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Chapter 1. The D in Annie D. 
O fortunatus nimium, sua si bonum norint, agricolas 

 
There was no way Daniel Shires could have known that the river which cut so conveniently 

through the eighty acres of Nebraska farmland that he chose to homestead back in 1859 was only 
running so high and wide that spring because it was flooded. By summertime, when the heat was 
on and the prairie grasses began to burn, that river, which was to become the same deceptive 
body of water after which the town of Wizen River would take its name, had dried up and 
dwindled to a creek. 

But Daniel Shires had come far enough. He would not be moving on. He had fled famine, 
death, and disease, along with many thousands of other optimistic emigrants, to settle in the vast 
and reportedly prosperous American wilderness. His less robust wife had been unable to survive 
even the rough ocean crossing, and so it was Daniel and his son, Weary, who traveled by prairie 
schooner across the plains to Nebraska. 

By the time that the river underwent its unfortunate metamorphosis, Daniel had his house 
half built and his fields plowed and planted. It was too late then to do any more exploring. He 
and Weary had acres of rich and fertile soil to cultivate and call their own, and they were not 
about to give it all up to go off in search of a real river. The creek would have to do. 

It couldn't have been easy for them. Even now, with thermostats and central air, fire houses 
and flood control, electricity and television, the people of Nebraska are still at the mercy of their 
climate. We talk about the weather as if she were a crazy queen—unpredictable and difficult to 
please. 

Winters are bitter and unremitting; sometimes the mercury will not creep up above ten 
below for weeks on end. Snow falls down and then piles up or blows off to form mammoth 
drifts. Whopping chunks of hail can knock a man unconscious, kill a prize hog, destroy a bumper 
crop. 

With spring comes melted snow, and the rains that fall and flood the plains. Quiet little 
creeks become rampant rivers, precious topsoil gets swept away, plows and tractors become 
mired and are left abandoned in the hopelessly muddy fields. 

Then summer rolls in, and with it the dog days that so thicken the air with heat and moisture 
that only the gnats and mosquitoes have the energy to whiz and bite. Thunderstorms ravage the 
night, a terror to children and livestock; stupendous twisters tear through the towns and visit 
disaster down upon the jerry-built trailer parks; fires catch the fields, whipped up and carried out 
of control by ruthless winds. 

Plenty of other settlers sickened and died out there on the prairies. But Daniel and Weary 
Shires were intrepid; somehow they managed to survive and thrive. 

Weary was my grandfather. He and his father built themselves a working farm out of those 
eighty acres, and when Daniel at last succumbed, Weary buried him on the slope behind the 



house and went on to work his land alone. In 1889, Weary married the daughter of a prosperous 
neighbor, and with his bride came one hundred and sixty more acres of land to call his own. 
Lucy was only eighteen when she and Weary were wed—he was fifty, a shrewd man who was 
able to charm his way into possession of a pretty young bride and more than triple his property 
holdings in one swift bargain—and she spent the next ten years bearing and raising his seven 
children, six boys and, at last, in 1899, a girl, my mother, Mona Shires. 

I have a single photograph, an old tintype, of my mother when she was a child, dressed up in 
all the frills and curls her small femininity could bear, surrounded by her bigger and more rugged 
brothers, held in her father's lap, the obvious pet of his affection. And there is Weary, as wizened 
as the river, grinning—a slash of toothless smile that stretches across his face from one ear to the 
other and that, at second glance, looks more like a grimace than a grin, an expression more of 
pain than of joy, less of pleasure than endurance. 

Of all those six strapping sons, Weary couldn't manage to keep even one of them at home to 
work the land that he and Daniel Shires had homesteaded together back in 1859. The age of 
industry had come clanking in, and one by one each boy grew up and took off out of Nebraska. 
Some found jobs and money. One ended up in jail. Another went crazy and died. Only Mona, 
imprisoned by her girlishness and all the helplessness that it implied, was left. 

If there was ever anything at all that Mona Shires dreamed of and prayed for, it was that 
there would come a time when she, too, would be allowed to veer away from her father's 
footsteps and follow in her brothers', away from the tedium and drudgery of a farmer's life and 
into a more civilized world, where a person didn't have to do battle with the elements day after 
day after day. 

