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MONDAY

Only four blocks fromthe furnished apartnent in Philadel phia, with nore
than three thousand mles to drive before they joined Courtney in San
Franci sco, Colin began one of his ganes. Colin thrived on his ganes,

not those which required a board and novabl e pi eces but those which were
pl ayed inside the head-word ganes, idea ganes, elaborate fantasies. He
was a very garrul ous and precoci ous el even-year-old with nore energy
than he was able to use. Slender, shy in the conpany of strangers,

bot hered by a noderately severe astignmatismin both eyes that required
himto wear heavy eyegl asses at all tinmes, he was not rmuch for sports.

He coul d not exhaust hinself in a fast gane of foot bal |, because
none of the athletic boys his own age wanted to play with sonmeone who
tripped over his own feet, dropped the ball, and was devastated by even

the nost delicate tackle. Besides, sports bored him He was an
intelligent kid, an avid reader, and he found his own ganes nore fun
than football.

Kneeling on the front seat of the big car and | ooking out the rear
wi ndow at the hone he was | eaving forever, he said, "W're being
foll oned, Alex."

"Are we now?"

"Yeah. He was parked down the bl ock when we put the suitcases in the
trunk. | saw him Now he's follow ng us."

Al ex Doyl e smiled as he wheel ed the Thunderbird onto Lansdowne Avenue.
"Big black linousine, is it?"

Colin shook his head, his thick shoul derlength mop of brown hair
flopping vigorously. "No. It's some kind of van. Like a panel truck."

Al ex | ooked in the rear-viewmrror. "I don't see him"

"You | ost himwhen you turned the corner,” Colin said. He pressed his
stomach agai nst the backrest, head thrust over the back seat. "There he
is! See himnow?" Nearly a block behind them a new Chevrol et van
turned the corner onto Lansdown Avenue. At five mnutes past six
o'clock on a Mnday norning, it was the only other nmoving vehicle in
si ght.

"I thought it was always a black 'limusine," Alex said. "In the
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movi es, the heroes are always followed by a big black |inmousine.

"That's only in the novies," Colin said, still watching the van, which
remained a full block behind them "Nobody's that obvious in rea
life."

The trees on their right cast |ong bl ack shadows across half the street
and nade dizzying, flickering patterns on the windshield. The first sun
of May had risen sonewhere to the east, still too far down the sky for
Alex to see it. Crisp spring sunlight bathed the old two-story frane
houses and made t hem new and fresh again.

I nvigorated by the early-norning air and by the spray of green buds on
the trees, alnost as excited as Colin was about the journey ahead of
them Al ex Doyl e thought he had never been happier. He handled the
heavy car with ease, enjoying the quiet power at his disposal. They
were going to be on the road a long time in ternms of both hours and
mles; but as inmaginative as he was, Colin would provide better conpany
t han nost adults.

"He's still back there," Colin said.
"I wonder why he's follow ng us."

Colin shrugged his thin shoulders but did not turn around. "Could be
| ots of reasons."”

"Name one."
"Well . . . He could have heard that we were noving to California. He
knows we'll take our valuables with us, see? Famly treasures, things

like that. So he follows us and runs us into a ditch on sone |onely
stretch of road and robs us at gunpoint."

Al ex | aughed. "Family treasures? Al you have is clothes enough for
the trip. Everything else went out on the noving van a week ago, or it
went with your sister on the plane. And | assure you that |'ve brought
not hi ng more valuable than ny wistwatch. " Colin was unperturbed by
Doyl e' s anmusenent. "Maybe he's an eneny of yours.

Soneone with an old grudge to settle. He wants to get hold of you
before you | eave town."

"I don't have any real friends in Philly," Alex said. "But |I don't have
any real enemes, either. And if he wanted to beat ne up, why didn't he
just catch me when | was putting our bags in the trunk?"

Fluttering | aces of sunshine and shadow flipped rapidly over the
wi ndshield. Ahead, a stoplight turned green just in tine to spare Al ex
t he i nconveni ence of braking.

After a while Colin said, "Maybe he's a SPY.
"A spy?" Al ex asked.
"A Russian or sonething."

"I thought we were friends with the Russians these days," Al ex said,
| ooking at the van in the rear-view nmirror and smling again.

"And even if we aren't friends with the Russians these days-why would a
spy be interested in you or nme?"

"That's easy," Colin said. "He has us nixed up with sonmeone el se.
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He was assigned to tail soneone living on our block, and he got
confused. "

"I"'mnot scared of any spy who's that inept," Alex said. He reached out
and fiddled with the air-conditioning controls, brought a gentle, cool
breeze into the stuffy car.

"He might not be a spy," Colin said, his attention captured by the
uni nposing little van. "He m ght be sonmething else."

"Li ke what?
"Let me think about it awhile," the boy said.

Wil e Colin thought about what the man in the van m ght be, Al ex Doyle
wat ched the street ahead and thought about San Francisco. That hilly
city was not just a geographical identity so far as Al ex was concer ned.
To him it was a synonymfor the future and a synbol for everything that
a man wanted in life. The new job was there, the innovative adverti sing
agency that recogni zed and cultivated tal ented young comercial artists.
The new house was there, the three-bedroom Spani sh stucco on the edge of
Lincoln Park, with its spectacular view of the Golden Gate area and the
shaggy pal m out si de the nasterbedroom wi ndow. And Courtney was there,

of course

If she had not been, the new job and the house woul d not have neant
anything. He and Courtney had net in Philadel phia, had fallen in | ove
there, had been nmarried in the city hall on Market Street, with her
brother, Colin, as honorary best man and a worman fromthe Justice
Department steno pool as their required adult witness. Then Colin had
been packed off to stay two weeks with Alex's Aunt Pauline in Boston,
while the newl yweds flew to San Francisco to honeynmoon, to neet Alex's
new enpl oyers to whom he had spoken only over the tel ephone, and to find
and buy the house in which they would start their life together.

It was in San Francisco, nore than Philly, that the future took shape
and neani ng. San Franci sco becane the future. And Courtney becamne
inextricably entwined with that city. 1In Doyle's mnd, she was San
Franci sco, just as San Franci sco was the future. She was gol den and
even-tenpered, exotic, sensuous, intellectually intriguing, confortable
yet exciting-everything that San Franci sco was. And now, as he thought
about Courtney, the hilly streets and the crisp blue bay rose clearly
on the screen behind his eyes.

"He's still back there,"” Colin said, peering through the narrow rear
wi ndow at the van.

"At least he hasn't tried to run us into a ditch yet," A ex said.

"He won't do that," Colin said.

"He'll just tail us. He's a governnent nman. "

"FBI, is he?"

"I think so," Colin said, grimy conpressing his lips.
"Wy woul d he be after us?"

"He's probably got us mxed up with soneone el se,"” Colin said.

"He was assigned to tail sone-radicals. He saw our long hair and got
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confused. He thinks we're the radicals."”

"Well," Alex said, "our own spies are just as inefficient as the
Russians', aren't they?"

Doyle's snmile was too large for his face, a generous curve that was
punctuated at each end with a dinple. He held the sml|e both because he
felt so damed fine and because he knew that it was the best thing about
his face. In all his thirty years, no one had ever told himthat he was
handsonme. Despite the fact that he was one-quarter Irish, there was too
much strong-jawed Italian in him too nuch of a Roman nose. Three

mont hs after they met, when they began to sl eep together, Cour t ney
had said, "Doyle, you are just not a handsone man. You're attractive,
certainly, but not handsone.

When you say that | | ook smashing, | want to reciprocate-but | just
can't lie to you. But your smile . . . Now, that's perfect. Wen you
smle, you even look a little bit like Dustin Hoffman." Already they

were too honest with each other for Doyle to be hurt by what she'd said.
I ndeed, he had been delighted by the conparison: "Dustin Hoffrman? You
really think so?" She had studied hima nonent, putting her hand under
his chin and turning his face this way and that in the weak orange |ight
of the bedside |anp. "Wen you snile, you | ook exactly |ike

Hof f man- when he's trying to look ugly, that is." He had gaped at her
"When he's trying to look ugly, for Christ's sake?" She grimaced. "I
meant . . . Well, Hoffman can't really | ook ugly, even when he tries
When you smile, then, you |l ook |ike Hoffnan but not as handsone .

He wat ched her trying to extricate herself fromthe enbarrassi ng hol e
she'd dug, and he had begun to laugh. His |aughter had infected her
Soon they were giggling like idiots, expanding on the joke and rmaking it
funnier, laughing until they were sick and then settling down and then
maki ng love with a paradoxically fierce affection. Ever since that
night Doyle tried to renenber to snile a lot.

On the right-hand side of the street a sign announced the entrance to
the Schuyl kill Expressway. "G ve your FBI man a break," Alex told the
boy. "Let himtail us in peace for a while. The expressway's coni ng
up, so you better turn around and buckl e your seatbelt."

"Just a mnute," Colin said.

"No," Alex said. "Get your seatbelt on, or I'Il also nmake you use the
shoul der strap."

Col i n despi sed bei ng bound up by both belts.

"Half a minute," the boy said, straining even harder against the back of
the seat as Al ex drove the car onto the approach ranp |leading up to the
super hi ghway.

"Colin-" The boy turned around and bounced down onto the seat. "I just
wanted to see if he followed us onto the expressway. He did."

"Well, of course he did," Alex said. "An FBI man woul dn't be restricted
to the city limts. He could foll ow us anywhere."

"Cl ear across the country?" the boy asked.
"Sure. Wy not?"

Colin laid his head back against the seat and | aughed. "That'd be
funny. What would he do if he followed us clear across country and
found out we weren't the radicals he was after?
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At the top of the ranp, Alex |ooked southeast at the two enpty | anes of
bl ackt op. He eased his foot down on the accelerator, and they started
west. "You going to put your seatbelt on?"

"Ch sure," Colin said, funbling for the half of the buckle that was
rolle up in the trough beside the passenger's door. "I forgot."

He had not forgotten, of course. Colin never forgot anything. He just
didn't like to wear the belt.

Briefly taking his eyes fromthe enpty hi ghway ahead of them Al ex

gl anced sideways at the boy and saw himstruggling with the two hal ves
of the seatbelt. Colin grinmaced, cursed the apparatus, naking probl ens
with it so Doyl e would know just what he thought of being tied down |ike
a prisoner.

"You might as well grin and bear it," Alex said, grinning hinmself as he
| ooked ahead at the highway again. "You're going to wear that belt the
whole way to California, whether you like it or not."

"I won't like it," Colin assured him The seatbelt in place, he

smoot hed the winkles out of his King Kong T-shirt until the

sil kscreened photograph of the gigantic, raging gorilla was neatly
centered on his frail chest. He pushed his thick hair out of his eyes
and straightened the heavy wire-framed gl asses which his button nose was
hard-pressed to hold in place. "Thirty-one hundred niles," he said,

wat chi ng the gray roadway roll under and behind them The
Thunderbird's power seat elevated high enough to give hima good view.
"How long will it take to drive that far?"

c won ¢ o ing around ex sal "W ought to get into San Francisco Saturday
nmor ni ng. "

"Five days," Colin said. "Hardly nore than six hundred nmles a day." He
sounded di sappoi nted by the pace.

"I'f you could spell me at the wheel,"” Alex said, "we'd do better

But | wouldn't want to handl e nmuch nore than six hundred a day all by
mysel f."

"So why didn't Courtney drive out with us?" Colin asked.

"She's getting the house ready. She net the novers there, and she's
arrangi ng for drapes and carpeting-all that stuff."

"Did you know that when | flew up to Boston to stay with Pauline while
you two were on your honeynoon-that was ny first plane ride?"

"I know," Alex said. Colin had talked about it for two solid days after
he came back.

"I really liked that plane ride."
"1 know. "

Colin frowed. "Wy couldn't we sell this car and fly out to California
with Courtney? "

"You know the answer to that," Al ex said.

"The car's only a year old. A new car depreciates the nost inits
first year. |If you want to get your noney out of it, you keep it for
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three or four years."

"You could afford the loss,"” Colin said, beginning to beat a quiet but
insistent rhythmon his dungareed knees. "I heard you and Court ney
talking. You'll be making a fortune in San Francisco."

Al ex held one palmout to dry it in the hushed breath of the
air-conditioning vent on the dashboard. "Thirty-five thousand dollars a
year is not a fortune."

"I only get a three-dollar allowance," the boy said.

"True enough," Alex said. "But |I've got nineteen years of experience
and training on you." The tires humed pl easantly on the pavenent.

A huge truck hurtled by on the other side of the road, going in toward
the city. It was the first traffic, besides the van, that they had
seen.

"Thirty-one hundred mles," Colin said. "That's just about one-eighth
of the way around the world."

Alex had to think a minute. "That's right."

"If we kept driving and didn't stop in California, we'd need about forty
days to circumavigate the earth,"” Colin said, holding his hands around

an i magi nary gl obe at which he was staring intently.

Al ex remenbered when the boy had first |earned the word "circumavi gate"
and had been fascinated with the sound and concept of it. For weeks he
did not wal k around the room or the bl ock-he "circummavi gat ed”
everything. "Well, we'd probably need nore than forty days,"” Al ex said.
"I don't know what kind of driving time | can nake on the Pacific
Ccean. "

Colin thought that was funny. "I meant we could do it if there was a
bridge," he said.

Al ex | ooked at the speedoneter and saw that they were only nmaking a
nmoderate fifty miles an hour, twenty |less than he had intended to
maintain on this first leg of the journey. Colin was good conpany.

I ndeed, he was too good. |If he kept distracting Alex, they' d need a
month to get across the damm country.

"Forty days," Colin nmused. "That's half as long as they needed when
Jul es Verne wote about it."

Though he knew that Colin had been ski pped ahead one grade in school and
that his reading ability was still a couple of years in advance of that
of his classmates, Al ex was always surprised at the extent of the kid's
know edge. "You've read Around the Wrld in Ei ghty Days, have you?"

"Sure," Colin said. "Along time ago." He held his hands out in
front of another vent and dried them as he had seen Doyl e do.

Though it was a snmall thing, that gesture made an i npressi on on Doyl e.
He, too, had been a skinny, nervous kid whose pal ns were al ways danp.

Li ke Colin, he had been shy with strangers, not nmuch good at sports, an
out cast anobng his contenporaries. In college he had begun a rigorous
weightlifting program determ ned to devel op hinself into another
Charles Atlas. By the tine his chest filled out and his biceps
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hardened, he grew bored with weight-lifting and quit bothering with it.

At five-ten and a hundred-sixty pounds, he was no Charles Atlas. But he
was slimand hard, and he was no |longer the skinny kid, either. Still,
he was awkward wi th peopl e whom he had just net-and his palms were often
damp with nervous perspiration. Deep inside, he had not forgotten what
it was like to be constantly selfconscious and never self-confident
enough. Watching Colin dry his slender hands, Al ex understood why he
had taken an i mediate liking to the boy and why they had seened
confortable with each other fromthe day they net ei ghteen nonths
before. N neteen years separated them But little else.

"He still back there?" Colin asked, breaking into Al ex's thoughts.
"Who? "

"The van."

Al ex checked the mirror. "He's there. He doesn't give up easily."

"Can | | ook?"

"You keep your belt on."

"This is going to be a bad trip," Colin said norosely.
"I't will be if you don't accept the rules at the start " Al ex agreed

Traffic' picked up on the other side of the expressway as the early-bird
commut ers began their day and as an occasional truck whistled by on the
last lap of a long cargo haul. On the westbound | anes, their own car
and the van were the only things in sight.

The sun was behi nd the Thunderbird, where it could not bother them
Ahead, the sky was nmarred by only two white clouds. The hills, on both
sides, were green.

When they got on the Pennsylvania turnpi ke at Valley Forge and went west
toward Harrisburg, Colin said, "Wat about our tail? "

"Still there. Some poor FBI agent tracking the wong prey.”
"He'll probably lose his job," Colin said.

"That' ||l nake an opening for ne."
"You want to be an FBI agent?"

"I'"ve thought about it," Colin admtted.

Al ex pulled the Thunderbird into the left |ane, passed a car pulling a
horse trailer. Two little girls about Colin's age were in the back seat
of the car. They pressed agai nst the side wi ndow and waved at Colin,
who bl ushed and | ooked sternly ahead.

"it wouldn't be dull in the FBI," Colin said.

"oh, | don't know about that. it might be pretty boring when you have
to follow a crook for weeks before he does sonething exciting."

"Well, it can't be any nore boring than sitting under a seatbelt all the
way to California, " Colin said.

CGod, Alex thought, | walked into that one. He took the car into the
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right lane again, set the automatic accelerator for an even seventy
mles per hour so that if Colin got too interesting they would stil

make decent time. "Wen that guy followi ng us gets us on a lonely
stretch of road and runs us into a ditch, you'll thank me for naking you
wear your belt. It'll save your life."

Colin turned and | ooked at him his big brown eyes made even | arger by
the eyegl asses. "I guess you aren't going to give in."

"You guessed right."
Colin sighed. "You're nore or less ny father now Aren't you?"

"I"'myour sister's husband. But . . . Since your sister has custody
of you, | guess you could say | have a father's right to make rules
you'll live by."

