puffing up more dust. They finally get the window to go up on its ancient tracks, saving Jack the trouble of bashing out the glass with the butt of his Glock. He manages to open two more, and sweet morning air, tanged with salt from the Clean Sea, rushes in.

Mary is looking out the window at the passing droplands with the face of a wonderstruck child. That rolling, blossom-strewn meadow stretches thirty wheels from the shore to the desert, but Jack doubts Mary has seen more than a fraction of it. She has been in Dezi for quite a long time, maybe eight years (although, as previously noted, time is funny here, so it’s hard to say), and hasn’t been anywhere else since Ayden brought her from New York. This is her first trip beyond the Clean Sea, and Jack thinks maybe that’s why he took her, just to see that look of wonder on her face. Stupid idea, but other than intuition, it’s the best one he’s got.

Jack takes a seat at the front of the car, well away from Pay Orville, and struggles down another window. The trolley is picking up speed and he puts his upturned face to the window, breathing in the sweet air. Outside he watches a herd of wild Drop ponies chase a fleeing cloud shadow down a long slope of red and orange flowers. He feels some of Mary’s wonder. He settles into his seat and crosses his arms over his chest. Winola is rocking gently from side to side. The motion is soothing, especially after his night of little rest.

Jack thinks, I’ll visit the Howana Casino and make a few thousand playing blackjack or roulette.

Jack thinks, I’ll go to Toren’s in Lincoln and get Youngblood’s book, if old Karel Toren has it.

Jack thinks, Then I’ll see Dale. I’ll see my friend.

Jack sleeps. Shallowly at first, then deeper.
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The loudspeaker announces Caylee and, some hours later, Hilltown. Jack sleeps through the first stop, but at Hilltown the trolley gives an almighty jerk, not only waking him but almost spilling him onto the floor. He looks out at a deserted town that looks like the set of one of his mother’s old movies, maybe The Terror of Deadwood Gulch or Night of the Gunslingers. A few spavined horses – exhausted and ill-fed relatives of the Drop ponies running so wild and free in the fields to the north and west of Dezi – are at hitching rails outside the saloon and the general store with their heads lowered in either sleep or exhaustion.

‘Look how thin those horses are!’ Mary cries indignantly. ‘They have no food or water! In the hot sun, too! It’s cannibal cruelty! I should tell someone—’

‘I think you mean animal cruelty,’ Pay says, ‘and what you should do is nothing. Do you want to be left behind in this dried-up hemorrhoid of a town? Raped by whatever gunbunnies might be drinking it up in the Shitbird Saloon?’

You mean the Malamute Saloon, Jack thinks, and all at once is in the place – a deep one – where he keeps memories of his mother. He rarely visits that place because those memories still hurt, but sometimes, even in this strange later life, he stumbles back into it. Oh, the hurts are muted now – Lily Cavanaugh led a long life, largely thanks to him – but the memories are still there because, good or bad, all children (boys especially) remember their mother. Now Jack recalls her standing on the table of some bar or restaurant, and reciting ‘The Shooting of Dan McGrew,’ all ten stanzas. Word perfect, and everyone applauded. How old was he then? Six? Seven? It was back when everyone lived in LaLa Land, and nobody lived anywhere else.

He stands up in Winola’s dusty aisle, puts one hand over his heart, then raises the other as if to testify, and declaims: ‘A bunch of the boys were whooping it up in the Malamute saloon! The kid that handles the music-box was playing a jag-time tune!’

Mary claps her hands and says, ‘More!’

Pay says, ‘What the fuck are you on about?’

‘Nothing. My mother. Poetry. And I don’t remember the rest.’

Winola finishes making her latest announcement and jerks into life. Hilltown, with its saloon and sad horses, falls behind. Now they are in rocky terrain, what would undoubtedly be called the badlands in one of those
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Dear Reader,

We’d love your attention for one more page to tell you about the crisis in children’s reading, and what we can all do.

Studies have shown that reading for fun is the single biggest predictor of a child’s future life chances – more than family circumstance, parents’ educational background or income. It improves academic results, mental health, wealth, communication skills, ambition and happiness.1

The number of children reading for fun is in rapid decline. Young people have a lot of competition for their time. In 2024, 1 in 10 children and young people in the UK aged 5 to 18 did not own a single book at home.2

Hachette works extensively with schools, libraries and literacy charities, but here are some ways we can all raise more readers:


• Reading to  children for just 10 minutes a day makes a difference

• Don’t give up if children aren’t regular readers – there will be books for them!

• Visit bookshops and libraries to get recommendations

• Encourage them to listen to audiobooks

• Support school libraries

• Give books as gifts



There’s a lot more information about how to encourage children to read on our website: www.RaisingReaders.co.uk

Thank you for reading.
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1 OECD, ‘21st-Century Readers: Developing Literacy Skills in a Digital World’, 2021, https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/21st-century-readers_a83d84cb-en.html

2 National Literacy Trust, ‘Book Ownership in 2024’, November 2024, https://literacytrust.org.uk/research-services/research-reports/book-ownership-in-2024
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