"Suffering and pain," she'd murmur, washing the blood from her hands after helping the men 
deliver a stillborn breech calf. They wrapped a chain around its legs and cranked the calf, inch by 
inch, out into the world. "Who needs it?" She'd bang her pots and pans on the kitchen counter 
and break her dishes on the floor. "Please, God..." 

As it turned out, her prayers weren't answered until many years later, when I had already 
grown up and married and was about to become busy raising children of my own. 

 
While Mona Shires was enduring her childhood in Wizen River, watching her aging father 

and her more independent brothers struggle to make a decent living on that land and seeing those 
brothers each one give up on the whole enterprise and take off to make a better life for himself 
elsewhere, a boy named Harley Plant was growing up in Chicago, dreaming of his own release, 
from the squalor and anonymity of the city to the cleaner and closer freedom of the farm. And 
when he returned from his tour of duty as an Army private in World War I, older and wiser and 
more anxious than ever to leave civilization to the savages, he came to Nebraska as a salesman, 
peddling Bibles and calendars and greeting cards and paper-covered novels to farmers and their 
families across the state. 

His route took him through Wizen River, and it was there that he met Mona Shires. She let 
him sell her not one but two of his most expensive Bibles, and she bore the wrath of Weary 
Shires when he learned of her extravagance. 

When Harley Plant passed through Wizen River a second time, Mona was waiting for him. 
She began her conquest in earnest then, browsing through his books, giving him coy looks and 
pretty poses, purchasing several sets, and at last becoming so bold as to invite him up to the 
porch for a little lemonade and cake. 

That was the beginning of a courtship that would last a full year, picking up where it had left 



off once every two weeks, when Harley Plant passed through Wizen River again. 
The year was 1920. Weary Shires gave away the hand of his only daughter to Harley Plant 

in the same old Episcopal church in Wizen River where Weary and Lucy Shires had been 
married and would be eulogized, where I was christened and later wed, and where my own two 
boys were also christened and later laid out. And then he took the bride and groom back to his 
farmhouse to drink a toast to their union. 

 The plan was that the newlyweds would honeymoon in Chicago where Harley would then 
take up a job as office manager for the company that had sent him out to sell their books in the 
first place. Mona had already packed her bags in anticipation of her release, and she was anxious 
to be off when Weary—was it with a grimace or a grin?—threw a wrench into the works by 
taking Harley aside at the last minute and offering him full ownership of the farm. 

Lock, stock, and barrel. 
Now Weary knew that Harley wouldn't be able to turn down such a promising prospect. And 

so while Mona raved and cried and hurled curses—and dishes and whatever else she could find 
that was handy to smash—at her father, Weary accepted Harley's gratitude for that unexpected 
dowry and then, with a knowing wink, sent him on upstairs to soothe his infuriated bride. 

Whatever it was that Harley did up there, it worked just as Weary had known it would, and 
an hour later, when he and Mona descended the stairway from their bedroom to the parlor, Mona 
was quiet and flushed and clinging to Harley. They did go to Chicago, and they did spend some 
time there with his family. But then Harley informed the book company that he wouldn't be 
working for them anymore, and he and Mona packed back up and came home again to the farm 
in Wizen River. There they took up housekeeping with Mona's parents, in the old house which 
had, over the years, been expanded and modernized since Daniel Shires had first built it in 1859. 

Mona was back where she had started, no match for both her husband's and her father's 
wills, married to a man who was no redeemer after all, but only a simple, gentle farmer, another 
fool like her father, who took pleasure in battling the elements just to bring forth some 
sustenance from the soil. 

Harley was, in fact, a sorry sort of farmer, but he was determined, and he got by. He and 
Mona raised hogs and corn and chickens, all under the watchful tutelage of a more experienced, 
but less chipper, Weary. 

And then, in 1921, I was born, the product of that first pacification that my father had 
worked upon his bride on the afternoon that they were married. Two years later, resting easy now 
that he had at last got himself a son, albeit in law, to take over for him, Weary Shires gave up the 
ghost and passed over in his sleep. Lucy Shires stayed on with us, helping Mona keep house and 
advising Harley when she could, until she, too, was gone, when I was nine. We buried her up on 
the slope behind the house, next to Daniel and Weary Shires. 

And with her mother's passing, Mona's fate was sealed. 
 