Colin shook his head, brushed his long hair out of his eyes. "I don't
know. Maybe it was better being an orphan.”

"Ch, you think so, do you?" Doyle asked, full of nmock anger

"If you hadn't cone along, | wouldn't have gotten a plane ride to
Boston," Colin admtted. "I wouldn't get to go to California either.
But . . . | don't know"

"You're too nmuch," Doyle said, ruffling the boy's hair with one hand.

Sighing loudly, as if he needed the patience of job in order to get
along with Doyl e, the boy snoothed his nussed hair with a conb he kept
in his hip pocket. He put the conb away, straightened his King Kong
T-shirt. "Well, 1'll have to think about it. [|'mjust not sure yet."

The engine was silent. The tires nade al nbst no noise on the
wel | - surfaced roadbed.

Five m nutes slipped by wthout awkwardness; they were confortable
enough with each other to endure silence. However, Colin grew restless
and began to tap wildly el aborate rhythnms on his bony knees.

"You want to find something on the radi 0?" Al ex asked.
I's "I'"l'l have to unbuckle ny seatbelt."
"Ckay. But just for a minute or two."

The boy relished the slithering retreat of the cloth belt. for an
instant he was on his knees on the seat, turned and | ooki ng out the car
wi ndow. "He's still behind us!"

"Hey!" Alex said. "you're supposed to be finding a radio station."

Colin turned and sat down. "Well, you'd have thought | was slipping if
| didn't try."

H's grin was irresistible.

"Get some nusic on that thing," Al ex said.

Colin fiddled with the AMFM radio until he | ocated a rock-and-rol

show. He set the volune, then suddenly popped up on his knees and

| ooked out the rear window. "Staying right on our tail," he said. Then
he dropped into his seat and grabbed for his belt.
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"You're a real troubl enaker, aren't you?"

Al ex asked.

"Don't worry about ne,
foll owi ng us."

the boy said. "W have to worry about that guy

At eight-fifteen they stopped at a Howard Johnson's restaurant outside
of Harrisburg. The nonent Alex slotted the car into a parking space in
front of the orange-roofed building, Colin was |ooking for the van
"He's here. Like | expected.”

Al ex | ooked out his side wi ndow and saw the van pass in front of the
restaurant, heading for the service station at the other end. On the
side of the white Chevrolet, brilliant blue and green letters read:

aut onover. ONE WAY MOVE- | T- YOURSELF CONVENI ENCE! Then the van was out
of sight.

"Conme on," Alex said. "Let's get sonme breakfast. "

"Yeah," Colin said. "I wonder if he'll have the nerve to walk in after
us?"

"He's just here to get gas. By the time we come out, he'll be fifty

m | es down the turnpike. When they cane outside again nearly an hour

| ater, the parking spaces in front of the restaurant were all occupied.

A new Cadillac ' two agel ess Vol kswagens, a gleam ng red Triunph sports

car, a battered and nuddy ol d Buick, their own black Thunderbird, and a
dozen other vehicles nosed into the curb |ike several species of aninals
sharing a trough. The rented van was nowhere in sight.

"He nust have phoned his superiors while we were eating-and discovered
he was follow ng the wong people," A ex said.

Colin frowned. He jamred his hands into his dungaree pockets, |ooked up
and down the row of cars as if he thought the Chevrolet were really
there in sone clever new di sguise. Now he would have to make up a whol e
new gane.

Which was just as well, so far as Doyl e was concerned. It was not
likely that even Colin could devise two ganes with built-in excuses for
hi s popping out of his seathelt every fifteen mnutes.

They wal ked slowy back to the car, Doyle savoring the crisp norning
air, Colin squinting at the parking | ot and hoping for a glinpse of the
van.

just as they were to the car, the boy said, "I'll bet he's parked around
the side of the restaurant." Before Doyle could forbid him Colin
junped back onto the sidewal k and ran around the corner of the building,
his tennis shoes slapping |oudly on the concrete.

Alex got in the car, started it, and set the air conditioning a notch
hi gher to bl ow out the stale air that had accurul ated while they were
havi ng br eakf ast .

By the tinme he had belted hinself in, Colin was back. The boy opened
t he passenger's door and clinbed inside. He was downcast. "Not back
there either." He shut and | ocked the door, slunped down, thin arns
fol ded over his chest.

"Seatbelt." A ex put the car in gear and reversed out of the parking
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| ot.
Gunbling, Colin put on the belt.

They pull ed across the macadamto the service station and stopped by the
punps to have the tank topped off.

,__0 The man who hurried out to wait on themwas in his forties, a
beefy farner-type with a flushed face and gnarl ed hands.

He was chew ng tobacco, not a common sight in Philly or San Franci sco,

and he was cheerful. "Help you fol ks?"

"Fill it with regular, please," Al ex said, passing his credit card
through the window. "It probably only needs half a tank."

"Sure thing." Four letterS-CHET-were stitched across the man's shirt
pocket. Chet bent down and | ooked past Al ex at the boy. "How are you,
Chi ef ?"

Colin looked at him incredulous. "F-f-fine," he stammered.

Chet showed a mouthful of stained teeth. "dad to hear it." Then he

went to the back of the car to put in the gasoline.

"Whay did he call ne Chief?" Colin asked. He was over his incredulity
now, and he was enbarrassed i nstead.

"Maybe he thinks you're an Indian," Al ex said.

"Ch, sure."

"Or in charge of a fire conpany."

Colin scrunched down in the seat and | ooked at himsourly. "I should
have gone on the plane with Courtney. | can't take your bad jokes for
five days."

Al ex laughed. "You're too much." He knew that Colin's perceptions and

vocabul ary were far in advance of his real age, and he had | ong ago
grown accustoned to the boy's sonetinmes startling sarcasm and occasi ona
good turn of phrase. But there was a forced quality to this precocious
banter. Colin was trying hard to be grown up. He was straining out of
childhood ' trying to grit his teeth and will his way through

adol escence and into adul t hood.

Doyl e was familiar with that tenperanent, for it had been his own when
he was Colin's age.

Chet cane back and gave Doyle the credit card and sales formon a hard
pl astic holder. While Alex took the pen and scrawl ed his name, the
attendant peered at Colin again. "Have a long trip ahead of you,
Chi ef ?"

Colin was as shaken this tinme as he had been when Chet had first
addressed him "California," he said, |ooking at his knees.

"Well," Chet said, "ain't that something?

You're the second in an hour on his way to California. 1 always ask
where people's going. Gves ne a sense of hel ping them al ong, you know?
An hour ago this guy's going to California, and now you

Everyone's going to California except nme." He sighed.
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Al ex gave back the clipboard and tucked his credit card into his wallet.
He gl anced at Colin and saw that the boy was intently cleaning one
fingernail with the other in order to have sonething to occupy his eyes
if Chet should want to resune their one-sided conversation

"here you go." Chet handed Alex the receipt. "Wy out to the coast?"
He shifted his wad of tobacco fromthe left to the right side of his
nmout h.

"That's right."
"Brothers?" Chet asked.
"Excuse nme?"

"You two brothers?"

"Ch, no," Alex said. He knew there was no tinme or reason for a ful
expl anation of his and Colin's relationship. "He's ny son."

"Son?" Chet seened not to have heard the word before.
"Yes." Even if he was not Colin's father, he was old enough to be.

Chet | ooked at Doyl e's coarse hair, at the way it spilled over his
collar. He looked critically at Doyle's brightly patterned shirt with
its |l arge wooden buttons. Alex al nost thanked the man for inplying that
he was not old enough to have a son Colin's age and then he realized
that the attendant's nood had changed. The man was not sayi ng Doyl e was
too young to be father to an el even-year-old, but that a father ought to
set a better exanple. Doyle could | ook and dress strangely if he were
Colin's brother, but if he were Colin's father, it was inappropriate-at
least, it was to Chet's way of thinking.

"Thought you was twenty, twenty-one," Chet said, tonguing his
t obacco.

"Thirty," Al ex said, wondering why he bothered to answer.

The attendant | ooked at the sleek black car. A subtle hardness cane
into his eyes. Cearly, he thought that while it was fine for Doyle to

be driving a Thunderbird that belonged to his father ' it was a
different thing if Doyl e owned the car himself. |f a man who | ooked
i ke Doyl e could have a fancy car and trips to California, while a
wor ki ngman hal f again his age could not-there was no justice. "Well, K"

Al ex said, "have a good day."

Chet stepped back onto the punp island w thout w shing thema good trip.
He frowned at the car. Wen the power wi ndow hunmmed up in one snooth
nmotion, he frowned nore deeply, the lines in his red brow bunched
together like rolls in corrugated sheet netal.

"Such a nice man." Alex put the car in gear and got out of there.

When they were on the turnpi ke going west again, Colin suddenly | aughed
al oud.

"What's so funny?" Alex asked. He was shivering inside, angry with
Chet out of proportion to what the man had done. indeed, the nan had
done not hing except reveal a rather quiet prejudice.

"When he said you | ooked twenty-one, | thought he was going to call you
Chief like up "Rm he did me," Colin said. "That would have been
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good. "
"Ch, sure! That would have been just hysterical."
Colin shrugged. "You thought it was funny when he called me Chief."

As Doyl e's anger and fear settled, he realized that his own reaction to
the attendant's unvoiced hatred was only a mlder version of that
overreaction which Colin had shown to the man's friendly small tal k. Had
the boy seen through Chet's original fol ksy persona to the not-so-fol ksy
core? O had he just been his usual shy self? It really did not

matter. \Whatever the case, the fact remained that an injustice had been
done both of them "I apologize, Colin. | should never have approved
of the condescendi ng tone he used with you."

"He treated ne like | was a child."

"It's a natural trap for adults to fall into," Alex said. "But it isn't

right. Are you going to accept mny apol ogy?"

Colin was especially serious, sitting straight and stiff, for this was
the first tinme an adult had asked his forgiveness. "I accept," he said
soberly. Then his gamin face broke into a wide snmle. "But | stil

wi sh that he had called you Chief just like he did ne.

Thi ck pi nes and bl ack-trunked el ns crowded agai nst the sides of the road
now, swaying gently in the spring w nd.

The highway rose nearly a mle. At the crest it did not slope down
again but continued across a flat table of |and toward anot her gradua
slope a mile away. The forest still looned up, the tall sentinel pines
in grand array, the sprawming elns |like generals inspecting the troops.

Hal fway along this flat stretch, on the right, was a picnic and rest
area. The brush had been cleared frombeneath the trees. A few wooden
tabl es-anchored to concrete stanchions to guard agai nst theft-and
several trash baskets were fixed at intervals under the scattered pines.
A sign announced public rest roons.

At this hour of the norning there was no one at the picnic tables.

However, at the far western end of the mniature park, stopped in the
exit lane and waiting to pull back onto the pike, was the delivery van

aut onover CONE- VAY MOVE- | T- YOURSELF CONVENI ENCE

It was unquestionably the sane van

"There he is again! Colin said, pressing his nose against the w ndow
as they swept past the van at seventy miles an hour. "It really is
him "

Doyl e |1 ooked in the rear-view nirror and watched the delivery van pul
onto the nmain road. it accelerated rapidly. 1In three or four mnutes
it caught up with them settling in a quarter of a mle behind, pacing
themas it had before.

Doyl e knew that it was just coincidence. There was no reality in

Colin's gane. 1t was as nuch nake-believe as all the ganes he had
pl ayed with the boy in the past. No one in the world had a grudge
against them No one in the world had a reason to follow themw th
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sinister intent. Coincidence

Nevertheless, a chill lay the length of his back, a crust of imaginary
i ce.

Two George Lel and handl ed the rented twenty-foot Chevrolet van as if
he werepushing a baby carriage, not even rattling the furniture and
househol d goods which were packed into the cargo space behind the front
seat. The |land whizzed past, and the road runbl ed underneath, and
Lel and was in command of it all

He had grown up with trucks and ot her big nmachi nes, and he had a specia
talent for naking them performas they had been built to perform On
the farmnear Lancaster, he had driven a hay truck by the tine he was
thirteen, touring his father's fields and | oading fromthe separate
bal er beds. Before he was out of high school, he had operated the
power, bailer, plow, and all the other powerful equiprment that brought a
farmfull circle fromplanting to harvesting to planting once nore. Wen
he went away to coll ege, he helped pay his tuition by driving a delivery
van much |i ke the one he was now pushing across Pennsylvania. Later,
when he was of age, he drove a full-size rig for a fuel-oil conpany, and
in two sumers of that he had not put a single nick on his truck or any
passi ng autonobile. He had been offered a job with the oil conpany
after that second sumrer, but he had turned it down, of course. A year

| ater, when he received his second degree in civil engineering and took
his first real job, he often hopped up on one of the gigantic

eart h-novi ng machines and ran it through its paces-not because he was
worried that the job was going badly, but because he enjoyed using the
machi ne, enjoyed knowi ng that his touch with it was sure.

Now, all Mbonday norning and then past noon, he nursed the rented van
westward. He stayed the sanme di stance behind the bl ack Thunderbird at
all tinmes. Wen the car slowed down, he slowed down too. Wen it

accel erated, he quickly caught up with it. For the nost part, however,
the Thunderbird maintained a preci se seventy mles an hour. Leland knew
that the top-of-the-1line nodel T-Bird had a speed-set control on the
steering wheel which took some of the effort out of |ong-distance
driving. Doyle was probably using that device. But it did not matter.
Effortlessly, skillfully, George Leland matched the car's automatically
controll ed pace for hour after hour, alnost as if he were a machine

hi nmsel f.

Lel and was a big man, six-three and over two hundred pounds. He had
once been twenty pounds heavier, but lately he had suffered a wei ght

| oss because he forgot to eat regular neals. H s broad shoul ders were
nmore hunched than they had once been, his narrow wai st even narrower. He
had a square face franed with blond, alnbst white, hair. H's eyes were
bl ue, conpl exion clear except for a spray of freckles across his blunt
nose. His neck was all nuscle, gristle, and corded veins. Wen he

gri pped the steering wheel with his big hands and rmade his biceps swell
with the unconscious fierceness of his grip, he | ooked absolutely

i movable, as if he were wel ded to the vehicle.

He did not switch on his radio.
He did not | ook at the scenery.
He did not snoke, chew gum or talk to hinself.

Mle after mle, his attention was on the road, the car ahead, the
machi ne that hunmed satisfactorily all around him Not once in those
first hours of the journey did he think specifically about the man and
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the boy in the Thunderbird. Hi s discordant thoughts, but for his
driving, were vague and undetail ed.

Mostly he was riveted by a broad nmesneric hatred that had no single
focus. Sonmehow the car ahead woul d eventually become that focus. He
knew this. But for the noment he only followed |ike a machine.

From Harrisburg, the Thunderbird went west on the turnpi ke, swtched
fromthat to Interstate 70, and passed across the northernnost sliver of
West Virginia. Past Weeling, barely inside of Onhio, the car signaled
its intention to take an exit lane into a service area full of gasoline
stations, notels, and restaurants.

The nonent he saw the flashing signal, Leland braked and all owed the van
to fall a mile behind Doyle. Wen he took the ranp a nminute after the
Thunderbird, the big black car was nowhere in sight. At the bottom of
the ramp, Leland hesitated only a second, then turned west toward the
heavi est concentration of tourist facilities. He drove slowy, |ooking
for the car. He found it parked in front of a rectangular al unmi num
diner that |ooked like an ol d-fashioned railroad passenger car. The
T-Bird was cooling in the shade of a huge sign that proclai ned HARRY' s
FI NE FOOD.

Lel and drove until he cane to Breen's, the last diner in the chrone,
pl astic, fake-stone, neon jungle of the interchange. He parked the
Chevrolet on the far side of the small structure so that no one down at
Harry's Fine Food, five hundred yards away, would see it.

He got out, |ocked the van, and went to have his own | unch

Breen's was, at |east on the outside, rmuch like the restaurant where
Doyl e and the kid had stopped. It was eighty feet long, an al um num
tube designed to |l ook Iike a railroad passenger car, with one |ong
narrow wi ndow row around three sides and an entrance cubicle tacked on
the front al nost as an afterthought.

Inside, a single width of cracked plasticcoated booths was built onto
the wall beside the contiguous wi ndows. Each booth was equi pped with a
scarred ashtray, cylindrical glass sugar dispenser, glass salt and
pepper shakers, a stainless-steel napkin di spenser, and a sel ector for
the jukebox that stood next to the rest roonms at the extrene east end of
the restaurant. A wide aisle separated the booths fromthe counter that
ran fromone end of the place to the other.

Lel and turned right when he went in, walked to the end of the counter,
and sat on the curve where he could occasionally | ook out the w ndows
beyond the booths and sec the thuds)ird down at flarry's.

Because it was the |last restaaraunt in the conplex, and because the
rush-hour rush had passed by two-thirty in the afternoon, Breen's was
al nost deserted. In a booth just inside the door, a middle-aged couple
wor ked at hot roast beef sandwi ches in nutual stony silence. An Chio
State Police |ieutenant occupi ed the booth behind them facing Lel and.
He was busy with a cheeseburger and French fries.

In the booth at the far end of the roomfrom Leland, a frowsy waitress
wi th bl eached hair snoked a cigarette and stared at the yellowed tile
cei ling.

