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STEPHEN KING

forth. Thefe's a playground for the kiddies, too. Everything, in fact,
except a public pool; every now and theri the city council discusses the
idea, but it keeps getting tabled. The expense, you know.

This night in October is warm for the time of year, but a fine dizzle
has kept all but a single dedicated runner inside. That would beJorge
Castro, who has a gig teaching creative writing and Latin American
Lit at the college. Despite his specialty, he's American born and bred;

Jorge likes to tell people he's as American as pie d.e rnanzana.

He turned forty inJuly and can no longer kid himself that he is still
the young lion who had momentary bestseller success with his first novel.

Foty is when you have to stop kidding yourself that you're still a young
aflything. If you don't-if you subscribe to such self-actualizing bullshit
as "forty is the new twenty-five"-you're going to find yourself starting
to slide. Just a little at first, but then a little more, and all at once you're
fifty with a belly poking out yorir belt buckle and cholesterol-busters in
the medicine cabinet. At twenty, the body forgives. At forty, forgiveness

is provisional at best. Jorge Castro doesn't want to turn fifty and discover
he's become just another American manslob.

You have to start taking care of yourself when you're forty. You have

to maintain the machinery because there's no trade-in option. SoJorge
drinks orunge juice in the morning (potassium) followed most days

by oatmeal (antioxidants), and keeps red meat to once a week. rU7hen

he wants a snack, he's apt to open a can of sardines. They're rich in
Omega 3s. (Also tasty!) He does simple exercises in the morning and
runs in the evening, not overdoing it but aerating those forty-year-
old lungs and giving his forty-year-old hean a chance to strut its stuff
(resting heart rute: 63). Jorge wants to look and feel forty when he gets
to fifty but fate is a joker. Jorge Castro isn't even going to see forty-one.
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His routine, which holds even on a night of fine drizzle, is to run from
the house he shares with Freddy (theirs, ar leasr, for as long as the
writer-in-residence gig lasts), half a mile down frorn the college, to
the park. There he'll stretch his back, drink some of the Vitaminwater
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STEPHEN KING

It's wrong because it's prosy, but it's a starr. She has managed to ger
her fingers under the lid of the poem. She needs to go inside, get her
notebook, and start scratching. She sits a few moments longer, though,
watching the silver circles revolve around the streetlights. Halos, she

thinks. I can't use that word, but that's what tbey look like, goddammit,

There is a final glimpse of the runner's yellow jacket, then he's gone
into the dark. The old poet srruggles to her feet, wincing at the pain
in her hips, and shuffles into her house.

3

Jorge Castro kicks it ,rp u bit. He's got his second wind now, Iungs
taking in more air, endorphins lit up. Just aheadis the park, scartered
with old-fashioned lamps that give off a mystic yellow glow. There's
a small parking lot in front of the deserted playground, now empty
except for a passenger van with its side door open and a rump sticking
out onto the wet asphalt. Near its foot is an eldedy man in a wheelchair
and an elderly woman down on one knee, fussing with it.

Jorge pulls up for a moment, bending over, hands grasping his legs
just above the knees, getting his breath back and checking out the
van. The blue and white license plate on the back has a wheelchair
Iogo on it.

The woman, who is wearing a quilted coat and a kerchief, looks
over at him. At first Jorge isn't sure he knows hs1-dls light in :his
small auxiliary parking lot isn't that good. "Hello! Got a problem?"

She stands up. The old guy in the wheelchair, dressed in a button-up
sweater and flat cap, gives a feeble wave.

"The battery died," the woman says. "It's Mr. Castro, isn't it? Jorge?"
Now he recognizes her. It's Professor Emily Harris, who teaches

English literature . . or did; she might now be emerita. And that's
her husband, also a teacher. He didn't rcalize Harris was disabled,
hasn't seen him around campus much, different department in a dif-
ferent building, but believes the last time he did, the old guy was

walking. Jorge sees her quite often at various faculty get-togerhers and
culture-vulture events. Jorge has an idea he's not one of her favorite
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STEPHEN KING

As he reaches the top of the ramp, bent almost horizontal now,
arms oursrretched and running shoes flexed, a bug stings the back of
his neck. Feels like a big one from the way heat is spreading out from
the source, maybe a wasp, and he's having a reaction. Never had one
before but there's a first time for everything and all at once his vision
is blurring and the strength is going out of his arms. His shoes slip
on the wet ramp and he goes ro one knee.

Wbeelcbair's going to backroll rigbt an top of me-
But it doesn't. Rodney Harris flips a switch and the wheerchair rolls

inside with a contented hum. Harris hops out, steps spryly around it,
and looks down at the man kneeling on the ramp with his hair plas-
tered to his forehead and drtzzle wetting his cheeks like sweat. Then
Jorge collapses on his face.

"Look at thatl" Emily cries softly. "perfect!"
"Help me," Rodney says.

His wife, wearing her own running shoes, takes Jorge,s ankles. Her
husband takes his arms. They haul him inside. The ramp retracts. Rodney
(who really is also Professor Harris, as it happens) sldes into the leftside
captain's chair. Emily kneels and zip-ties Jorge's wrists together, although
this is probably a needless precaution. Jorge is out like a light (a simile
of which the old poet would surely disapprove) and snoring heavily.

"All good?" asks Rodney Harris, he of the Bell college Life Sciences
Department.

"All goodl" Emily's voice is cracking with excitement. ,,\7e did it,
Roddy! S7e caught the son of a bitch!"