What Harley Plant lacked in experience, he more than made up for in sheer strength and 

tenacity. He just would not let anyone or anything get him down. He was a huge, clumsy, 
ruggedly handsome man, all muscle and denim and sweat, and he could lift me up and toss me 
around like an old, but treasured, sack of potatoes. 

Nevertheless, Mona was determined that I wouldn't follow in her footsteps to become just 
another poor farm girl up to her knees in mud and muck. She saw to it that I was educated, and 
she gave me all the manners and grace of what she considered to be a real lady. 

While Harley was out in the weather planting his corn or mending his fences, Mona and I 



were in the parlor, stitching pretty samplers or tatting dainty linens. I would look up from my 
small work to see Harley out there in his fields, his yellow hair blown all wild, as he struggled to 
make our old rusty tractor pull the plow through the heavy soil. 

Every day I had to do extra lessons. Mona was sure that I would never be near pretty enough 
for my looks alone to bring about the fulfillment of all her hopes and dreams, and so she took it 
upon herself to teach me, besides my regular schoolwork, to read and write in Latin. She thought 
that maybe that would somehow make me more attractive to a gentleman who didn't have his 
hands in the dirt. 

Together we went through our conjugations arid declensions—nominatives and ablatives, 
objectives and subjunctives, pluperfects and future perfects, gerund and participle, number and 
case—and then Harley would come stomping in and shoo me off to change out of my crisp little 
dress and into overalls and boots. He and I would trudge out into the snow or rain or heat to slop 
the hogs while Mona made thunder in the kitchen, taking all her rage and frustration out on those 
poor old banged-up pots and pans. 

When I was seventeen, the boys should have begun to come around. But they never did. 
Instead, I had become a sort of a joke in Wizen River, partly because those boys were afraid of 
me—what one of them could ever hope to find anything at all to say to a girl who knew how to 
sew doilies and translate Virgil?—and partly because the girls thought that I was odd and strange 
and different from any of them, and mostly because they all together believed that I held myself 
up as just too good for any of them, which wasn't true at all. 

It was Mona who put on airs, not me, and not Harley. 
If it hadn't been for Phoebe, I wouldn't have had any friends at all. Phoebe's father owned the 

bank, and Mona thought that that was fine. 
We were just out of high school when the war came along, and then all the boys, including 

Jack Tooker, went away to make heroes of themselves by fighting off the Germans and the Japs. 
Phoebe would come to visit in the evening and we would listen to the war news on the radio. 
She'd wring her hands and get all red-eyed with worry about whether Jack was going to get 
himself killed over there. 

Phoebe had dropped out of high school to marry Jack, and she loved the drama of her 
situation. She looked to tragedy to give her meaning all her life. Maybe she cared more about 
Jack when he was gone than she would have if he had still been there with her at home, where 
nothing bad could happen to him, and it was safe. 

We worked together for the Women's Relief Club. One of our projects was to set up tables 
in the train station, and a phonograph playing all the most popular records, and when the 
trainloads of boys came through we danced with them and gave them coffee and little snacks that 
we had baked ourselves. 

I did a lot of baking, but not much dancing. Phoebe danced, and she told me that she always 
pretended that the boy who held her was Jack, returned safe and sound from his fighting, maybe 
wounded, quiet and strong. 

And then the war was over, and Jack did come back home to Phoebe, and Phoebe was 
pregnant. She lost that baby, miscarried it, and didn't get pregnant again with Lacey until four 
years later. 

I was there in my parlor, twenty-seven years old, still stitching and reading and conjugating 
verbs, keeping myself so busy that a local boy wouldn't have touched me with a ten-foot pole. 

That was when Dr. Diettermann showed up, not exactly a knight on a stallion, but a liberator 
nonetheless. He came to Wizen River to take over the practice of our own aging doctor, and 



everybody was glad to have him, even if he was a German and couldn't speak much English at 
all. 

And when Mona, who was always on the lookout for a man who she thought would be 
suitable—good enough, rich enough, educated and refined enough to court me—heard that there 
was a new doctor who was sorely in need of an English teacher, she had just the girl for him. 

Little Annie Plant. 
Mona arranged everything, and Dr. Diettermann drove out to our farm once a week to learn 

to speak the language. Now, although Mona and I both, she as my instructor and I as her pupil, 
could read and write Latin with some proficiency, neither of us had ever attempted to learn 
German. I tried to explain to Mona that there was no connection whatsoever between the two, 
but she only got cross and told me that if I couldn't work with words, then maybe I should try 
pictures. 