The only other person in the place was the counter waitress, who canme to
see what Lel and wanted. She was perhaps nineteen, a fresh and pretty
bl onde with eyes as blue as Leland's. Her uniformwas off the rack of a
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di scount house, but she had personalized it. The skirt was henmed ei ght
i nches above her shapely knees. A small enbroidered chipnunk capered on
one skirt pocket, a rabbit on the other. She had replaced the uniforms
original white buttons with red ones. On her left breast stood an
enbroi dered bird, and on her right breast was her nanme in fancy script:

| anet. And a cheerful greeting just below the nane: H there! She had
a sweet snile, a curiously charnming way of cocking her head, an al nost

M ckey Muse cuteness-and she was obviously an easy | ay.

"Seen the menu?" she asked. Her voice was at once throaty and
childli ke.

"Cof fee and a cheeseburger," Lel and sai d.

"French fries too? They're already nade."
"Wl |, okay," he said.

She wote it down, then winked at him "Back in a jiff. He watched her
wal kK up the service aisle behind the counter. Her trimlegs scissored
prettily. Her tight uniformclung to the welldelineated hal ves of her
round ass. Suddenly, though the transformati on was inpossible, she was
nude. To his eye, her clothes vanished in an instant. He saw all of
her long |l egs, the divided gl obe of her behind, the exquisite line of
her slim back .

He | ooked guiltily down at the counter top as he felt his |oins tighten,
and he was abruptly confused, disoriented. in that instant he coul d not
even say where he was.

Janet cane back with the coffee and put it in front of him
" Cr eanP"
"Yes, please."

She reached under the counter and cane up with a two-inch-high cardboard
contai ner shaped like a mlk bottle. She laid out his silverware,

i nspected her work, and approved. instead of |eaving himto his coffee,
however, she | eaned her elbows ()n the counter, propped her chin in her
hands, gave him a saucy grin.

"where are you noving to?" she asked.

Lel and frowned. "How did you know |' m novi ng?

"Saw you pull in. Saw the Autompver. You noving around here
somepl ace?"

"No," he said, pouring creaminto his coffee. "California."

"Ch, wow" she said. "Geat! Palmtrees, sunshine, surfing

"Yeah," he said, w shing she would go away.

"I'd love to learn to surf," she said. "I like the sea. Sunmers,
take two weeks in Atlantic Cty, lay around on the beach and get rea
brown. | tan well. | have this very skinpy bikini that browns me all
over." She laughed with fal se nmodesty. "Wl

Al nmost all over. They don't approve of bikinis that small in Atlantic
Cty."
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Lel and | ooked at her over the rimof his coffee cup
She net his eyes and held themuntil he | ooked down agai n.

"Burg and fries!" the cook called fromthe serving w ndow which
connected the restaurant to the kitchen

"Yours," she said quietly. She went and got the food, put it down
before him "Anything else? "

"No, " he said.

She | eaned agai nst the counter again, talking while he ate. She worked
hard at her ingenuousness. She giggled, did a |ot of blinking and
practiced blushing. He decided she was five years ol der than he had
first thought.

"Could I have another cup of coffee?" he asked at last, just to be rid
of her for a few nonments.

"Sure," she said, picking up his enpty cup and wal ki ng back toward the
tall chrone brewer.

Wat ching her, Leland felt an odd vibration pass through himand then he
was seeing her without her clothes, just as he had before. He was not
just imagining what she would | ook |ike when she was nude. He actually
saw her as clearly as he saw the nornmal features of the diner around
her. Her long | egs and round buttocks were taut as she stood on her
toes to check the filter in the top of the huge pot. Wen she turned,
her breasts swayed, nipples swelling even as he wat ched.

Closing his eyes, Leland tried desperately to erase the vision.

Qpening them he saw that it remained. And second by second, the |onger
it remained, the stranger he felt.

He closed his hand around the knife she had given him He lifted the
knife and held it before his face and | ooked at the bright serrated
edge. Then the bl ade softened, diffused, as he | ooked beyond it to the
nude girl walking slowy toward him wal king toward himas if through
syrup, her bare breasts noving sensuously with each step . . . He
t hought of putting the knife between her ribs, deep between them then
twisting it back and forth until she stopped scream ng and gave hima
rictus of welcone .

Then, when she was alnost up to him the overfilled coffee cup bal anced
carefully in both her slimhands, Leland realized that someone was

wat ching him He turned slightly on his stool and | ooked at the

m ddl e-aged couple in the booth by the door. The man had a nout hful of
food, but he was not chewing it. Cheeks bul gi ng, he was wat chi ng

Lel and, watching the tight expression on Leland' s face and the knife
held up like a torch in the engineer's big right hand. |In the second
booth, the policeman had al so stopped eating to watch Lel and. He was
frowning, as if he didn't quite know what to nmake of the knife.

Lel and put the knife down and slid off the stool just as the waitress
arrived with the coffee. He funbled for his wall et and threw two
doll ars on the counter.

"You aren't |eaving, are you she asked. Her voice was faraway and
so icy that it made Lel and shiver
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He did not answer her. He wal ked quickly to the door and went outside.
The day seened fiercely bright as he hurried to the van

Sitting behind the wheel of the Chevrolet, he heard his heart pounding
relentl essly against the walls of his chest. He drew breath in great
racki ng sobs and shuddered like a cold, wet dog.

Though she was not in sight now, and though he held his eyes tightly
shut, Leland could see the young waitress: her supple body, |ong bare

| egs, widely spaced breasts . . . He could see hinself |leaning into her
with the blade, her fair skin parting, could see hinself clanbering over
the counter and taking her right there on the floor. No one would have
stopped him because he woul d have kept the knife. Everyone would have
been afraid. Even the cop. He could have pressed the waitress down on
the dirty tiles behind the counter, could have ravaged her as often as
he wanted .

He thought about the knife and the blood that woul d have been and about
the girl's breasts and the feel of her body noving agai nst him and he
saw the stunned | ooks the others in the diner would have given him if
he had actually done it. And, gradually, the nmood left him H s heart
grew quiet. Hs breath cane |less raggedly than it had.

He rai sed his head and unexpectedly caught sight of himself in the w de
rear-view mirror fixed beside the driver's window. He |ooked into his
own eyes, and for a nmonent he knew where he was and what he was doi ng.
Suddenly lucid, he realized why he was foll owing the Thunderbird, what
he intended to do to the people inside of it. And he knew it was al
wong. He was sick, confused, disoriented.

Looki ng away from his own eyes, sickened by what he saw in them he

di scovered that the cop had cone out of the diner and was wal ki ng toward
the van. Irrationally, he was certain the trooper knew everything. The
trooper sonehow knew all that Leland would have liked to do to the girl
and all that he would do to the pair in the Thunderbird. The trooper
knew.

Lel and started the van.
The trooper called to him

Unabl e to hear what the man said, certain that he did not want to hear
it, Leland put the van in gear and tranped the accel erator

The cop shouted agai n.
The truck jerked, stewed sideways, kicking up | oose gravel

Lel and eased up on the gas and settled the machine. He drove out of the
| ot and picked up speed going through the clutter of notels and service
stations.

He was breathing hard again. He was whinpering.

At the east end of the conplex, he took the entrance ranp to Interstate
70 nuch faster than he should have. He did not check the traffic, but
drove unheedingly onto the throughway. Fortunately, both westbound

| anes were deserted.

Though in the back of his mnd Leland knew that these roads were well
patroll ed and even nonitored by radar, he let the needle on the

speedoneter clinb and clinb. Wen it hit close to a hundred, the van
trenbled slightly and fell into its maxi num pace |ike a thoroughbred
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into the proper trot.

in the cargo space, the furniture rattled and banged agai nst the walls.
Atable lamp fell with a crash of broken gl ass.

Lel and | ooked in the mrror. The cop either had not started after him
or had not started quickly enough. The road back there was enpty.

Nevert hel ess, he held the van at a hundred miles an hour. The road
roared beneath him The flat |and spun past |ike rapidly changed stage
settings. And little by little the panic died in him He gradually
lost the feeling that everyone was watching him that everyone's hand
was agai nst him that he was transparent, and that he was being
relentlessly pursued by forces connected with but not really identified
by that state policeman. As he barrel ed westward, he quickly becane a
part of his nmachine once nore. He guided it with a safe and neasured
touch. Wen he had gone seven or eight mles, he et the speed fal
back to the legal Iimt; and even though only m nutes had passed since
he left the diner, he could not recall what had nade himpanic in the
first place

However, he suddenly did remenber Doyle and Colin. The Thunderbird was
somewhere behind him to the east. Perhaps it was still parked in the
shadow of that enornous sign at Harry's Fine Food.

Even if it were on the road again, Doyle and the kid were mles to the
rear, out of sight. Leland did not like that at all

He I et his speed drop even further. As he began to realize that now
they were following him his ever-present fear took on a faniliar edge.
The gray road seened like a tunnel now, a trap with one exit and no way
to turn back.

Then ahead, another rest area |ooned on the right, shielded fromthe

hi ghway by a double row of pines. Leland braked and drove in there,
went up a slight incline. He parked on the square gravel ed pl at eau,
facing the highway so that he could watch the traffic between the thick
brown trunks of the trees.

Al'l he had to do now was wait and watch the road. When the Thunderbird
passed, he could fall in behind it, catch up to it in two or three
m nutes. He was enornously relieved.

The trooper was getting out of the patrol car even before George Lel and
realized that he had driven into the rest area. Leland had been

wat chi ng the hi ghway beyond the pines for a full five minutes, and he
must have been sonewhat nesnerized by the bright sunshine and the spurts
of westbound traffic. One nonment he thought he was al one-and the next
monent he was aware of the Chio State Police patrol car angled in beside
the van. Half in the shadows cast by the pines and half in the slanting
sunlight, it |ooked unreal. The done |ight was flashing, though the
siren had not been used. The trooper who got out was in his early
thirties, sober and hard-jawed. He was the sanme man who had been taking
his lunch in Breen's, the one who had called to Lel and outside the
little diner.

Lel and renmenbered sonme of the reasons for his previous panic.

Again the world appeared to close in on him Darkness crept up at the
corners of his vision, inward-spreading ink stains. He felt bottled up
and vul nerabl e, an easy target for those who neant himharm These
days everyone seened to be after him He was al ways runni ng.

file:/l/IG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20Shattered.txt (18 of 109) [2/9/2004 10:12:46 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20Shattered.txt

He roll ed down his wi ndow as the cop approached.

"You al one?" the lieutenant asked, stopping far enough fromthe van to
be out of the way of the door if Leland should suddenly swing it open
He had one hand on the butt of his holstered revol ver

"Al one?" Leland asked. ,Yes, sir. "Wiy didn't you stop when | called
to you?"

"Called to ne?"

"At the restaurant,’
his smooth face

the lieutenant said, his voice crisp and ol der than

Lel and | ooked perplexed. "I didn't see you

You cal l ed ne?"

"Twi ce. "
"I"'msorry," Leland said. "I didn't hear." He frowned. "Did | do
sonmet hing wong? |'musually a careful driver."

The trooper watched himcarefully for a noment, searched his blue eyes,
took in his sun-darkened face and neatly trimmed hair, then rel axed. He
let his hand drop fromthe gun. He took the last few steps to the van
"I't wasn't your driving," he said. "Just the sane, 1'd |like to have a

| ook at your license and the rental papers for the truck."

"Sure," Leland said. "Always glad to cooperate."”

Moving as if he were reaching for his wallet, he took the .32-caliber

pi stol out of the tissue box on the seat beside him |In one fluid
nmovenment he raised it to the wi ndow and centered the barrel on the
trooper's face and pulled the trigger. The single shot echoed in the
copse of pines behind the van and sl apped sharply across the hi ghway out
front.

Lel and sat and watched the traffic on the throughway for several m nutes
before he realized that he ought to conceal the corpse. Any mnute

someone could pull into the rest area, see the cop spraw ed between the
patrol car and the van, and run for help. These days everyone was on
his tail. He had stayed alive this long only by keeping one step ahead

of them Now was no time to let his thinking get fuzzy.
He pushed open the van door and got out.

The trooper was |lying face down in the gravel, dark bl ood pool ed around
his head. He |ooked much snaller now, alnost like a child.

During the past year, when he sensed the conspiracy working agai nst him
Lel and had wondered whether he would be able to kill to protect hinself.
He knew it would cone to that. Kill or be killed.

And until this nonent he had not been sure which it would be. Now he
coul d not understand why he had ever been in doubt.

When it was kill or be killed, even a non-violent man could act to save
hi nsel f.

Expressionl essly Lel and bent down and grabbed hol d of the dead man's
ankl es, dragged himaround to the open door of the squad car.
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The short-wave radio in there was sputtering noisily. Leland heaved the
corpse inside, let it slunp over the steering wheel. But that was no
good. Even from a distance the nman | ooked dead. Aware that he woul d
have to conpletely conceal it, Leland pushed the body across the vinyl
seat and clinbed into the car after it.

He touched the steering wheel, unaware he was | eaving fingerprints.
He touched the back of the vinyl seat.

olivious to the thickening bl ood, he bent the dead man's rui ned face
down to his knees, then shoved the conpacted hulk onto the floor in
front of the passenger's seat.

I nadvertently he touched the wi ndow on that side of the car, pressing
all five fingers firmy to the gl ass.

He had to force the corpse to slip halfway back into the cavity beneath
t he dashboard, but when he was done he was confident that no one woul d
find the body unless they opened the door |ooking for it.

Cinbing out, he touched the bench of the vinyl seat.
He touched the steering wheel again.
He cl osed the door, fingers clasped around the chrone handl e.

It never occurred to himthat he ought to take a rag and wi pe down
everything that he had touched. Already he had half forgotten the dead
man crammed in the corner of the official car

He went back to the van and got in and closed the door. On the highway,
traffic flashed by, casting off a gol den shower of |ate-afternoon
sunlight. For ten mnutes or nore Lel and watched the road, waiting for
the Thunderbird to pass.

Wth his physical attention focused on so small an area, his thoughts
drifted until they eventually settled on the young waitress who had
served himat the diner, the girl with the rabbits and chi prunks on her
uniform Now he saw why she had confused and upset him Wth her |ong
natural -platinumhair and elfin features, she |looked a little bit like
Courtney. Not nuch, but sonme. Therefore she had precipitated his

spell. He knew' now, that he did not want to put his knife into her,
had never wanted to put his knife into her. He did not want to make
|l ove to her, either. Indeed, he had no interest in that girl at all

He was strictly a one-woman nan.
He cared only for his |ovely Courtney.

As quickly as his thoughts passed fromthe waitress to Courtney, they
flicked from Courtney to Doyle and the boy. Leland was shocked at the
suddenly perceived possibility that the Thunderbird had passed while he
was putting the dead trooper into the squad car. Perhaps they had gone
by twenty nminutes ago. They could be mles and mles out in front of
him .

What i f Doyl e changed his intended route?
What if he did not follow the road that was narked on his map?
Leland felt a hard lunp of fear rise in his throat.

if he lost Doyle and the kid, wouldn't he be |osing Courtney? If he
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| ost Courtney, lost his way to Courtney, hadn't he then | ost everything?

Droplets of sweat standing out on his broad forehead despite the air
conditioning, he slipped the van in gear and backed out of there.

The front wheels arced through the bl oodied gravel. He shifted into
drive and took the Chevrolet out of the rest area. The done |ight on
the squad car still went around and around, but Lel and was not aware of
that. There was no reality for himexcept the road ahead and the
Thunder bi rd which nust be even now escaping fromhim

"Wo Three When they had been back on the road for fifteen m nutes
after their lunch break and still the rented Chevrol et van had not
appeared in the rear-view mrror, Doyle stopped watching for it.

He had been shaken when the van pulled behind them again after their
breakfast stop near Harrisburg, but of course that had been nerely
coincidence. It had trailed themacross all of Pennsylvania and through
a sliver of West Virginia, then into Chio-but that was because it
happened to be going west on the sanme Interstate they were using.

The driver of the van, whoever he was, had chosen his route froma map,
just as Doyl e had; there was nothing sinister in the other man's m nd
when he outlined " his trip. belatedly Alex realized that he could
have relieved his owm nmind at any tine during the norning just by
pulling to the side of the road and letting the van go past. He could
have waited for it to build up a fifteen-mnute |ead and coul d have

di spensed i mmediately with the whole crazy idea that they were being
pursued. Well, it did not matter nmuch now. The van was gone, way out
ahead of them sonmewhere

"He back there?" Colin asked. "No."

" Shucks. "

" Shucks?

"I"'d really like to know what he was up to," Colin said. "Now | guess
we'll never find out."

Alex snmled. "I guess we never will."

Conpared to Pennsylvania, Onhio was alnost a plains state. Vistas of
open green |and stretched out on both sides of the highway, marred only
by an occasi onal shabby town, neat farm or oddly isolated and routinely
filthy factory. The saneness of it, stretching away into the distance
under an equally bl and bl ue sky, bored and depressed them

The car seened to crawl at a quarter of its real speed

When they had been on the road only twenty mnutes, Colin began to tw st
and squirmunconfortably. "This seatbelt isn't made right," he told
Doyl e.