"Language, dear," Rodney says. Then he smiles. ,,But 
yes. Indeed

we did." He pulls out of rhe parking lot and starrs up the hill.
The old poet looks up from her work notebook, which has a picture

of a tiny red wheelbarrow on the front, sees the van pass, and bends
back to her poem.

The van turns in at 93 Ridge Road, home of the Harrises for almost
twenty-five years. It belongs ro them, not the college. one of the two
garage doors goes up; the van enters the bay on the left; the garage
door closes; all is once more still on Ridge Road. Mist revolves around
the streetlights.

Like halos.

Jotge regains consciousness L

mourh is dry his stomach is

dnank, but it must have been

And where did he drink it?,
mgerher where he uns'iselv dr

rasT Did he get drurk atrer
ot-rhose things seem right-

He opens his eyes, readr i
riasr ofpain through his poor

'ghr. considering his cu.rrenE

i ruron or yoga mat. There-s
-'ur could have come from \
:r s rhere for, and all ar once
:ese tblt like when the bell, r
--cxket tbr his bellv ro go inro
-4: riolendv. There's a lnuse.
:rd then he does ir again.

FIis stomach settles. bur rc

-,nks it will split olrn and:
\r< satering eyes and waic
im. but rhe caste of vomrr rr
:.66€d. he fumbles for rhe bu
r ieast panially clear.

He opens his eves again. r;
;{=s in acage- It's roomr bur

-zrrn. The overhead lights m
;5 Jirn. He sees a concrete d,

:f----+lor that he feels Like eri
=.se is empr.F. In rhe middie i
ezninE against them. Bqsood
r:rh rmls fo rng on pegs a-uC a

--1aT sas-_nice rool, nor ch,ez

-t arras of wrenches. careru
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STEPHEN KING

line of chrome sockets on a worktable beside a door going . . . some-

n'here. A11 the usual home handyman shit, and everything looking
s'e11-maintained.

There's no sawdust under the bandsaw table. Beyond it is a piece

of machinery he's never seen before: big and yellow and boxy, almost
the size of an industrial HVAC unit. Jorge decides that's what it must
be, because there's a rubber hose going through one paneled wall, but
he's never seen one like it. If there's a brand name, it's on the side he

can't see.

He looks around the cage, and what he sees scares him. It isn't so

much the bottles of Dasani water standing on an orange crate serving
as a table. It's the blue plastic box squatting in the corner, beneath the
sloping ceiling. That's a Porta-John, the kind invalids use when they
can still get out of bed but aren't able to make it all the way to
the nearest bathroom.

Jorge doesn't feel capable of standing yet, so he crawls to it and lifts
the lid. He sees blue water in the bowl and gets a whiff of disinfectant
strong enough to make his eyes start wateri ng again. He closes it and

knee-walks back to the futon, Even in his current fucked-up srate, he

knows what the Porta-John means: someone intends for him to be

here awhile. He has been kidnapped. Not by one of the cartels, as in
his novel, Catalepsy, and nor in Mexico or Colombia, eirher. Crazy as

it seems, he has been kidnapped by a couple of elderly professors, one

of them a colleague. And if this is their basement, he's not far from
his own house, where Freddy would be reading in the living room and
having a cup of-

But no. Freddy is gone, at leasr for now. Left after the latest argu-
ment, in his usual huff.

He examines the crisscrossed bars. They are steel, and neatly welded.
It must be a job done in this very workshop-there's certainly no Jail
Cells R Us that such an item could be ordered f1e6-gg1 the bars

look solid enough. He grabs one in both hands and shakes it. No give.

He looks at the ceiling and sees white panels drilled with small
holes. Soundproofing. He sees something else, roo: a glass eye peering
down. Jorge turns his face up to it.

"Are you there? \What do you want?"

Nothing. He considers shor
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How long has he been here? He looks at his watch, but that's no

good; rt's a wind-up, another remembrance he took when his father

died, and it has stopped at one-fifteen. AM or PM, he doesn't know.

And he can't remember the last time he wound it.
The Harrises. Emily and Ronald. Or is it Robert? He knows who

they are, and that's kind of ominous, isn't it?
It might be ominoas, he tells himself.

Since there's no sense shouting or screaming in a soundproof room-
and it would bring his headache back, raving-he sits down on the

futon and waits for something to happen. For someone to come and

explain what the fuck.

The stuff they shot him up *i.i, -rrr. still be floating around in his

head because Jorge falls into a doze, head down and spittle slipping
from one corner of his mouth. Sometime later-still one-fifteen accord-

ing to his Papi's q/216h-6 door opens up above and someone starts

down the stairs. Jorge raises his head (another bolt of pain, but not so

bad) and sees black lowtop sneakers, ankle socks, trim brown pants,

then a flowered apron. It's Emily Harris. \tr7ith a tray.

Jorge stands up. "N7hat is going on here?"

She doesn't answer, only sets the tray down about two feet from
the cage. On it is a bulgy brown envelope stuck into the top of a big
plastic go-cup, the kind you fillwith coffee for a long drive. Next to
it is a plate with something nasty on it: a slab of dark red meat float-

ing in even darker red liquid. Just looking at it makes Jorge feel like
vomiting again.

"If you think I'm going to eat that, Emily, think again."

She makes no reply, only takes the broom and pushes the tray along

the concrete. There's a hinged flap in the bottom of the cage (tbey'ue

been planning this,Jorye thinks). The go-cup falls over when it hits the

top of the flap, which is only four inches or so high, then the tray goes

through. The flap claps shut when she pulls the broom back. The meat

swimming in the puddle of blood looks to be uncooked liver. Emily

10
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