"Pictures?" 
"Ja," said Mona, frowning, "ja, ja, ja!" 
Dr. Diettermann stood in the doorway with his hat under his arm, bowing and smiling and 

clicking his teeth. He reached out to shake my hand, and I remember that I noticed then how 
clean and smooth and soft his fingers felt next to mine. 

I did as I was told. The Doctor and I spent our weekly hour at the table in the kitchen, 
passing drawings back and forth, trying to make sense of each other's words. 

I drew a house. 
"House," I said. 
"Haus," the Doctor answered, smiling, pleased. He made the word sound like a sneeze. 
He drew a tree. 
"Baum," he said. 
"Bomb?" 
I pointed to the things in the kitchen. "Stove," I told him, "sink, icebox, counter, table, 

water..." 
"Vasser," he said, clapping his hands. "Vodder." 
"Wuh...wuh...wuh...water. Not vodder. Nein vodder. Wuh...wuh...wuh...water!" 
"Ja! Vodder! Vuh...vuh...vuh...vodder!" 
"Chair...hand...foot...leg...knee..." 
This went on for almost six months. And then one evening, after we had carried on one of 

our first successful conversations all in English, the Doctor handed me a picture he had drawn. In 
it was a house. 

"Haus!" he said, pointing and nodding. 
The upstairs wall was missing, exposing the room. In the room was a bed. 
"Bed!" 
And on the bed were a man and a woman. 
"Vooman!" 
One on top of the other. 
Across the bottom he had written, "Willst du meine Frau werden?" 
I was blushing so hard that I was dizzy, and his round white face seemed to wobble and 

float, a balloon on a string, dreamlike and unreal before my eyes. Never mind that Dr. 
Diettermann was a Kraut. Never mind that he was ten years older than me. 

Dr. Diettermann had asked me to be his wife. 
I wouldn't be an old maid after all, and I wouldn't be a farmer either. I would move into 



town and live in a proper house as the wife of the town doctor. 
In 1949, I became Annie Diettermann, and I set up housekeeping with my husband in the 

Doctor's big house downtown. 
And then, six months later, I was pregnant with Gunar, and Mona left. 
She had done her job, seen to it that I was taken care of, and what else was there? She 

packed up her things and took off out of Wizen River, looking for something better, in search of 
a life that was more, and we never did hear one word from her again. 

Maybe she's in New York, one of those wretched old women who carry everything they own 
around in plastic trash bags and call the subway station home. Maybe she's in an institution, a 
ward of the state. Or maybe she's dead. Anyway, she's not on the farm anymore. 

Several years after that Harley died, quietly, in his sleep, dreaming, I expect, of weather and 
dirt and the good, warm blessing of the sun, and then the land that Daniel Shires had found at the 
end of his journey to America became mine. Dr. Diettermann got a good price for it. The men 
who bought it came in with their bulldozers and leveled the old house, and then they planted corn 
up where the Shireses and my father lay. 

It was Phoebe who got everyone started calling me Annie D. It was quite a happy little joke 
to her that after all those years I had at last hooked myself a husband, and a doctor at that, and so 
she couldn't keep from always saying, "Why, hello there, Annie Diettermann!" put-ting just the 
slightest stress on the Diettermann. And then that got to be tiresome, so she shortened it to Annie 
D. And that's what they all still call me, even though the Doctor has been gone now for a long, 
long time. 

And he never was able to get his w's quite right. 
 
 

Chapter 2. Your Mother is Dead. I'm Sorry. 
Obit 

 
Whether she ever knew it or not, Phoebe Tooker had been promising, predicting, and even 

anticipating her own end for many years before she died. She would say to me, during those 
times when we talked over coffee about ourselves and our husbands and our children and our 
friends, that if one thing—and that was an understood reference to her thankless and delinquent 
daughter Lacey—didn't do her in, then another—her equally wayward and ungrateful husband 
Jack—would be pretty much bound to do the trick just as well. 

And then she would shake her head, showing well enough how helpless she felt, and yet 
unable to resist taking it just one step further, exaggerating herself, becoming almost comic and 
even a little grotesque, by rolling her eyes so far back up into their sockets that the pretty blue 
irises disappeared altogether and all you saw was the red- flecked whites. 