"Ch? [/ "I think they nade it too tight."

"It can't be too tight. It's adjustable."

"I don't know Colin tested it wi th both hands.

"You aren't getting out of it with excuses as contrived as that one."

Colin |l ooked at the open fields, at a herd of fat cows grazing on a hil
above a white-and-red barn. "I didn't know there were so nany cows in
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the world. Ever since we left hone |'ve seen cows everywhere | |ook. If
| see one nore cow, | think I mght puke."

"No you won't," Alex said. "I'd nake you clean it up."
"I's the rest of the country going to be like this?" Colin asked,
i ndi cating the nundane | andscape with one slim upturned hand.

"You know it isn't," Doyle said patiently. "You'll see the M ssissi ppi
Ri ver, the deserts, the Rocky Mountains . . . You' ve taken enough
imaginary trips around the world to knowit far better than | do."

Colin quit tugging at his seatbelt when he saw he was not getting
anywhere with Doyle. "By the tinme we find these interesting places, ny
brain will be all rotten inside. |If | watch too nuch of this nothing,
I"lI'l turn into a zonmbie. You know what a zonbie's |ike?"

He made a face like a zonbie for Doyle's benefit: nmouth agape, flesh
sl ack, eyes open wi de but taking in nothing.

Wiile he liked Colin and was anused by him Doyle was al so disturbed. He
knew that the boy's persistent canpaign to be let out of his belt was as
much a test of Doyle's talent for discipline as it was an expression of
real disconfort. Before Alex had married Courtney, the boy obeyed his
sister's suitor as he might his owmn father. And even when the
honeynooners cane hone to tie up their affairs in Philadel phia, Colin
had behaved. But now that he was alone with Doyle and out of his
sister's sight, he was testing their new rel ationshi p.

If he could get away with anything, he would. 1In that respect, he was
the same as all other boys his age.

"Look," Alex said, "when you talk to Courtney on the phone tonight, I
don't want you conpl ai ni ng about your seatbelt and the scenery. She and
I both thought this trip would be good for you. | might as well tel

you that we al so thought it would |let you and nme get used to each other,
throw us together and snmooth out any winkl es.

Now, | won't have you conpl ai ni ng and groani ng when we call her from

I ndi anapolis. She's out in San Francisco getting people to put down the
carpet, install the drapes, deliver the furniture . . . She has
enough on her mnd wi thout worrying about you."

Colin thought about that as they rushed directly westward toward
Col unbus. "Ckay, he said at last. "I surrender. You have ni neteen
years on ne."

Al ex glanced at the boy, who gave him a shy under-the-eyebrows | ook, and
| aughed quietly. "W'Ill get along. | always thought we woul d."

"Tell me one thing," the boy said.

,what's that?"

"You have nineteen years on me. And-six on Courtney? "
"That's right."

"Do you make the rules and regulations for Courtney, too?"

"Nobody makes rules and regul ations for Courtney,"” Doyl e said.

Colin folded his skinny arns over his chest and nodded snugly.
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"That's sure the truth. 1'mglad you understand her. | wouldn't give
this marriage six nonths if you thought you could tell Courtney to wear
her seatbelt."

On both sides, flat fields spread out. Cows grazed. Scattered puffs of
clouds drifted lazily across the open sky.

After a while Colin said, "I'll bet you half a buck |I can estinmate how
many cars will t pass us going east in the next five mnutes and cone
within ten of the real nunber."”

"Hal f a buck?" Alex asked. "You're on."

The dashboard clock ticked off the five mnutes as they counted the
east bound cars, announcing each one aloud. Colin was only three off his
esti mat e.

"Doubl e or nothing?" the boy asked.

"VWhat have | got to | ose?" Alex asked, grinning, his confidence in the
trip and hinself and the boy now all restored.

They played the gane again. Colin's estimate was only four cars off,
and he won another fifty cents. "Double or nothing?' he asked again,
rubbi ng his | ong-fingered hands together

"I don't think so," Alex said suspiciously. "How d you nanage that?"

"BEasy. | counted themto nyself for half an hour until | saw what an
average five mnutes brought. Then | asked you if you wanted to bet."

"Maybe we ought to take a detour down to Las Vegas," Al ex said.

"I"1'l just tag along with you in the casinos and do what you tell ne.

Colin was so pleased by the conplinment that he could not think of
anything to say. He hugged hinself and dropped his head, then | ooked
out the side window and sniled toothily at his own vague reflection in
the gl ass.

Al t hough the boy was not aware of it, Doyle could see that reflection
when he took a quick look at Colin to see why he had becone silent so
suddenly. Understanding, he grinned hinself and rel axed agai nst the
seat, the last bit of tension draining out of him

He saw that he had not fallen in love with one person, but with two.

He I oved this skinny, overly intellectual boy al nost as rmuch as he | oved
Courtney. it was the sort of realization that could make a man forget
the uncertainty and shallow, disquieting fear of the norning.

When he originally mapped the trip and called ahead fromPhilly to make
reservations, and again when he nmiled the roondeposit check four days
ago, Doyle had told the people at the Lazy Tine Mdtel that he and Colin
woul d arrive between seven and eight o'clock Monday evening. At
seven-thirty, precisely in the mddle of his estimate, he drove into the
motel's lot, just east of Indianapolis, and parked by the office Their
roons were reserved ahead for the entire trip. Doyle did not want to
drive six hundred mles only to spend half the night |ooking for a
vacancy.

He shut off the headlights, then the car. The silence was eerie.
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Gradually the traffic sounds fromthe Interstate cane to him forlorn
cries on the early-night air. "How s this for a schedul e?" he asked
Colin. "A hot shower, a good supper. Then we call Courtney-and hit the
sack for eight hours.”

"Sure," Colin said. "But could we eat first? The request was an
unusual one for him He was as light an eater as Doyl e had been at his
age. Wien they had stopped for lunch today, Colin nibbled at one piece
of chicken, ate sone cole slaw, a dish of sherbet, drank a Coke-then
procl ai ned hinmself "stuffed."

"Well," Doyle said, "we're not so grubby they'll refuse to let us in the
restaurant. But | want to get our roons first." He opened his door and
let the chill but muggy night air into the car. "You wait here for nme."
"Sure," Colin said. "If | can get out of this seatbelt now "

Al ex sniled, unfastened his own belt. "I really scared you, did I?"
Colin gave hima lopsided smle. "If you want to look at it that way."

"Ckay, okay," Doyle said. "Take off your seatbelt, Colin ne boy."

When he got out of the car and stretched his | egs, he saw that the Lazy
Time Mdtel was just what the tour-guide book said it was: clean,

pl easant, but inexpensive. It was built as a large L, with the
neon-framed office at the junction of the two wings. Forty or fifty
doors, all alike and spaced as evenly as the slats in a fence, were set

i nto undi stinguished red-brick walls. A concrete pronenade fronted both
wi ngs and was covered by a corrugated al um num awni ng supported by bl ack
wrought -iron posts every ten feet. A soda machi ne stood just outside
the office door, hunming and clinking to itself.

The office was small, but the walls were bright yellow, the tile floor
clean and polished. Doyle crossed to the counter and struck the bel
for service

"Just a minute!™ a wonan called from behind a banboo-curtai ned doorway
at the end of the work area on the business side of the counter.

Besi de the counter was a rack of magazi nes and paperback books. A sign
above the rack read: TONI GHT, WHY NOT READ YOURSELF TO SLEEP?

Wi le Doyle waited for the clerk, he | ooked at the books, though he
woul d not need anything to make him sl eepy after all day on the road.

"Sorry to make you wait," she said, shouldering through the banboo
curtain. "I was-" Halfway fromthe curtain to the counter, she got a

| ook at Doyle, and she stopped tal king. She stared at himthe sane way
Chet, at the service station, had stared. "Yes?" Her voice was

deci dedl y cool

"You've got reservations for Doyle," Alex said. Now he was doubly gl ad
he had made reservations. He was fairly sure she would have turned him
away, even if he could see there was not a car in front of every room
and even if the neon vacancy sign was |ighted.

"Doyl e?" she asked.
"Doyl e."

She canme the rest of the way to the counter, brightened as she reached
for the file cards by the registry book. "Onh, the father and son from
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Phi | adel phi a! "
"That's right," Doyle said, trying to smile.

She was in her nmddle fifties, an attractive woman despite the extra
twenty pounds she carried. She wore her hair in a 1950's bouffant, her
broad forehead reveal ed, spit curls at her ears. Her knit dress clung
toa full if mtronly bosom The lines of a girdle showed at hips and
wai st .

"That was one of our seventeen-dollar roons," she said.

"Yes." She took the file card fromthe green netal box, |ooked closely
at it, then flipped open the registration book. She carefully conpleted
a third-of-a-page form then turned the book around and held out the
pen. "If you'll sign here . . . Ch," she said as he reached for the
pen, "maybe your father should sign. The roomis reserved in his name."

Doyl e | ooked at her unconprehendi ngly until he realized she had nore
in common with Chet than he had first thought.

"I amthe father. |'m Al ex Doyle."

She frowned. When she tilted her head, the bouffant seened about to
slide right down over her face in one well-sprayed piece. "But it says
here-"

"My boy's eleven." He took the pen and scribbled his signature on the
form

she | ooked at the freshly inked nane as if it were an ugly spot on her
new slipcovers. Any ninute now she would run for the solvent and scrub
the nasty thing away.

"VWi ch room have we got?" Al ex asked, prodding her al ong agai nst her
will.

She took in his hair and clothes again. He was not accustoned to such
frank di sapproval in cities like Philly and San Franci sco, and he
resented her manner

"Well," she said, "you nust be aware that you pay-"
"in advance," he finished for her. "Yes, silly of ne not to think of
it." He counted twelve dollars onto the registration book. "I sent in

a five-dollar deposit, you may recall."
"But there's tax," she said.
"How nuch?"

When she told him he paid fromthe | oose change in the pocket of his
wri nkl ed dark gray jeans.

She counted the noney into the cash drawer even though she had seen
himcount it hinself a m nute ago.

Rel uctantly she took a key fromthe pegboard and gave it to him "Room
37," she said, staring at the key as if it were dianond jewelry she was
conmitting to his care. "That's way down the long wing."

"Thank you," he said, hoping to avoid a scene. He wal ked back across
the clean, well-lighted roomtoward the door.
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"The Lazy Tine has very nice roons," she said as he reached the door

He | ooked back. "I'msure it does."

"We like to keep themthat way," she said.

He nodded grimy and got the hell out of there.

Despite the fact that he had | ost sight of the Thunderbird, George

Lel and began to cal mdown. For fifteen mnutes he pushed the van al ong
at top speed, desperately surveying the traffic ahead for a glinpse of
the big car. But his natural enpathy with machi nes acted as a sedati ve.
The fear left him He let the van sl ow down. Wth a grow ng confidence
in his ability to catch up with the Thunderbird, he drove only a few

m |l es an hour over the speed limt. Like a man in a light trance, he
was aware only of the road and of the Chevy's engine revving at just the
right pitch, and he was considerably quieted by these things For the
first tine all day Leland snil ed.

And he wi shed, for the first time in a long tine, that he had soneone to
whom he could talk .

"You | ook happy, George," she said, startling him
He gl anced away fromthe road.

She was sitting in the passenger's seat, only a couple of feet away from
him But how was that possible "Courtney," he said, voice a dry
whi sper.

"It's nice to see you so happy," she said.
"You're usually so sober."
He | ooked back at the road, confused.

But his eyes were drawn to her nagnetically an instant later. The
sunl i ght pierced the windshield and passed through her as if she were a
spirit. it touched her golden hair and skin, then kept right on going.
He coul d see the door panel on the other side of her. He could see
through her lovely face to the wi ndow behind her head and the
countrysi de beyond the wi ndowas if she were transparent. He could not
understand. How could she be here? How could she know t hat he was
foll owi ng Doyl e and the boy?

A horn bl ared near by.

Lel and | ooked up, surprised to find he had drifted out of the right |ane
and alnost collided with a Pontiac trying to pass him He wheel ed hard
right and brought the van back into Iine.

"How have you been, George?" she asked.

He | ooked at her, then quickly back at the highway. She was wearing the
same outfit she had worn when he saw her last: clunky shoes, a short
white skirt, fancy red blouse with long printed collar.

When he followed her to the airport a week ago and wat ched her board the
707, he had been so excited by the way she looked in that trimlittle
suit that he had wanted her nore than he had ever wanted a wonan before.
He al nost rushed up to her--but he had realized that she would think it
was strange of himto be follow ng her

"How have you been, George?" she asked again.

file:/l/IG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20Shattered.txt (26 of 109) [2/9/2004 10:12:46 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20Shattered.txt

She had been worried about his problens even before he recogni zed t hat
he had any, even before he had seen that everything was goi ng w ong.
When she dissolved their two-year-old affair and would only talk to him
on the tel ephone, she had still called himtwice a nonth to see how he
was getting along. O course, she had stopped calling eventually. She
had forgotten him conpletely.

"Ch," he said, keeping his eyes on the road, "I'mfine."

"You don't look fine." Her voice was faraway, hollow, only slightly
like her real voice. Yet there she was, sitting lieside himin broad
dayl i ght.

"I'"'mdoing very well," he assured her

"You've | ost weight."

"l needed to | ose sone."

"Not that nuch, George."

"It can't hurt."

"And you have bags under your eyes."

He took one hand fromthe wheel and touched the discolored, puffy flesh
"Haven't you been getting enough sl eep?"

she asked.

He did not respond. He did not like this conversation. He hated her
when she badgered hi mabout his health and said his enotional problens
wi th ot her people nmust conme froma basic physical illness.

Sure, the problens had cone on suddenly. But he wasn't at fault. it
was ot her people. Lately, everyone had it in for him

"George, have people been treating you better since we |ast tal ked?"

He admired her long legs. They were not transparent now. The flesh was
gol den, firm beautiful. "No, Courtney. | |ost another job."

Now t hat she had stopped naggi ng hi mabout his health, he felt better.
He wanted to tell her everything, no matter how enbarrassing.

She woul d understand. He woul d put his head in her lap and cry unti
he had no tears left. Then he would feel better

He woul d cry while she snmoothed his hair, and when he sat up he woul d
have as few problens as he had had nore than two years ago, before this
troubl e had cone al ong and everyone had gotten nasty with him

"Anot her job?" she asked. "How many jobs have you held these |ast two
years?"

"Six," he said.
"What did you get fired for this tine?"

"I don't know," Leland said, genuine misery in his voice. "W were
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putting up an office building-two years of work. | was getting al ong
with everyone. Then ny boss, the chief engineer, started in on nme."

"Started in on you?" she asked, flat and faraway, barely audible above
the buzz of the wide tires. "How?"

He shifted uneasily behind the wheel. "You know, Courtney. Just |ike
all the other tinmes. He talked about me behind ny back, set the other
men agai nst ne. He countermanded ny job assignnments and encouraged
Preston, the steel foreman, to-"

"He did all this behind your back?" she asked.
"Yes. He-"

"if he said all this behind your back, how do you really know he said
anything at all?"

He coul d not tolerate the synpathy in her voice, for it was too much
like pity. "Did you hear hin? You didn't hear himyourself, did you
CGeor ge?"

"Don't talk to me like that. Don't try to say it was my inagination."
She was qui et, as ordered.

He | ooked to see if she was still there. She smiled at him nore solid
t han she had been a few m nutes before.

He | ooked at the setting sun, but did not see it. He was now only
m nimal |y conscious of the highway ahead. Unsettled by her mmgica
presence, he no | onger handl ed the Chevrolet van as well as he coul d.

It drifted back and forth within the right-hand | ane, now and then
runni ng onto the gravel shoul der

After a while he said, "Did you know that after | called you that day
just to ask for a date, after | found you were already three weeks
married-1 almost went out of nmy mind? | followed you for a week, day in
and day out, just watching you. Did you know?

You had said you were flying to Frisco, that this man Doyl e and your
brother would follow in a week, and you said you didn't think you' d ever
come back to Philly again. That nearly killed me, Courtney.

Everything was going so badly for ne. | renenbered how good we had it
once. . . Sol called to see if maybe we coul d get together again.

I was going to ask for a date. Did you know that?

You didn't, 1'll bet. | was all ready to ask for a date . . And
then I find out you're married and running cl ear across country

Hi s voice got hard, cold, alnpbst nean. He paused to collect his

thoughts. "You were ny good |uck-two, three, four years ago. Wen we
were together, everything was fine. Now you're going to be out of

touch, out of sight . . . | knew !l had to be near you, Courtney.

When | followed you to the airport and saw you | eave on that 707, | knew

I'd have to follow Doyle and Colin and find out where you were living."
She sai d not hi ng.

He drove and tal ked on, hoping to get a positive reaction fromher, no
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| onger perpl exed by her sudden appearance. "I had |ost ny job again.
There was nothing to keep nme in Philly. O course, | didn't have nobney
to pay novers like this Doyle did. | had to pack and haul my own
things. So I'mdriving this clumsy van with its poor air conditioning
i nstead of a fancy Thunderbird. |'mnot having a run of luck like this
Doyl e of yours. People aren't treating me as well as they're treating
him But | knew | had to cone out to California anyway, to be near you
To be near you, Courtney . "

Pretty, quiet, unnoving, she sat there, her slimhands folded in her
| ap, a ninmbus of the day's last light encircling her head.

"It wasn't easy staying on their trail,"” he told her. "I had to be
smart. \Wien they were eating breakfast, | realized they nust have a
marked map in the car, sonething that woul d show ne which way they were
going. | checked." He gave her a quick glance, grinning, |ooked at the
road again. "I put a wire coat hanger through the rubber seal between
the wi ndows and popped the | ock button. The naps were on the seat. An
address book, too. Your nman Doyle is extrenely efficient.

He'd witten down the names and addresses of the notels where he had
reservations. | copied them And | studied the maps. | know every
road they're taking and every place they' |l stay overnight between here
and San Francisco. Now | can't lose them |'Ill just trail along
behind. | don't have themin sight this mnute, but I'll connect with
themlater." He talked very fast, running his words together. He was
eager for her to understand the trouble he had gone to so that he m ght
be near her.

She surprised him "George, did you ever see a doctor about your
headaches, about your other problens?"

"I"'mnot sick, damm you!" he shouted. "I've got a healthy mnd,
heal thy brain, healthy body. [|'min good shape. | don't want to hear
anything nore about that. just forget about that."

Wiy are you follow ng then?" she asked, changing the subject as
or der ed.

Perspiration ran off his brow in several steady streams, fat crysta
droplets that tickled his cheeks and neck. "Didn't | just tell you? |
want to find out where you'll be living. | want to be near you."

"But if you copied the addresses in Al ex's book, you have our new hone
address in San Francisco. You don't have to follow themto find ne. You
al ready know where | am George

"Wl |l "George, why are you following Alex and Colin?

"l told you."
"You did not."
"Shut up!"™ he said. "I don't like what you're inplying. | won't
listen to any nore of this. [|'mhealthy. 1'mnot sick. There's

nothing at all wong with me. So just go away. Leave ne alone. |
don't want to have to look at you."

The next tinme he | ooked, she was gone. She had vani shed.

Al t hough he had been nonentarily confused by her unexpected and
unexpl ai ned appearance, he was not at all surprised by her
di sappearance. He had told her to go away.
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Toward the end of their affair, just before she broke off with himtwo
years ago, Courtney had said that he frightened her, that these recent
bl ack moods of his made her uneasy.

She was still scared of him Wen he said "Go," she went. She knew
better than to argue. The thoughtless bitch had betrayed hi m by
marrying this Doyle, and now she would do anything to stay in his good
graces.

He smiled at the darkening hi ghway.

In the last light of day, with the land drenched in al nost eerie orange
radi ance, Chio State Police officer Eric | ames Coffey drove off
Interstate 70 into a picnic and rest area on the right-hand side of the
road. He went up the slight incline to the pineshielded clearing, and
he saw the enpty squad car at once. The donme light still swivel ed,
transmtting a red pulse to the trees on all sides.

Since four o'clock, when Lieutenant Ri chard Pul ham had been one hour
|late returning his cruiser to the division garage at the end of his
shift, nore than twenty of his fellow troopers had been scouring the
Interstate and all the secondary access roads |leading to and fromit.
And now Coffey had found the car-identified it by the numerals on the
front door-at the extreme west end of Lieutenant Pul hamis patro
circuit.

Cof fey wi shed he had not been the one to find it, for he suspected what
he woul d di scover. A dead cop. So far as Coffey could see, there was
no other possibility.

He picked up the mcrophone, thumbed the button. "This is 166, Coffey.
I"ve found our cruiser.” He repeated the nmessage and gave his position
to the dispatcher. Hi s voice was thick and quavery.

Rel uctantly he shut off the engine and got out of his own car
The evening air was chilly. A wind had sprung up fromthe northwest.

"Li eutenant Pul haml Rich Pul haml " he shouted. The nane cane back to
himin whispered imtations of his own voice. He received no other
answer .

Resi gnedly Coffey went to Pul hamis cruiser, bent and stared into the
passenger's wi ndow. Wth the sun down, the car was full of shadows.

He opened the door. The interior light came on, weak and insufficient
because the done flasher had nearly drained the battery.

Still, dimas it was, it illum nated the bl ackeni ng bl ood and the body
jamred rudely into the space before the front seat.

"Bastards," Coffey said quietly. "Bastards, bastards, bastards."
Hi s voice rose with each repetition. "Cop killers," he told the
onrushing darkness. "W'Il get the sons of bitches."

Their roomat the Lazy Tine Motel was |arge and confortable. The walls
were an off-white color, the ceiling a couple of feet higher than it
would be in any notel built since the end of the fifties. The furniture
was heavy and utilitarian, though not spartan by any neans.
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The two easy chairs were well padded and uphol stered, and the desk, if
surfaced with plastic, gave plenty of knee room and working space. The
two doubl e beds were firm the sheets crisp and redol ent of soap and
softener. The scarred mahogany ni ghtstand between the beds held a

G deon Bible and a tel ephone.

Doyl e and Colin sat on separate beds, facing each other across the
narrow wal k space between them By nutual agreenent, Colin was the
first totalk to his sister. He held the receiver in both hands. H's
thick eyegl asses had slipped down his nose and now rested precariously
on the very tip of it, though the boy did not seemto notice. "W were
followed all the way from Phil adel phia! " he told Courtney as soon as
she cane on the line.

Al ex gri maced.

"A man in a Chevrolet van," Colin said. "No. W couldn't get a | ook at
him He was much too smart for that.” He told her all about their
i magi nary FBI man. \When he tired of that, he told her how he had won

a dollar frombDoyle. He listened to her for a nmonment, |aughed. "I
tried, but he wouldn't rmake any nore bets."

Listening to the boy's half of the conversation, Doyle was nonmentarily
jealous of the warm intimate relationship between Courtney and Colin.
They were entirely at ease with each other, and neither one needed to
pretend-or disguise-his love. Then the envy passed as Doyle realized
his own relationship with Courtney was much the sane-and that he and the
boy woul d soon be as close as they both were to the wonan.

"She says |I'mcosting you too nuch," Colin said, passing the receiver to
Doyl e.

He took it. "Courtney?"

"H, darling." Her voice was rich and full. She m ght have been beside
himinstead of at the other end of twenty-five hundred mles of
t el ephone wire.

"Are you okay?"

"Lonely," she said.

"Not for long. How s the house com ng?"
"The carpets are all down."

"No hassl es?"

"Not until the bill arrives,"” she said.

"Pai nt ers?

"Been and gone."

"Then you just have the furniture deliveries to worry about," he said.
"I can't wait for our bedroomsuite to get here."

"BEvery bride's greatest concern," he said.

"That's not what | nean, sexist. |It's just that this damm sl eeping bag

gi ves ne a backache."
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He | aughed.

"And," she said, "have you ever tried canping out in the mddle of an
enpty, lushly carpeted twenty-by-twenty master bedroonf? It's eerie."”

"Maybe we should have all flown out,"” Alex said. "Maybe a furniturel ess
house woul d be easier to endure if you had conpany."”

"No," she said. "I'mokay. | just like to gripe. How are you and
Colin getting along? "Famously," he said, watching Colin as the boy
pushed his glasses up on his pug nose.

"What about this guy follow ng you in the Autonover?" she asked.
"It's nothing."

"One of Colin's ganes?"

"That's all, he assured her.

"Hey, did he really take you for a dollar?"

"He really did. He's a sneaky kid. He's a lot |ike you."

Colin | aughed.

"How s the car handling?" Courtney asked.

"I's six hundred miles a day too nuch for you, by yoursel f?"

"Not at all," he said. "M back's probably not aching as much as yours.
We'll be able to stay right on schedule."

"I'mglad to hear you say that. I'ma little bit of a sexist nyself-and
I can't wait to get you in that new bed."

"Li kewi se," he said, sniling.

"I'"ve had several nights to appreciate the view fromthis damm bedroom
wi ndow, " she said. "It's even nore spectacular tonight than it was | ast
night. You can see the city lights on the bay, all distorted and
glimering.”

"I''"'m homesick for a hone |I've never slept in," Doyle said. He was al so
| ovesi ck, and he was nade nore feverish by the sound of her voice.

"I love you," she said.
"Li kewi se. "
Say it."

"I've got an audi ence," Doyle said, |ooking at Colin. The boy was
listening, rapt, as if he could hear both sides of the conversation

"Colin won't be enbarrassed by that," she said. "Love doesn't enbarrass
himat all.”
"Ckay," he said. "I love you."

Colin grinned and hugged hinsel f.
"Call tormorrow night."

"As schedul ed," he proni sed.
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"Say goodnight to Colin for ne.
"TowillL"
" CGoodbye, darling."
" Goodbye, Courtney."

He m ssed her so profoundly that breaking the connection was a little
bit like drawing a sharp knife across his own flesh

When CGeorge Leland pulled the rented Chevrolet van into the macadanmed
lot in front of the Lazy Tinme Mdtel the No VACANCY Sign was on, |arge
green' neon letters. He was not disturbed by that, for he had never
intended to stay there. He was not as flush as Al ex Doyle, not as

| ucky; he was unable to afford even the Lazy Tinme's prices. He just
drove slowy along the short armof the L, then down the |ong branch
until he saw the Thunder bird.

He smled, satisfied with hinmself. "Just like in the address book," he
said. "Doyle, you're nothing if not efficient."”

He drove away fromthe Lazy Tine, then, before he nmight be seen

He went on down the road, past two dozen other notels, sone of themlike
the Lazy Tinme and some nuch fancier. At |ast he came to a shabby wooden
motel with a small vacancy sign out front and a spare, undecorated neon

sign at the entrance: DREAMLAND. It |ooked |ike an eight dollar-a-night
dive. He drove in and parked near the office.

He roll ed down the wi ndow and turned the rear-view mrror so that he
could get a ook at hinself. As he took his comb fromhis pocket, he
noti ced several dark streaks on his face. He rubbed at the stains,
sniffed the residue, then put it on his tongue. Blood. Surprised, he
opened the door and exam ned hinself in the glow of the ceiling light.

Dried bl ood was spattered over his trousers and sneared all over his
short-sl eeved shirt. The soft white hairs on his left armwere now
stiff and purple with dried bl ood.

Where had it cone fronf?
And when?

He knew he had not hurt hinself, yet he could not understand whose bl ood
this was if not his own. Thinking about it, he sensed the approach of
one of his fierce mgrai ne headaches. Then, in the back of his mnd,
sonet hing ugly stirred and turned over heavily; and although he stil
could not recall whose blood had been spilled on him he knew that he
dared not attenpt to rent a roomfor the night while he was wearing the
stuff.

Praying that his headache would hold off for a while, he readjusted the
mrror, closed the door, started the truck, and drove away fromthe
motel. He went half a mle down 78 the road and parked in front of an
abandoned service station. He opened his suitcase and took out a change
of clothes. He undressed, washed his face and hands with paper tissues
and his own spittle, then put on the clean clothes.

He still felt travel -weary and headachy, but he was now presentabl e
enough to face the night clerk at the notel
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Fifteen mnutes later he was in his roomin Dream and. It was not much
of a room Ten-foot square, with a tiny attaclied bath, it seened nore
like a place where a man was put than |like one to which he went
voluntarily. The walls were a dirty yellow, scarred, finger-stained,
even marked with dust webs in the high corners. The easy chair was new
and functional yet ancient. The desk was green tubular steel with a
Masonite work surface darkened with the worm i ke nmarks of cigarette
burns. The bed was narrow, soft, the sheets patched.

George Leland did not really notice the condition of the room it was
merely a place to him I|ike any other place.

At the nonment he was chiefly concerned with staving off the headache

whi ch he could feel building behind his right eye. He dropped his
suitcase at the foot of the sagging bed and stripped out of his clothes.
In the tiny bathroom s bare shower stall, he |l et the spray of hot water
sluice the weariness fromhim For long mnutes he stood with the water
drumm ng pl easantly agai nst the back of his skull and neck, for he had
found that this would, on rare occasion, |essen the severity of and even
cure al together an oncom ng m grai ne.

This time, however, the water did no good. Wen he toweled off, all the
war ni ng signs of the mgraine were still there: dizziness, a pinpoint of
bright light whirling round and round and grow ng | arger behind his
right eye, clunsiness, a faint but persistent nausea

He renenbered that he had ski pped breakfast and supper and had taken
only half a lunch in-between. Perhaps the headache was caused by
hunger. He was not hungry-or at |east he did not suffer the pangs of
unconsci ous self-denial. Nevertheless, he dressed and went outside,
where he bought food from vendi ng nmachi nes by the pay tel ephones in the
motel's badly lighted breezeway. He dined on two bottles of Coke, a
package of peanut-butter crackers, and a Hershey Bar with al nonds.

He suffered the headache anyway. 1t pulsed out fromthe core of him
rhythm c waves of pain that forced himto be perfectly still lest he
make the agony unbearable. Even when he lifted a hand to his forehead,
the responding thunder of pain brought himclose to the edge of
delirium He stretched out on his bed, flat on his back, twi sting the
gray sheets in both big hands, and after a while he was not nerely
approaching the edge of deliriumbut had | eapt deep into it. For nore
than two hours he lay as rigid as a wooden construction, perspiration
rolling off himlike nmoisture froman icy cold water glass. Exhausted,
wung dry, noaning softly, he eventually passed froma hal f-aware trance
into a troubled but conparatively painless sleep

As al ways, there were nightmares. Gotesque inmages flickered through
his shattered nind like visions formed at the bottom of a satanic

kal ei doscope, each independent of the other, each a horrifying mnimto
recall later: long slender knives dripping blood into a woman' s cupped
palm maggots crawming in a corpse, enornous breasts enfol ding himand
snothering himin a danp warm sexl ess caress, acres of scuttling
cockroaches, herds of watchful red-eyed rats waiting to | eap upon him

bl oody | overs withing ecstatically on a marble floor, Courtney nude and
withing on a bloody floor, a revolver snapping bullets into a woman's
slim stomach .

The ni ght mares passed. Soon after, sleep passed as well. Lel and
groaned and sat up in bed, held his head in both hands. The head ache
was gone, but the menory of it was a new agony.

Afterward he always felt crushingly hel pless, vulnerable. And |onely.
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Lonelier than a man coul d endure to be.

"Don't feel lonely," Courtney said. "lI'mhere with you."

Lel and | ooked up and saw her sitting on the foot of the bed. This tine
he was not the |east bit surprised by her magi cal materialization

"It was so bad, Courtney," he said.
" Headache?
"And ni ghtnmares."

"Did you ever go back to Dr. Penebaker?"

she asked.

" No. "

Her gentle voice came to himas if she were speaking fromthe far end of
a tunnel. The hollow, distant tone was curiously in harnony with the
shabby room "You should have let Dr. Penebaker-"

"l don't want to hear about Penebaker!™
She sai d nothing nore.

Several mnutes later he said, "I stood by you when your parents were
killed in the accident. Wy didn't you stand by ne when things first
started to go sour?"

"Don't you renenber what | told you then, George? | would have stood by
you, if you had been willing to get help. But when you refused to admt
that your headaches ow and your enotional problens mght be caused by
some-"

"oh, for Christ's sake, shut up! Shut up

You're a rotten, nagging, holier-than-thou bitch, and I don't want to
listen to you."

She did not vanish, but neither did she speak again.

Quite sonme time later he said, "W could have it as good as it once was,
Courtney. Don't you agree?" He wanted her to agree nore than he had
ever wanted anything el se.

"l agree, CGeorge," she said.

He smiled. "it could be just like it was. The only thing that's really
keeping us apart is this Doyle. And Colin, too. You were always cl oser
to Colin than to ne. |If Doyle and Colin were dead, |'d be all you had.
You woul d have to conme back to nme, wouldn't you?"

"Yes," she said, just as he wanted her to say.
"We'd be happy again, wouldn't we?"

"Yes."

"You'd Il et ne touch you again."

"Yes, Ceorge."
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"Let nme sleep with you again."
"Yes.
"Live with me?"
"Yes.
"And peopl e woul d stop being nasty to ne.

"Yes. "

"You're ny |lucky piece, always were.

Wth you back, it would alnost be as if the last two years never even
happened. "

"Yes," she sai d.

But it was no good. She was not as responsive and warm and open as he
woul d have |iked. indeed, talking with her was alnpbst like talking with
hinsel f, a curiously nasturbatory enterprise

Angry with her, he turned away and refused to talk any nore. A few

m nutes | ater, when he | ooked back to see if she was show ng any signs
of contrition, he found that she had vani shed. She had | eft him again.
She was al ways | eaving him She was al ways going away to Doyle or Colin
or sonebody el se and | eaving himalone. He did not think that he could
tol erate nuch nore of that sort of treatnent.

A police cruiser blocked the entrance to the rest area off interstate
70, dore light and energency blinkers flashing. Behind it, up on the
clearing in the shelter of the pines, half a dozen other official cars
were parked in a senmicircle with their headlights on and engi nes
running. Several portable kliegs had been hooked up to auxiliary
batteries and arranged in another semicircle at the south edge of the
clearing, facing the autonobiles. In that vicinity, at |east, night did
not exi st.