Like a person having a seizure. Like someone in the middle of a fit. 
As it turned out, neither of those particular two of Phoebe's worst and most unrelenting 

antagonists had anything at all to do with how she really died. Jack Tooker had left Phoebe, 
divorced her, and then been killed himself, ten years before the accident happened, and Lacey 
was so long gone that Phoebe hadn't had word or sight of her in nine. 

It was that car, the one that Jack and Phoebe had been so proud of back when Lacey was still 
the baby that everybody loved the best, and before Phoebe had become a grousing malcontent. 

It was a 1955 Chevy Bel Aire Nomad wagon, two-tone, with blue around the doors and 
fenders and white across the top. 



"The latest thing," Jack had said, again and again. He was pretty proud of it and of the fact 
that it belonged to him, besides. He liked cruising up and down the streets of Wizen River, one 
arm flung back over the seat, the other hand hanging on the steering wheel, his gold wedding 
band glinting in the sunshine. Or he would fold his hands back behind his head, steering with his 
knee against the wheel, scaring Phoebe so until she screeched and buried her face in her hands. 

"I can't look! I don't want to die! The baby, Jack...please!" 
And Jack would laugh. He took a lot of pleasure out of teasing Phoebe that way. I think it 

made him feel powerful and strong to hear her whimper and cry and squeal, helpless and afraid 
like that. Probably she thought so, too. 

That was sort of the way that Jack and Phoebe fit together all around. Where he was loud 
and brash, she would be timid and still. Where he was tall, long-legged, and lank, all smiles and 
jokes and fun, she was small and serious and afraid. Phoebe had to sit on a pillow to drive that 
car, and still she could barely see over the top of the wheel. And her feet barely even reached the 
pedals. 

"Totally automatic," Jack would say, buffing a fender with the comer of one of Lacey's thick 
cotton diapers. "Practically drives itself." 

The Tooker Place was once a noble old house, but by the time that Phoebe was killed, what 
with its peeling paint and all those weeds, it had become an ordinary, rundown-looking thing. 
And the way down the hill into Wizen River had always been particularly dreadful for Phoebe. 
She didn't care one bit for the ditches that fell away with hardly a shoulder at all into the woods 
on either side of the road. Maybe it was picturesque, but she had to be always fighting the crazy 
impulse to turn off and drive right on over into them. 

Or, anyway, that was what she said. 
But no one, not the people that she pestered to put up some kind of a barricade along the 

shoulder, not Lacey, not Jack, and least of all myself, her closest friend and confidante, 
accustomed to the hyperbole of her many afflictions, had ever taken her seriously when she tried 
to describe that temptation toward self-destruction and the tremendous amount of willpower that 
it took for her to resist and keep the car on the road and gliding down that smooth plane: of 
asphalt into town. With her steady accretion of grievances over the years, Phoebe had lost her 
credibility long before she came up with that one particular phobia. And I guess the old car didn't 
help the situation much, either. 

 
It was springtime, May, when the early morning warmth is so welcome, a vague hint of the 

swelter in the summer days to come. Phoebe was on her way down to visit with me, and she was 
at the wheel of that Chevy. She wouldn't sell it. She refused time and time again to try and have 
it traded in for a newer, smaller, more economical and less clumsy car. Phoebe was little, and 
dainty, and shy, but that was not to be confused with being weak. 

It was Lacey who later came up with the whole idea that what had really happened was that 
her mother had swerved to avoid a stray dog in the road and then just kept on going, right on 
over the edge. The car climbed an oak tree and then fell back down into the ditch, belly up and 
wheels still spinning. Phoebe Tooker was tossed around inside that Chevy—broken and torn to 
pieces—just like an old rag doll. 

But Lacey—who came and gave us her own less complicated, more humane answer to what 
everybody was asking, which was how exactly did that Chevy end up upside down in the 
ditch?—seemed to know a whole lot more about it than any of the rest of us, including the 
authorities whose job it was to investigate the accident and take all those photographs of the 



scene. There was never any mention made in their reports of an animal in the road. It was pretty 
clear to them that Phoebe Tooker had turned the wheel and driven right off the shoulder. Just like 
that. 