The focus of all this was, of course, Lieutenant Pul ham s cruiser

The bunpers and chrome trimglinted with cold, white light. In the
gl are, the wi ndshield had been transformed into a mrror.

Det ective Ernie Hoval, who was in charge of the Pul haminvestigation
wat ched a | ab technician photograph the five bloody fingerprints which
were inpressed so clearly on the inside of the right front car w ndow,
hundreds of fine red whorls. "They Pul hamis prints?"

he asked the Iab man when the |last of the shots had been aligned and
t aken.

"I''"l'l check in a minute." The technician was thin, sallow balding,
with hands as delicate and soft as a woman's. Yet he apparently was not
intimdated by Hoval. Everyone else was. Hoval used both his rank and

his two hundred and forty pounds to dom nate everyone who worked under
him and he was annoyed with the technician when the man failed to be

i npressed. The soft white hands packed the canera away with

del i berately maddening care. Only when that was all secured as it
shoul d be, did they pick through the other contents of the I|eather

sat chel beside the squad car and cone up with file copies of Lieutenant
Pul hamis fingerprints. The technician raised the yell ow sheet and hel d
it beside the bloody prints on the w ndow.
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"Well?" Hoval asked.
The ab man took a full mnute, studying the two sets of prints.

"They aren't Pulhams," he said at |ast.

"Son of a bitch," Hoval said, slanmming one neaty fist into the other
open palm "It's going to be easier than | thought."

"Not necessarily."
Hoval | ooked down at the pale, narrow man. "Ch?"

The technician got to his feet and dusted his hands together. He
noticed that in the cross-glare of all the lights, neither he nor Hova

nor any of the others cast a shadow. "Not everyone in the United States
has his prints on file," the technician said. "Far |ess than half of

us, in fact."

Hoval gestured inpatiently with one strong hand. "Woever did this is

on file, believe ne. Probably arrested in a dozen different protest
mar ches- maybe even on a previous assault charge. FBI probably has a
full file on him™"

The |l ab man w ped one hand across his face, as if he were trying to pul
away his perpetually sorrowful expression. "You think it was a radical
a new | eftist, sonebody like that?"

"Who el se?" Hoval asked.
"Maybe just a nut."

Hoval shook his square, |ong-jawed head. "No. Don't you read the
papers any nore?

Pol i cemen getting killed all over the country these days."

"It's the nature of their job," the technician said. "Policenen have
al ways gotten killed in the Iine of duty. Percentage of deaths is stil
the sane as it al ways was."

Hoval was adamant as he watched the other lab nmen and the uniforned
troopers conb the nurder site. "These days there's an organi zed effort
to slaughter policenmen. Nationw de conspiracy. And it's finally
touched us. You wait and see. This asshole's prints will be on file.
And he'll be just the kind of bastard I'mtelling you he is. W'IlIl have
himnailed to a post in twenty-four hours."

"Sure," the technician said. "That'll be nice.

TUESDAY Four on the second day of May they rose early and ate a
| i ght breakfast, checked out of the Lazy Tine Mdtel, and were on the
road again shortly after eight o'clock

The day was as bright and fresh as the previous one had been. The sky
was high and cl oudl ess. The sun, behind themonce nore, seened to
propel themon toward the coast.

"Does the scenery get better today?" Colin asked.

"Sonme," Alex said. "For one thing, you'll get to see the fanpbus Gateway
Arch in St.
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Louis."

How many miles to St. Louis?"

"Ch . . . mybe two-fifty."

"And this Gateway Arch is the very first thing that we have to | ook
forward to"' "Well "Christ," the boy said, shaking his head
sorromfully, "this is going to be a long, long norning. " Interstate 70
t ook them west-sout hwest toward the border of Illinois, a straight
mul ti-1ane avenue carved out of the flatlands of Arerica. It was a

convenient, fairly safe, controlled access throughway nmade for fast
travel, designed for a nation always in a hurry. Though Doyl e was,
hinself, in a hurry, anxious to be with Courtney again, he shared sone
of Colin's dissatisfaction with their route. Though sinple and qui ck,
it was characterless

Fi el ds of spring wheat, short and tender and green, began to fill the
open spaces on both sides of the highway. Initially, these crisp green
vistas and the complex of irrigation pipelines that sprayed them proved
moderately interesting. Before too |ong, however, the fields grew
boringly repetitious.

Despite his professed pessim smabout the | ong norning which | ay ahead
of them Colin was in a particularly garrul ous nood, and he made their
first two hours on the road pass nost pleasantly and sw ftly.

They tal ked about what it would be like to live in California, talked
about space travel, astronauts, science fiction, rock-and-roll, pirates,
sailing ships, and Count Dracula-this last, chiefly because Colin was
wearing a green-and-black Count Dracula T-shirt today, his narrow chest
gruesonely decorated with a nmenacing fierce-eyed, fanged Chri stopher
Lee.

As they passed the Indiana-1llinois border, there was a lull in the
conversation, at last. Wth Doyle's perm ssion, Colin unbuckled his
seatbelt | ong enough to slide forward and | ocate a new radi o station

To make certain that nothing was conming up on themtoo fast while the
boy was in such a vul nerable position on the edge of the seat, Al ex

| ooked in the rear-view mirror at the light flow of traffic on the broad
t hr oughway behi nd t hem

That was when he saw the Chevrol et van He | ooked quickly away fromit,
| ooked at the road ahead.

At first he did not want to believe what he had seen, he was sure it
must be his imagination. Then he argued with hinmself that since there
wer e thousands of Autonovers on the roads of America, this was nost

i kely another of them not at all the sane vehicle that had hung behind
themon the first leg of the journey.

Colin slid back onto his seat and buckl ed his seatbelt without
argunent. As he carefully snmoothed down his T-shirt, he said, "Is that
one okay?"

"What one?"

Colin tilted his head and stared curiously at Doyle. "The radio
station, naturally. What else? "

"Sure. It's fine."
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But Al ex was so distracted that he was not actually aware of what sort
of nmusic the boy had selected for them Reluctantly he glanced at the
rear-view nirror a second tine.

The Autorover was still cruising in their wake, no nere fignent of his
overworked imagi nation to be lightly dism ssed, hanging back there a
little less than a quarter of a mle, well silhouetted in the norning
sun, neverthel ess darkly sinister.

Unaccount ably, Doyl e thought of the service station attendant whomthey
had encountered near Harrisburg, and of the stout anachroni sm behind the
desk of the Lazy Tine Motel. That famliar and uncontrollabl e shudder,
the enbarrassnent of his chil dhood which he had never fully outgrown,
started in his stomach and bowel s and seened to generate, of itself, a
qui et and possibly irrational fear. However, deep down inside, Doyle
admtted to hinself what he had been first forced to face up to nore

t han twenty years ago: he was an unmtigated coward. Hi s pacifismwas
not based on any real noral precepts, but on an abiding terror of

vi ol ence. Wen you really thought about it, what danger did that van
pose? What injury or threat of injury had it done? If it seened
sinister, the blane was in his own mind. Hs fear was not only
irrational, it was premature and sinple-mnded. He had no nore cause to
be frightened by the Chevrolet than he had to be frightened by Chet or
the wonan at the Lazy Tine.

"He's back there again, isn't he?" Colin said.
"Who?"

"Don't play dunb with ne," the boy said.
/*"Well, there is an Autonover behind us."
"It's him then.”

"Coul d be anot her one."

"That's too coincidental," Colin said, quite sure of hinself.

For a |l ong monent Doyle was silent. Then: "Yes, I'mafraid you're
right. That's too coincidental. He's behind us again, all right."
Five "I'mgoing to pull over and stop on the shoul der of the road,"

Al ex said, lightly punping the power brakes.
"\py?

"To see what he does."

"You think he'll stop behind us?" Colin asked.
"Maybe." Doyl e sincerely hoped not.

"He won't. If he really is an FBI man, he'll be too smart to fall for
that kind of trick. He'll just zoomon by as if he doesn't notice us,
then pick us up later."

Alex was too tense to play the boy's gane. His lips set in a tight,
grimline, he slowed the car even nore, |ooked back and saw that the
rental van was al so slowing dow. His heart beating too rapidly, he
drove onto the berm gravel crunching under the wide tires, and cane to
a full stop.

"Wel [ ?" Colin asked, excited by this turn of events.
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Alex tilted the rear-view mrror and watched the Autonmover pull off the
hi ghway and stop just a quarter of a mle behind them "WlI, he's not
an FBI man, then."

"Hey, great! the boy said, apparently delighted by the unexpected
turn the day had taken. "What could he be?"

"l don't like to think about that," Doyle said.
"I do." "Think quietly, then."

He let off the brake and drove back onto the interstate, accel erated
snoothly into the traffic pattern. Two cars canme between them and the
van, providing an illusory sense of isolation and safety.

However, within a very few m nutes the Chevrol et passed the other
vehicles and insinuated itself behind the Thunderbird once nore.

What does he want? Doyl e wonder ed.

It was alnost as if the stranger behind the wheel of the van sonehow
knew of Al ex Doyle's secret cowardi ce and was playing on it.

The | and was now even flatter than it had been, like a gigantic
ganeboard, and the road was strai ghter and nore nesneric.

They had passed the exit ranp for Effingham and now all the signs were
warni ng far in advance of the connecting route for Decatur, and marking
the tens of nmiles to St

Loui s.

Al ex kept the Thunderbird noving five nmiles faster than the speed Iimt,
sweepi ng around the slower traffic but staying nostly within the
ri ght-hand | ane.

The van woul d not be shaken.

Ten nmiles after their first stop, he slowed down and pulled over to the
berm agai n, watched as the Chevrolet followed suit. "Wat the hell does
he want ?" Doyl e asked.

"I've been thinking about that," Colin said, frowning. "But | just
can't figure him™"

When Doyl e took the car back on the road again, he said, "W can nake
nmore speed than a van like that. Lots nore. Let's |leave himin our
dust."

"Just like in the novies," Colin said, clapping his hands.

"Tronp it down all the way!'l Although he was not as pleased as Colin
was about the prospect of a high-speed escape and pursuit, Doyle
gradual |y pressed the accelerator pedal to the floor. He felt the big
car trenble, shimy, then steady down as it raced toward the performance
peak which was being demanded of it. |In spite of the Thunderbird's
nearly airtight insulation, the road noises cane to themnow a dull but
bui | di ng background roar underlying the rhythm c pounding of the engine
and the shrill, protesting cry of the gusting w nd which strained
through the bar grill.

When the speedoneter registered a hundred mles an hour, Al ex |ooked in
the mirror again. |Incredibly, the Chevrolet was pacing them
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It was the only other vehicle in sight which was using the |eft-hand
| ane.

The Thunderbi rd picked up speed: one-oh-five (with the road noise |like a
waterfall crashing down all around them), one-fifteen (the shi my back,
the frame sighing and groaning), then the top of the gauge, beyond the

| ast white numerals and still noving, still increasing speed

The nedi an posts flashed past in a single, faultless blur, a wall of
gray steel. Beyond that wall, in the eastbound | anes, cars and trucks
went past in the opposite direction as if they had been shot out of a
cannon.

The van | ost ground.

"W're really noving!" Colin cried, his voice a mxture of glee and
outright horror.

"And he isn't keeping up!" Alex said.
The van dwi ndl ed, di sappeared behi nd them
The hi ghway was deserted up ahead.
Doyl e did not take his foot fromthe accel erator

Startling the drivers of the other cars which they passed, eliciting a
synmphony of angrily blaring horns, they rocketed across Illinois at top
speed for another five minutes, putting mles between thenselves and the
stranger in the van. They were half exhilarated and hal f panicked,
caught up in the excitenent of the chase.

However, with the Chevrolet out of sight now, and the sense of being
hotly pursued thus di nmed, Doyle was made aware of the risk that he was
taking by maintaining such a terribly high speed even in this |ight
traffic.

if atire blew.

Above the shrieking wind and the manic nusic of the pavement rushing
under them Colin said, "Wat about radar?"

if they were stopped for speeding, would any right-thinking hi ghway
patrol man believe that they were fleeing froma nysterious nman in a
rented Autonover? Fleeing froma man they did not even know, had never
met - had never really even seen? Fleeing froma man who had neither
harmed nor threatened to harmthen? Fleeing froma conplete stranger

whom Al ex feared only because-well, only because he had al ways been
afraid of that which he could not fully understand? No, that kind of
story would look Iike a lie, a clunsy excuse.

it was too fantastic and, at the sanme tine, far too shallow. It would
only antagoni ze a cop

Rel uctantly Doyl e eased back on the accel erator. The speedoneter needl e
fell rapidly to the one-hundred nark, quivered there Iike a hesitant
finger, then dropped even | ower.

Doyl e | ooked in the mrror.

The van was nowhere in sight. For a few m nutes, anyway, they would be
unobserved by the driver of the Chevrolet.
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"He's probably conming up fast," Colin said.
"Exactly.
"What are we going to do?"

I medi ately ahead was the exit for Route 51 and signs announci ng the
di stance to Decatur.

"We' Il use secondary roads for the rest of the day," Al ex said.
"Let himhunt for us along Route 70 if he wants."

He used the Thunderbird's brakes for the first tine in a long while,
drove down the exit ranp into that flat country.

Si x From Decatur, they took the secondary Route 36 west to the end of

the state, then followed it into Mssouri. The |land was even flatter
than it had been during the norning; the fabled prairies were a
nmonot onous spectacle. just past noon, Alex and the boy ate a quick

lunch at a trimwhite-clapboard cafe' and then pressed on

Not far beyond the turnoff from Jacksonville, Colin said, "Wat do you
t hi nk, then?"

" About what ?"
“"The man in the Chevrolet."
The westering sun glared on the wi ndshi el d.
"VWhat about hin?" Doyl e asked.
"Who coul d he be?"
"I'sn't he FBI?"
"That was just a gane."

For the first time Alex realized how nmuch the ubiquitous van had

af fected the boy, how nuch it had unsettled him |[If Colin was no | onger
interested in his ganes, he nust be quite disturbed, and he deserved a
straightforward reply.

"Whoever he is,
seat, "he's dangerous.

Doyl e said, shifting his aching buttocks on the vinyl

" Somebody we know?"

"No. | think he's a conplete stranger."
"Then why is he after us?"

"Because he needs to be after soneone.”
"That's no answer."

Doyl e thought about that special breed of madnmen which had grown out of
the previous decade, out of those pressure-cooker years when the very
fabric of society had been heated to the boiling point and very nearly
mel ted away. He thought about nen |ike Charles Manson, Richard Speck,
Charl es Wiitnman, Arthur Bremner

Though Charl es Wiitman, the Texas tower sniper who had shot nore than a
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dozen innocent people, mght have been suffering froman undi agnosed
brain tunor, the others had not required any physical illness or
rational explanations for the bloodletting they had caused.

The sl aughter-which had been ' legitinized by a government which

gl oated over the "body counts" from Vi etnam had been, in itself, the
reason and expl anation for the event. There were at |east a dozen other
nanes that Doyle could no | onger recall, nen who had rurdered wantonly
but not sufficiently to gain immortality. Since a madman had to be
either clever in his methods, selective enough to choose the fanous as
his targets, or ruthless enough to cut down a dozen or nore people
before he was at all menorable. The videotape replay of an
assassination and the nightly broadcasting of a bl oody war had dull ed
Anmerican sensitivities. The single rmurderous inpulse had beconme far too
common to be at all noteworthy . . . Doyle attenpted to convey these
thoughts to Colin, couching themin grisly ternms only when no ot her
ternms woul d do.

"You think he's crazy, then? the boy asked when Doyl e was fi nished.

"Perhaps. Actually, he hadn't done much of anything yet. But if we had
stayed on the throughway and let himfollow us, given himtinme and
plenty of opportunity . . . W knows what he might have done,
eventual ly? "

"This all sounds para-"

" Par anoi d?

"That's the word," Colin said, shaking his head approvingly. "It
sounds very paranoid."

"These days you have to be somewhat paranoid,"” Doyle said. "It's al nost
a vital requirement for survival."

"Do you think he'll find us agai n?"

"No." Doyle blinked as the sun glinmered especially brightly agai nst
the windshield. "He'll stay on the Interstate, trying like hell to
catch up with us again."

"Sooner or later he's going to realize we got off."

"But he won't know where or when," Doyle said. "And he can't know
where, exactly, we'll be going."
"What if he finds sonmeone else to pick on?" Colin asked. "If he just

started to tail us because we happened to be going west on the sanme road
he was using-won't he choose sone other victimwhen he realizes that
we' ve gotten away from hi n?"

"What if he does?" Doyle asked.
"Shouldn't we | et the police know about hinP" the boy asked.

"You' ve got to have proof before you can accuse anyone," Doyl e said.
"Even if we had proof, incontrovertible proof, that the man in the
Chevrolet intended to hurt us, we couldn't do anything with it. W
don't know whomto accuse, not by name. W don't know where he's
headed, except westward. W don't have a nunber for the van, any thing
the cops could use to trace it." He |ooked at Colin, then back at the
bl acktop road. "All we can do is thank our stars we got rid of him™"
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"l guess so."

"You better believe it.

Much | ater Colin said, "Wen he was follow ng us, pulling off the road
behi nd us, speeding to catch up with us-were you scared?"

Doyl e hesitated only a second, wondering if he should adnit to sone |ess
unmanly reaction: uneasiness, disquiet, alarm anxiety. But he knew
that, with Colin, honesty was always best. "of course | was scared.

just alittle bit, but scared nonethel ess. There was reason to be."

"l was scared too," the boy said w thout enbarrassnment. "But | always
t hought that when you got to be an adult, you didn't have to be
scared of anything any nore."

"You'll outgrow sonme fears," Doyle said. "For instance

are you afraid of the dark at all?

"Some. "

"Well, you will outgrow that. But you don't outgrow everything.
And you find new things to be afraid of."

They crossed the M ssissippi River at Hanni bal instead of St

Louis, missing the Gateway Arch altogether. just before the turnoff to
H awatlia, Kansas, they left Route 36 for a series of connecting

hi ghways that took them south once nore to Interstate 70 and, by
eight-fifteen, to the Plains Mtel near Law ence, Kansas, where they had
reservations for the night.

The Plains Mdtel was pretty much Iike the Lazy Time, except that it had
only one long wing and was built of gray stone and cl apboard instead of
bricks. The signs were the sane orange and green neon. The Coke
machi ne by the office door m ght have been noved, during the day, from
the Lazy Tine near Indianapolis; the air around it was cool and filled
with robotic noises.

Al ex wondered if the desk clerk would be a stout wonan with a beehive
hair style.

Instead, it was a nan Doyle's age. He was cl ean-shaven, his hair neatly
trimmed. He had a square, honest, American face, perfect for
recruitnment posters. He could have made a fortune doing television
comercials for Pepsi, Gllette, Schick, and full-page ads for Canel
cigarettes in all the nagazines.

"l noticed a no-vacancy sign outside," Doyle said. "I wondered if you'd
held our room W're an hour |later than the reservations called for,
but -"

"I's it Doyle?" the man asked, revealing perfect white teeth.

"Yes. " i "Sure, | heldit.” He produced a flinsy formfromthe
desk.

"Hey, good news! | know you rmust have been worried about getting
stuck-"

"Wasn't worried at all, M. Doyle. |If you hadn't reserved it, 1'd have
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had to rent it to coons.

Doyl e was weary froma | ong day on the road, and he coul d not decide
what the clerk nmeant. "Coons?"

"Naggers," the clerk said. "Three tinmes they cane in. |If | didn't have
your reservation, |'d have had to |l et one of themtake 22 for the night.
And | hate that. [|'d rather let a roomstand enpty all night then rent

to one of them™

Doyle felt as if he were giving his approval to the man's bigotry when
he signed the registration paper. He wondered, briefly, why he, dressed
and groonmed as he was, nmade any better inpression than the blacks who
had st opped before him

When t he handsome young nan gave Doyl e the room key, he said, "Wat kind
of gas m | eage you get on that T-Bird?"

Al ex had known his share of bigots, and he was expecting this one, like
the others, to continue with his practiced invective. He was surprised,
then, by the change of subject.

"Mleage? | don't know. | never checked."

"I'"'msaving for a car like that. Gas hogs, but | love them Car |ike
that tells you about a man. You see a man in a T-Bird, you know he's
making it."

Al ex | ooked at the roomkey in his hand. "Twenty-two,' Were's that?"
"To the right clear at the end. N ce room M. Doyle."
Alex went out to the car. He knew why the clerk accepted him

The Thunderbird was, for that nan, a synbol which eclipsed reality. A
car like that transforned a counterculture freak into a nmere eccentric,
so far as the clerk was concerned. That attitude depressed Alex. He
had not expected that here in the heartlands a man was defined by his
possessi ons.

George Lel and spent Tuesday night in a cheaper place three niles west of

the Plains Motel. Though it was a tiny single room he was not al ways
alone. Courtney was often there. Sonetines he saw her standing in a
corner, her back to the wall. Oher times she sat on the foot of the

bed or in the poorly padded plank chair by the bathroom door. He got
angry with her nore than once and told her to go away. She woul d vani sh
as quietly as she appeared. But then he would niss her and long for
her-and she woul d return, naking the cheaper place seemfar nore

| uxurious and grand than the Plai ns Mtel

He Slept fitfully.

Two he) hours before dawn, unable to sleep at all any nore, he got up and
showered and dressed. He sat on the bed, several maps opened on the
covers, and studied the route that would be foll onwed Wdnesday.

He traced and retraced it with his blunt fingers.

Lel and knew t hat somewhere in those six hundred mles he would have to
take care of Doyl e and the boy. He no |onger needed to conceal this
truth fromhinself. Courtney had hel ped himface up to it. He nust
kill them just as he had killed that hi ghway patrol man who tried to
stand between himand Courtney. It was nuch too dangerous to put this
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thing off any longer. By tonmorrow night they would be well over halfway
to San Francisco. |f Doyle decided to change their route for the | ast
long I eg of the journey, Leland might |ose themfor good.

Tonmorrow, then. Sonewhere between Law ence, Kansas, and Denver.

Lel and would finally be striking back at Them at everyone who had put

hi m down and worked against himthese last two years. This was the new
begi nning. From now on, he was not going to be pushed around. He would
teach everyone to respect him H's luck would pick up, too.

Wth Doyle and the kid out of the way, he and Courtney could go on
together with their wonderful life. He would be all that she had, and
she would cling to him

A few nminutes past six o'clock Tuesday evening, a call came through from
the police lab. Detective Ernie Hoval took it in his sparsely furnished
office on the second floor of the divisional headquarters buil ding.

"Thi s about the Pul ham case?" he asked before the man on the other end

of the Iine could say anything. "If it's not, take it to someone el se.
I"mon the Pul hamuntil it's solved, and nothing else.”
"You'l| want this," the lab man said. He sounded |ike the sane bal di ng,

sall ow, narrow man who had not been hunbl ed by Detective Hoval the night
before. "W got the fingerprint report from Washi ngton

Just canme in on the teletype.”
" And?
“"No record.”

Hoval hunched over his big desk, dwarfing it, the receiver clenched
tightly in one hand, his other hand fisted on the blotter

Hi s knuckl es were white and sharp. "No record?"

"I told you it mght be that way," the technician said, alnost as if he
enj oyed Hoval's disappointnent. "I think this |looks nore |ike a nut
case with every passing mnute."

"It's political," Hoval insisted, his fist openi ng and cl osi ng agai n
and again. "Organized cop killing."

"l don't agree."
"You got proof otherw se,"' Hoval asked angrily.

"No," the technician admtted. "W're still going over the car, but it
| ooks hopel ess. W' ve taken paint sanples fromevery nick and scrape.
But who knows if one of themwas made by the killer's vehicle?

And i f one of them was-which one?"

"You sweep out the cruiser?" Hoval asked.

"Of course," the technician said. "W found a few hairs, pubic and
otherwise. Nail clippings. Various kinds of mud. Bl ades of grass.
Bits of food. Mst of it had no connection with the killer

And even if some of it does-the hair, a couple of torn threads we picked
of f the door catch-we can't do much with it until we have a suspect to
apply it to. It "The case won't be solved with | ab work," Hoval agreed.
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"What ot her |eads you have?"

"We're reconstructing Pulhamis shift," Hoval said. "Starting with the
monent he took the squad car out of the garage."”

" Anyt hi ng?

"There are lots of mnutes to account for, lots of people to talk with,"
Hoval said. "But we'll conme up with sonething."

"A nut," the technician said.
"You're all wong about that." Hoval hung up

Twenty years ago Erni e Hoval had becone a cop because it was a
profession and not just a job; it was work that brought a man a neasure
of honor and respect. It was hard work, the hours long, the pay only
adequate, but it gave you the opportunity to contribute sonmething to
your comunity. The fringe benefits of police work-the gratitude of
your nei ghbors and the respect of your own children-were nore inportant
than the salary. At |least, that had been true in the past

These days, Hoval thought, a cop was nothing nore than a target.

Everyone was after the police. Blacks, liberals, spics, peaceniks,
worren's |iberationists-all the lunatic fringe reveled in making fools of
the police. These days a cop was | ooked upon, at best, as a buffoon. At
worst, he was called a fascist, and he was nmarked for death by these
revol utionary groups that no one but other cops seened to give a dam
about

It had all started in 1963, with Kennedy and Dallas. And it had gotten
much, much worse through the war. Hoval knew that, although he could
not understand why the assassinations and the war had so fundanmental |y
changed so many people. There were other political nurders in
Anerica's history, all w thout profound effect on the nation. And there
had been other wars which had, if anything, strengthened our noral

fiber. This war had had the opposite effect.

He coul d not say why-except to point out that the conmmunists and ot her
revol utionary forces had | ong been | ooking for excuses to act-but he
knew it to be true.

He t hought about Pul ham |atest victimof these changes, and he fisted
bot h bi g hands.

it was political. Sooner or |later they would get the bastards.

VWEDNESDAY, 7:00 A.M to THURSDAY, 7:00 A.M Seven The norning held the
threat of rain. Gently undulating fields of tender new wheat shoots
touched the far horizons, a green carpet under the | ow gray ceiling of
fast-moving clouds. Here and there on the maddeningly |evel |and,
enornous concrete grain elevators thrust up like gigantic |ightning rods
to test the mettle of the pending storm

Colin liked it. He kept pointing to the grain elevators and to the
occasi onal skeletal oil derricks which stood |like prison watchtowers in
the distance. "It's great, isn't it?"

"This land's every bit as flat as that back in |Indiana and M ssouri,"
Doyl e sai d.

"But there's history here." Today the boy was wearing a red-and-bl ack
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Frankenst ein T-shirt. It had pulled up out of his corduroy trousers,
but he paid it no attention now.

"Hi story?" Doyl e asked.

"Haven't you ever heard of the A d ChisholmTrail? O the Santa Fe
Trail? Al the fanbus O d Wst towns are here," the boy said, excited
about it. "You have Abilene and' Fort Riley, Fort Scott, Pawnee Rock
Wchita, Dodge City, and the old Boot Hill."

"I didn't know you were a cowboy-novie fan," Doyl e said.

"I"'mnot, that much. But it's still exciting." Al ex |ooked at the great
plains and tried to picture themas they had once been: shifting sands,
dust, cactus, a stark and forebodi ng | andscape that had barely been
touched by man. Yes, once it must have been a romantic pl ace.

"There were Indian wars here,” Colin said. "And John Brown caused a
small civil war in Kansas back in 1856, when he and his boys killed five
sl ave owners at Pottawatom e Creek. "

"Bet you can't say that five tinmes, fast."
"A dollar?" Colin asked.
"You're on."

"Pottawat om e, Pottawatom e, Pottawatoni e, Pottawatom e, Pottawatom e!"”
he said, breathless at the end of it. "You owe ne a buck."

"Put it on ny tab," Doyle said. He felt |oose and easy and good
again, now that the trip was turning out to be what they had pl anned.

"You know who el se cane from Kansas?"
"Who? "

"Carry Nation," Colin said, giggling. "The woman who went around
breaki ng up saloons with an ax."

They passed another grain elevator sitting at the end of a |ong,
strai ght bl acktop road.

"Where did you learn all this? " Doyle asked
"Just picked it up," Colin said. "Bits and pieces fromhere and there."

Now and t hen they passed fields which were standing idle, rich brown
patches of land like neatly opened tablecloths. in one of these, a
fifty-foot-high whirlw nd gathered dust in a conpact colum of whining
spring air.

"This is also where Dorothy lived," Colin said, watching the whirlw nd.
" Dor ot hy who?"

"The girl in The Wzard of Oz. Renenber how she got carried to oz by a
tremendous tornado?"

Al ex was about to answer when he was startled by the brash roar of an
aut onobi l e horn inmedi ately behind them He |ooked in the mrror-and
sucked air between his teeth when he saw the Chevrolet van. It was
no nore than six feet fromtheir rear bunper. The unseen driver was
poundi ng the pal mof his hand into the horn ring: beep, beep, beep,
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beep, beep, beeeeeep

Doyl e | ooked at the speedoneter, saw that they were doing better than
seventy. |f he had been so surprised by the horn that he had stonped
the brake pedal, the Chevrolet would have run right over them

And they woul d all be dead.
"Stupid sonofabitch,"” he said.
Beep, beeeeeeep, beeeeeep .
“I's it hin?" Colin asked.

"Yes. The van noved up, so close now that Doyle could not even see
its bunper or the bottomthird of its grill.

"Why's he bl owi ng his horn?" Colin asked.

"l don't know. . . | guess-to make sure we know he's back."
Ei ght The van's horn played a nonot onous dirge.

"Do you think he wants you to stop?

Colin asked, gripping his knees in his delicate hands and | eani ng
forward as if bent by the tension.

"l don't know. "
"Are you going to stop?"
"No. "

Colin nodded. "Good. | don't think we should stop. | think we should
keep going no matter what."

Doyl e expected that any second now the stranger would stop blowi ng his
horn and let the van fall back to its customary quarter of a mile.

Instead, it just hung in there, only three feet away fromtheir back end
now, cruising at seventy mles an hour, horn bl aring.

Whet her or not the nman in the Chevy was as dangerous as a Charl es Manson
or Richard Speck, he was nost certainly unbal anced. He was getting sone
sort of kick out of terrorizing conplete strangers, and that was far
fromnormal. More than ever before, Doyle knew he did not want to
confront this man face-to-face and test the linits of his madness.

Beep, beep, beeeeeep "What can we do?" the boy asked.
Doyl e gl anced at him "Seatbelt on?"

"Of course.”

"We'll outrun himagain."

"And go to Denver on the back roads?"

"Yeah. "

"He'l'l pick us up again tonorrow norni ng when we | eave Denver on the way
to Salt Lake Gity."

"No, he won't," Doyl e said.
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"How can you be sure?"

"He's not clairvoyant," Doyle said. "He's just been lucky, that's all
By chance, he's stayed in the approxi mate area where we've stayed each
ni ght-and equal |y by chance, he's started out around the sane hour each
nmorning that we started out. |It's purely coincidental, the way he keeps
catching up to us." He knew that this was the only rationa

expl anation, as weak as it was, the only thing that nade any sense. Yet
he did not believe a word of it. "You read about dozens of wilder

coi ncidences in the newspapers. Al the tine." He was talking, now,
only to calmthe boy. That old, famliar, dreaded fear of his had
returned, and he knew that he would not be cal magain, hinself, unti
they were safely in San Franci sco.

He pressed down on the accel erator

The Thunderbird surged forward, opening a gap between them and the
Chevrolet. The gap rapidly w dened, even though the Autonover put on
its own burst of speed.

"You'll have a lot nore driving to do if we go the back way,'
sai d, a vague apprehension in his voice.

t he boy

"Not necessarily. W can go north and pick up Route 36 again," Doyle
said, watching the van dwindle in the rearview mirror. "That's a pretty
good road up there."

"I't'Il still mean an extra couple of hours. Yesterday you were really
tired when we got to the notel."

1"l be all right," Doyle said. "Don't you worry about ne."

They took Connecting Route 77 north to Route 36 and went west across the
top of the state.

Colin no longer found the fields, grain elevators, oil derricks, and
dust storns especially interesting. He hardly |ooked at the scenery. He
tucked in his Frankenstein T-shirt and snobothed it down, played tunes on
hi s bony knees, cleaned his thick glasses, and smoothed his shirt sone
more. The minutes passed |like snails.

Lel and |l et the van sl ow down to seventy, quieting the furniture and
househol d goods which rattled noisily in the cargo hol d when he drove
any faster. He |ooked at the golden, transparent girl beside him "They
must have turned off sonewhere along the way. We won't catch up with
themuntil we get into Denver this evening."

She sai d not hi ng.

"l shoul d have stayed back a ways until | saw a chance to run them off
the road. | shouldn't have pressured himlike that right away."

She only snil ed.

"Well," he said, "I guess you're right. The highway's too public a
pl ace to take care of them Tonight, at the notel, will be better

I mght be able to do it with the knife, if I can sneak up on them No

noi se that way. And they won't be expecting anything there. " The
fields flashed past. The | eaden sky grew |l ower, and rain spattered
across the windshield. The w pers thunped hypnotically, like a club

sl ammed again and again into something soft and warm
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Ni ne The Rockies Mtor Hotel, on the eastern edge of Denver, was an
enornous conplex in the shape of a two-story tick-tack-toe grid, with
one hundred rooms in each of its four long wings. Despite its
size-nearly two mles of concrete-floored, open-air, netal-roofed
corridors-the place seemed small, for it stood in the architectura
shadow of the city's high-rise buildings and, nore inpressively, in view
of the magnificent snowcapped Rocky Mountains which | oomed up to the
west and south. During the day the high country sun gl eamed on the
ranks of precisely duplicated wi ndows and on the steel rain spouting,
transforned the tops of the |ong wal kway awni ngs into corrugated
mrrors, shimrered on the A ynpic swi mmng pool in the enclosed center
of the courtyard grid. At night warm orange | anps gl owed behind the
curtains in nost of the roons, and there were also lights in the poo
and around the pool; and the front of the notel was a bl aze of yell ow,
white, and red lights which were there chiefly to draw attention to the
of fice, |obby, restaurant, and Bi g Rocki es Cocktail Lounge.