Kaboom...crash! 
Maybe she'd been trying to steer the darned thing with her knee. 
Nobody was able to give Lacey an explanation that she could appreciate. Or live with. Or 

understand or accept or pass on as being a true account of what had really happened. Maybe she 
didn't like the idea that her mother had finally succumbed to the enticement of the ditches. She 
couldn't, even after the fact, bring herself to believe that the temptation that her mother had 
described often enough to harden us all had ever been a real one—the single one, in fact, of 
Phoebe's many neuroses that had been genuine enough to finally do her in. 

But isn't it better in the end to admit to even the most unpleasant reality than to go on 
beguiling yourself with a more comfortable camouflage of the truth? 

I would have to say so. And I butted in and tried to tell Lacey about how the car, beloved as 
it may have been, was just too big, and Phoebe was so small, and maybe she had sneezed or 
something and lost control, only for a minute, but long enough to make the fatal difference 
between the ditches and my driveway down the hill. 

Or maybe she had just gone off the edge on purpose. 
Lacey sighed and looked away. She poured more coffee for Bo, who wasn't taking any 

pennies for what he thought about the whole thing just then. 
She didn't let it go at that—her point made, her opinion aired. She gathered herself up and 

turned to me, hands on her slim hips, hair tossed prettily back over her shoulders, ready to put an 
end once and for all to every argument, and pointed out that Phoebe did, after all, have a bumper 
sticker plastered right there on the back bumper of the car for everyone to see, didn't she? And 
didn't it read, Caution!! I Brake for Animals? As if that were enough evidence for any idiot, even 
the most feebleminded and blindly loyal of her mother's friends, who would just stop and take 
the time to think it over. And then she shook her head at me and rolled her eyes back up into 
their sockets, in perfect parody of the woman that she had so despised. 

 
And what was Lacey doing there in the first place? How come she was around offering up 

any theories at all about her mother's accident? Phoebe Tooker was dead, but she wasn't in the 
ground yet when Lacey and John came back home again to Wizen River. And it's my guess that 
they wouldn't have made the trip even then if it hadn't been for the stranger who showed up one 
night when Lacey came home to her apartment after work. 

No, when Lacey Tooker finally gave in to the boy and agreed to bring him back to the town 
where he'd been conceived—but not, thanks to Phoebe Tooker's discretion, born—she wasn't, as 
some of the less alert, but no less talkative, ladies in town supposed, responding to the news that 
her mother had finally been released from her agonies, both real and imagined, once and for all. 
Lacey Tooker and her eight-year-old son John didn't travel back east to pay their respects to an 
old woman that they had loved and would miss. 

And she wasn't responding either to what she thought had become his persistent badgering 
for more information about his mother's home-town. 

"Will you listen to this boy?" she said to me when I met them at the bus depot. Her cheeks 
were pink with embarrassment. 

John, after consulting with his schoolmates, all of whom could lay claim to certain men as 
their fathers, whether those men were actually living in their homes with them or not, insisted 



that it was his right to at least meet, and Lacey's duty to see to it that he was properly introduced 
to, the man named Casey Boots who was his dad. Lacey rumpled his hair and laughed and tried 
to turn it all into a joke by making John the fool there. 

Now, those magpies couldn't have known anything at all about John's sudden obsession with 
finding out the identity of his father. And they wouldn't have guessed, either, about the intruder 
that Lacey had found hiding in her apartment. But they were all well aware of the mile-wide rift 
between Lacey and her mother. Gossip is these ladies' business; rumor is their trade. They, all of 
them, should have figured out first thing that if there was anything at all in this world that had the 
power to bring Lacey Tooker back home to Wizen River, Nebraska, it wouldn't have been her 
mother. 

Not even her dead mother. 
 
The two women had had their final falling out, after years of un-concealed bickering and 

mutual harassment, when Lacey was only eighteen. It was then that she had committed the 
unforgivable and embarrassing crime of getting herself, as they said, "knocked up" during the 
last semester of her senior year in high school. Not such a misstep anymore. Nobody calls that a 
crime. Now I'm all the time reading in the magazines about women who get pregnant without 
being married first. On purpose. 

But, for Lacey, it was different. That was before. That was here. 
She missed three periods and threw up every morning for a month before her condition was 

even correctly diagnosed. And her mother, who was at first decently shocked at the news and 
later cunningly practical about seeing that it was kept a close secret, did what plenty of other 
women in her position would have done. She sent Lacey west to a home in California to finish 
her schooling and have her baby there. 

And if that Casey Boots had ever had any mind to rectify his wrong by marrying Lacey to 
legitimate his child, Phoebe and I quickly nipped his good intentions in the bud. 

Lacey was too good. She deserved better than that. 
The plan was that Lacey would stay in the home until the baby was born. Then she would 

give the child up for adoption to some more deserving but less fertile woman, regain her pretty 
figure, and return home to Wizen River with a carefully made-up story about how she had spent 
the spring and half the summer caring for some sickly second cousin by the beach. 

What Phoebe and I, in all our scheming to save Lacey's reputation, never dreamed was that 
she would change her mind and opt for motherhood after all. All of our plans for her went wrong 
when Lacey turned pigheaded and maternal on us by refusing to give her baby away. 

Phoebe never saw so much as a snapshot of her grandson John. And when the news of 
Lacey's decision finally hit home and Phoebe had no choice but to accept the fact that Lacey had 
made up her mind to stay and raise the boy—Jack Tooker had passed on some time before and 
because he was in the life insurance business at the time, he had left a legacy large enough to 
make that decision a practicable one—Phoebe wasn't making any secret anymore of the fact that 
her only daughter had disgraced her by going off and bearing a child out of wedlock. In fact, 
Lacey later claimed that it was her belief that her mother had actually welcomed the 
transgression as yet another, and more understandable, cross to bear. The effects of the divorce 
had lost their impact when Jack Tooker died. 

Anyway, it sure wasn't love that brought Lacey and John back to Wizen River for Phoebe's 
funeral. 

It wasn't sorrow, and it wasn't grief. 



It was an intruder. 
It had to be fear. 
 
The night that Lacey came home from work and found the telegram from me, she also found 

a man waiting to attack her in her living room. If he had been a little more careful about hiding 
himself, he might have got away with whatever sick and disgusting entertainments he had in 
mind for Lacey and himself. Things might have been different. This story might not have been 
the same. 

As it was, she spotted him straight off, before he got the chance to jump her, and she was 
able to get away. 

He made his first mistake when he broke into the apartment and then didn't lock the door up 
again after himself. 

Lacey trusted locked doors. She respected them. Until the killings here began, people in 
Wizen River had left their doors unlocked as a rule, and so when they did lock them, you could 
be sure that they meant business. 

There were four locks in the front door of Lacey's apartment—the one in the knob and the 
dead bolt, both of which came with the place, and the sliding bolt and chain latch, which Lacey 
had installed herself. Lacey had thought that would be enough, and she had taught John, from the 
time that he was tall enough to reach and old enough to come and go on his own, how to work 
them all. 

And that was why, when Lacey came home from work and found her front door ajar, she 
straightaway knew that something was wrong. So she didn't, as was her usual habit, lock it all up 
again after herself once she was inside. If she had, well, things might have turned out very 
differently for her. And for John, too. 

And for all the rest of us, besides. 
She was cautious. She called to John, but he didn't answer back. He wasn't there. He hadn't 

come home from school yet. She went into the living room. She meant to pull back the drapes 
and take a peek outside to see whether she could spot her son pedaling his way home for supper. 

But it was early, and there was still some light outside. Enough, at least, so that the man who 
had picked his way past Lacey's locks and into her apartment, and who was crouched now 
behind the drapes, waiting, and who must have considered himself well hidden and all set to 
pounce on an unsuspecting female or her son, was a shadow in silhouette. If he had been just a 
little more clever, he would have seen that the light wasn't right for hiding behind anything so 
flimsy and sheer as draperies, and he would have chosen something more substan-tial, like an 
armchair, a sofa, or a closet door. 

But, lucky for Lacey, she saw him. She stopped midstride, turned on one toe, and made a 
mad dash for the door. And if that door had been all locked up, the way it should have been, 
Lacey would have been trapped. If she had needed to stop and find her keys and fumble with the 
latches and struggle with the chain, well, there's not much question but that her intruder would 
have had his way with her. 

Anyway, the door wasn't locked. Lacey didn't have to stop. She turned and ran and pulled it 
open and fled to the safety of a neighboring apartment. 

When the woman across the hall, who also happened to be the manager of the building, 
answered Lacey's knock at the door, she was thrilled to find her usually aloof neighbor framed in 
the peephole there. It wasn't until Lacey had shoved her aside and made her way to the telephone 
that the woman realized that this was not a social call. 



It was an emergency. 
Lacey, to her credit, kept her head. She phoned the police and found a way to give coherent 

answers to all their questions. Then she pulled back the manager's own draperies and stood at the 
window to watch for John and, if she could, if her luck held, warn him off. 

When he came pedaling up the sidewalk in his usual distracted way—Lacey always worried 
about him on that bike; he never seemed to be paying the least little bit of attention to what he 
was doing—she started banging frantically on the glass. 

John was so stunned by the sight of his usually calm and sometimes irritatingly rational 
mother making wild gestures and crazy faces at him from the manager's window, that he rode his 
bike right up onto the grass, stopped, and toppled over. And there he stayed, staring in 
amazement, afraid, probably, that the worst had finally happened—that his mother had lost her 
mind. 

Now not only did he not have a father to call his own, but his mother was on her way out, 
too. He sat right where he had landed in the grass, pinned by his bike and entranced by the 
unfamiliar sight of her, until the squad cars came. 

While Lacey was keeping her son occupied with the spectacle of her gestures in the window, 
it occurred to her that things could have turned out a whole lot worse than they had so far. What 
if John had made it home before her that night? Some delay, traffic, or an errand or a talkative 
coworker, could have kept her later than usual. And John maybe wouldn't have been alert enough 
to worry about the unlocked door. He might not have noticed the shadow lurking in the drapes. 

Lacey suspected that the man to whom that shadow belonged wasn't an ordinary burglar out 
after somebody's jewelry and cash. She guessed, and she was right, that he probably had 
something else entirely in mind. 

By the time the police found their way to her apartment, the man was long gone. He must 
have figured that the jig was pretty much up when he heard Lacey leaving. And so the police, 
who were doing their best to be polite about it, were at first doubtful of Lacey's story. There was 
no sign of a forced entry. The shadow could have been an illusion dreamed up in the fevered 
imagination of a paranoid woman. There didn't seem to be anything missing. The television set 
was still there. 

But they changed their minds quickly enough when they came to the bedroom. Someone had 
definitely been there since Lacey and John had left that morning. Or Lacey was not as normal as 
she looked. 

There were ropes tied to the posts of the bed, and when one officer pulled back the quilt, he 
found that the mattress was covered with a sickening arrangement of razor blades and knives and 
matches and wires. 

No question about it, that man, whoever he was, had had some kind of violence in mind for 
our Lacey. Whatever he may have lacked in imagination with respect to the hiding place he 
chose to take, he more than made up for it there. 

Lacey hustled John away, out of the room and into the kitchen, trying to cover his eyes and 
his ears and his whole face all at the same time with her hands, but he wasn't interested anyway. 
He was still much more concerned about her earlier behavior in the neighbor's window than he 
was about what the police were finding set up in his mother's bed. And so that was when the lady 
from across the hall, having recovered from her shock at Lacey's initial rudeness and the thrill of 
having policemen on the premises, remembered the telegram that she had signed for earlier that 
day. She fetched it up from her apartment and brought it to Lacey. 

I know what it said, because it was sent to her by me. Your mother is dead. I'm sorry. Annie 



D. 
When the police had finished up and gone, Lacey told John that they would be going away. 

She didn't tell him that his grandmother had been killed. She told the manager that they were off 
on a little trip and would return in a week or so. 

It's quite possible that she really thought that they would. She phoned the office where she 
worked and left a message with the answering service there that her mother had died and she 
would be taking a few days off. It was good that she only had to leave a message, because she 
didn't want to have to explain, especially not to her supervisor, Richard, who was in love with 
her and would expect more. 

She phoned me in Wizen River to say that she was flying into Omaha and then would take 
the Greyhound bus from there. And she packed her bags and took off with John for the airport, 
on her way back home. 

 
The manager of the apartment building where Lacey lived thought that it was the telegram 

that sent them off. John thought that his mother, after her momentary fit of madness, had finally 
seen reason and was taking him home to meet his father. And Richard, the supervisor who loved 
her, thought that she was going back as a way of making some kind of amends for the way that 
she had treated the poor old woman. 

But they were all wrong. Lacey Tooker abandoned her home and her job and her boyfriend 
in California because she had had a close call with an intruder. In spite of all the locks. 

And whatever else she may have felt about Wizen River, Nebraska, she did believe that it 
was, at least, safe. 

 