At ten o' clock Wednesday ni ght, however, the notel was dimand drab

Al t hough all the usual lights were burning, they could not cast back the
driving gray rain and the thin night mst which carried a rem nder of
the winter chill that had not been | ong gone fromthe city.

The cold rain bounced on the macadam parking |ot, thundered on the rows
of cars, and pattered agai nst the sheetglass walls of the | obby and
restaurant. It drummed insistently on the roofs and on the rippled
awni ngs that covered the pronmenades on every wi ng, a pleasant sound
which lulled nost of the overnight guests into a quick, deep sleep

The rain chattered noisily into the swimm ng pool and puddl ed at the
base of the spruce trees and other evergreens which dotted the

wel | -1 andscaped grounds. It sloshed out of the rain spouting and
swirled along curb gutters, and made nmonmentary | akes around drai nage
grills. The m st reached what the rain could not, heading on

shel tered wi ndows and on the slick red enanel of the numbered room
doors.

In Room 318, Alex Doyle sat on the edge of one of the twin beds and
|istened both to the rain on the roof and to Colin talking on the
t el ephone to Courtney.

The boy did not nmention the stranger in the rented van. The nan had not
caught up to themagain during the |long afternoon. And he had no way of
knowi ng where they were spending the night . . . Even if this gane had
begun to intrigue himenough to send himout of his way in order to keep
it going, he would be discouraged by the bad weat her; he woul d not be
searching all the notels along the Interstate in hopes of locating the
Thunderbird-not tonight, not in the rain. There was no need to worry
Courtney with the details of a danger which had passed and whi ch, Doyle
felt now, had never been nuch of a danger to begin with.

Colin finished and handed the receiver to Doyle "How did you like
Kansas?" she asked when he said hello.

"It was an education," Doyl e said.
"Wth Colin as your teacher."

"That sums it up

"Al ex, is anything wong with hinP"

"Colin?
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"Yes.
"Not hing's wong. Wy do you ask?"

She hesitated. The open line hissed softly between themlike a subdued
echo of the cold rain thundering across the notel roof. "Wl
He's not as exuberant as usual."

"Even Colin gets tired," Doyle said, winking at the boy.

Colin nodded grimy. He knew what his sister was asking and what Al ex
was trying to avoid telling her. Wen he had spoken to her, Colin had
tried to be natural. But his practiced chatterboxi ness had not been
able to fully cover over the simering fear he'd kept on the back burner
since the van had appeared early this norning.

"That's all?" Courtney asked Doyle. "He's just tired?"
"What el se?"

"Vl -

"We're both road-weary,"” Doyle interrupted. He knew that she sensed
nmore to it than just that. Sonetines she was positively psychic. "It's
true that there's a lot to see on a cross-country drive-but nost of it
is exactly what you saw ten ninutes ago, and ten nminutes before that."
He changed the subject before she could press for nore details. "Any
furniture arrive yet?"

"Ch yes!" she said. "The bedroomsuite."
" And?

"Just like it |ooked in the showoom And the nmattress is firm but
full of bounce.™

He assuned a nock suspicious tone. "How would you know about that-what
wi th your husband hal fway across the country? "

"l junped up and down on it for about five ninutes,'
quietly.

she said, chuckling

"Testing it, you know?"

He | aughed, picturing the slim |onghaired, elfin-faced girl ronping
happily on their bed as if it were a tranpoline.

"And you know what, Al ex?"

"What? "

"I was nude when | tested it. How s that strike you?"
He stopped | aughing. "Strikes ne fine."

Hi s voice caught in the back of his throat. He felt hinself smle
idiotically, even though Colin was watching and listening. "Wy torture
me |ike this?"

"Well, | keep thinking you m ght neet sone saucy wonan on the hi ghway
and run off with her. | don't want you to forget ne "I couldn't," he
sai d, speaki ng beyond sex now. "I couldn't forget."
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"Well, | like to be sure. And-hey, | think | found a job."
"Al ready?

"There's a new city magazine starting up, and they need a phot ographer
to work full time. No tedious layout jobs. just straight
phot ography. | nmde an appointnment to show themny portfolio tonorrow. "

"Sounds great."

"I't'Il be good for Colin, too," she said. "It's not an office job. 1"l
be running all over the city, setting up shots. That ought to make a
pretty full sumrer for him"

They tal ked only a few mnutes nore, then said their goodbyes.

When he hung up the phone, the drumring rain seened to get suddenly
| ouder.

Later, in the intensely dark roomas they lay in their beds waiting for
sleep to cone, Colin sighed and said, "Well, she knew that sonething was
wong, didn't she?"

"YeS. "
"You can't fool Courtney."

"Not for very long, anyway," Doyle said, staring at the |lightless
ceiling and thinking about his wfe.

The darkness seened to swell and shrink and swell again, to pulse as if
it were alive, to press warmy down around themlike a bl anket.

"You really think we've lost hin?" the boy asked.
" Sure.

"W t hought we'd | ost himbefore.™

"This tinme we can be certain.”

"I hope you're right," Colin said. "He's a real crazy, whoever he
is."
The shushing snare-drum nusic of the spring storm soon put the boy, and
then Doyle, to sleep .

Rain was falling as steadily as ever when Colin woke him He stood
besi de Doyl e's bed, shaking the man by the shoul der and whi spering
urgently. "Alex! Al ex, wake up. Al ex!"

Doyl e sat up in bed, groggy and sonewhat confused. His nmouth felt furry
and stale. He kept blinking his eyes, trying to see sonething, until he
realized it was the mddle of the night and the roomwas stil

pi t ch- bl ack.

"Al ex, are you awake?"

"Yeah. Wat's the matter?"

"There's soneone at the door," the boy said.
Al ex stared straight at the voice but could see nothing of the boy. "At
the door? " he asked stupidly, still not clear-headed enough to
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under st and what was happeni ng.

"He woke ne up,"” Colin whispered. "l've been listening to himmaybe
three or four mnutes. | think he's trying to pick the Iock."

Ten Now, above the background noi se of the rain, Al ex could hear the
strange funbling noises on the other side of the door. in the warm
cl ose, anonynous darkness, the sounds of the wire probing back and forth
in the | ock seened much |l ouder than they really were. Hs fear acted as
an anplifier.

"You hear hin?" Colin asked. His voice cracked between the [ast two
wor ds, |eaping up the scale.

Doyl e reached out and found the boy and put one hand on his skinny
shoulder. "I can hear him Colin," he whispered, hoping his own voice
woul d remain steady. "It's okay. Nobody's going to cone in here.

Nobody's going to hurt you."
"But it rmust be him"

Doyl e | ooked at his wistwatch, which was the only source of light in
the small room The irradiated nunerals junped up at him sharp and
clear: seven minutes after three in the norning. At this hour no one
had a legitimte reason for picking a lock on a roomthat . . . What
was he thinking" There was no legitimte reason for such a thing at any
hour, day or night.

"Alex, what if he gets in here?"

"Ssshh, " Doyl e said, kicking back the covers and sliding out of bed.
"What if he does?"

"He won't."

Doyl e went to the door, aware that Colin was right behind him and he
bent down to listen at the lock. Metal rasped on netal, clinked,
sni cked, rasped agai n.

He stepped sideways to the rooms only window, just to the left of the
door. Careful not to nake a sound, he lifted the heavily lined drapes
and then the cold venetian blinds. He tried to |look to the right al ong
the covered pronmenade where the man woul d be bent over the |ock, but he
found that the outside of the glass was sheathed in a fine white m st
whi ch made the w ndow conpl etely opaque. He could not see anything
through it except the vague, diffused gl ow of several scattered note
l'ights that made t he darkness beyond somewhat |ess intense and nore
manageabl e than that within the room

Wth as nmuch care as he had enployed in raising themaway fromthe

wi ndow, he dropped the blinds and the drapes back into place. He could
not see any good reason for continued silence, but he took the
precaution anyway, in order to waste a few nore preci ous seconds

Any nmoment, he knew, the time would come for himto make a decision, to
chart some response to this yet he did not know for sure if he was
capabl e of acting agai nst whoever was out there.

He went back to the door.

The carpet was nubbed and prickly against his bare feet.
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Colin had remai ned by the door, silent, invisible in the onyx shadows,
perhaps too frightened to nmove or speak

The icy sound of the wire scraping inside the lock was insistent and as
| oud as ever. It made Alex think of the surgeon's scal pel worrying at
the hard surface of a bone.

,who's there?" Doyle finally asked. He was surprised at the strength
and sel f possession so evident in his voice. I|ndeed, he was surprised
that he could even speak at all

The wire stopped noving.

,who's there?" Doyle demanded once nmore, louder this tinme but with
| ess genui ne courage and nore fal se bravado t han before.

Rapi d footsteps-certainly those of a | arge man-sounded on the concrete
pronmenade floor and were quickly swallowed up in the steady roar of the
storm

They waited, listening intently. But the man was gone.
Al ex funbled for the light switch by the door, found it.

For a nonent they were both blinded by the sudden glare. Then the
famliar lines of the tritely designed notel roomfiltered back to them

"He'll return," Colin said.

The boy was standing by the desk, wearing only his skivvies and his

Coke-bottle glasses. His thin brown |Iegs were trenbling uncontrollably,
the bony knees nearly knocking together. Doyle, also standing there in
hi s underwear, wondered if his own body was betraying his state of m nd.

"Maybe not," he said. "Now that he knows we're up and around, he m ght
not risk com ng back."

Colin was adamant. "He will."

Doyl e knew what the situation demanded, but he did not want to face up
toit. He did not want to go out there in the rain, looking for the man
who had tried to pick the rooml ock

"W could call the police," Colin said.

"Ch? We still haven't anything to tell them any proof. W'd sound
like a couple of raving lunatics."”

Colin went back to his bed and sat down, pulled the blanket around
hinsel f, so that he |l ooked like a mniature American |ndian

In the bathroom Doyle drew a glass of tap water and drank it slowy,
swal l owi ng with sone difficulty.

As he rinsed the glass and put it on the fake-marble shelf beside the
porcel ain sink, he caught sight of his face in the mrror. He was pale
and haggard. The fear was etched in painfully obvious lines at the
corners of his bloodless nouth and all around his eyes. He did not like
what he saw, and he could barely neet his own gaze.

Christ, he thought, doesn't the frightened little boy ever fade away and
|l et the man conme through? Won't you ever outgrow it, Al ex?
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Are you going to be so easily terrified all the rest of your life? Now
that you have a wife to protect? Do you think that nmaybe Colin wll
grow up fast enough so that he will be able to | ook after both you and
Cour t ney?

Angry with hinself, half ashaned, but still undeniably frightened, he
turned away fromthe mrror and his own accusi ng countenance, and went
back into the main room

i Colin had not noved fromthe bed or dropped the blanket fromhis
shoul ders. He | ooked at Doyle, his |large eyes magnified by the
eyegl asses, the speck of fear magnified as well.

"What woul d he have done if he'd been able to pick the | ock without
waki ng us?"

Doyl e stood there in the mddle of the room unable to answer.

"When he got in here with us," the boy said, "what woul d he have done?
Li ke you said when all this started-we don't have anything worth
stealing."

Doyl e nodded stupidly.

"I think he's just what you said,"” Colin went on. "I think he's like
one of those people you read about in the papers. | think he's a
mani ac.” Hi s voice had beconme al nost inaudible.

Though he knew that it was no real answer and was probably even untrue,
Alex said, "Well . . . he's gone now"

Colin just |ooked at him
The boy's expression mght have nmeant anything, or nothing at all

But Alex sawin it the beginnings of doubt and a subtle shift of
judgrment. The boy, he felt certain, was reevaluating himjust as surely
as the rain pattered on the roof overhead. And although Colin was far
too intelligent to sumup anyone in an absolute termor category, too
clever to think in blacks and whites, his opinion of Doyle was this

m nute changing for the worse, no matter how mninally.

But, Doyle asked hinmself, did one child' s opinion nmean all that nuch to
hin? And he knew i medi ately that when it was this child, the answer
was yes. Al of his |life Doyle had been afraid of people, too timd to
Il et hinmself be close to anyone. He had been too unsure of hinself to
risk loving. Until he had net Courtney. And Colin. And now their

opi nions of himwere nore inportant than anything else in the world.

He heard his own voice as if it had come from sonmeone else. "I guess

better go outside and have a | ook around. |[If | can get a glinpse of

him see what he | ooks |like, get the Iicense nunber for that van of his
Then we'll at | east know sonethi ng about our eneny.

He won't be such a cipher-and he'll seemless frightening."

"And if he does try anything serious," Colin said, "we'll have a

description to give the cops.”

Doyl e nodded nunbly, then went to the closet and took out the runpl ed,
soil ed clothes he had worn the day before. He got dressed.

At the door a few minutes |later, he |looked back at Colin. "WII you be
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all right here by yoursel f?"
The boy nodded and drew the bl anket tightly around hinsel f.

"I''"l'l lock the door when | go out-and | won't take a key. Don't open up
for anyone but nme. And don't even open for nme until you're certain that
you recogni ze ny voice."

"Ckay. "
"I won't be long."

Colin nodded again. Then, as frightened as he was for hinself and Al ex,
he managed a bit of gallows hunor. "You better be careful

it would be utterly tasteless for an artist to let hinself be killed in
a cheap, dismal place like this."

Doyle smiled grimy. "No chance.” Then he went outside, making sure
t he door had | ocked behind him

Earlier in the evening and fifteen hundred nmiles to the east, Detective
Erni e Hoval opened the front door of a thirty-thousand doll ar

t hree- bedroom ranch house in a pleasant m ddl e-cl ass devel opnent between
Canbri dge and Cadiz, Onhio, just off Route 22, and stepped into an
entrance foyer which was liberally splashed with blood. Long red stains
snmeared the walls on both sides where desperate hands had slid down the
pl aster. Thick droplets of bl ood spotted the beige carpet and the

yel | ow brocade | oveseat by the coat cl oset.

Hoval cl osed the door and wal ked into the Iiving room where a dead
woman |ay half on the sofa and half on the floor. She had been in her
|late forties, rather handsone if not pretty, tall and dark. She had
taken a shotgun blast in the stonach.

Newspaper reporters and | ab photographers circled her |ike wolves.

Four | ab technicians, as silent as a quartet of deaf-nutes, craw ed al
over the big roomon their hands and knees, neasuring and charting the
spray patterns of the bl ood, which seenmed to have reached into every
nook and cranny. They were nost likely fighting to keep from being

si ck.

"Christ," Hoval said

He went through the living roomand down the narrow hall to the first
bat hroom where there was an extremely pretty teenage girl spraw ed at
the foot of a bl oodstai ned conmbde. She was wearing skinmpy bl ue
panties, nothing else, and had been shot once in the back of the head.
The bat hroom was even bl oodi er than the foyer and the Iiving room
conbi ned.

In the small est bedroom a good-I|ooking, |ong-haired bearded boy in his
early twenties was |lying on his back in bed, covers drawn up to his
chin, his hands fol ded peacefully on his chest. The pastel blanket was
soaked with bl ood and shredded in the center by

I shotgun pellets. The poster of the Rolling Stones stapled to the
wal | above the bed was streaked with red and curled danply at the edges.

"1 thought you were only working on the Pul ham case."

Hoval turned to see who had spoken and confronted the
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i nef fectual -1 ooking Iab man who had lifted the killer's fingerprints
fromRich Pulhamis squad car. "I heard the report of the initial find
and t hought maybe this was tied in. It is kind of simlar."

"It was a famly thing," the lab man said.

"They al ready have a suspect?"

"They al ready have a confession," the technician said, glancing
uni nterestedly at the dead boy on the bed.

"Who? "
"Husband and father."

"He killed his own famly?" This was not the first tinme Hoval had
encountered a thing like that, but it never failed to shock him His
own wife and kids nmeant too much to him were too intricate a part of
his life for himto ever understand how anot her man coul d bring hinself
to slaughter his own flesh and bl ood.

"He was waiting for the arresting officers,"” the technician said.

"He was the one who tel ephoned for them"
Hoval felt ill.
"Anyt hi ng on the Pul ham situation?"

Hoval | eaned against the wall, renmenbered the blood, pulled away and
checked for stains. But the wall here was clean. He |eaned back again,
uneasy, a chill coursing along his spine. "W think we have sonething,"
he told the technician. "It mght have started at Breen's Cafe back at
the interchange.” He summarized what they had | earned from Janet

Ki nder, the waitress who had served an unnanmed oddball his |unch Monday
afternoon. "If Pul hamwent after the man-and it | ooks nore and nore
like he did-then our killer is driving a rented van on his way to
California."

"Hardly enough data for you to put out an APB, is there?"

Hoval nodded glumy. "Mist be a thousand Autonovers going west on |-70.
It'Il take weeks to go through themall, trace the drivers, w nnow it
down to the bastard that did it."

"This waitress give a description?" the |ab man asked.

"Yeah. She's man-crazy, so she renenbers these things well." He
repeated the description they had gotten fromthe waitress.

"He doesn't sound like a left-wing revolutionary to nme," the lab man

said. "Mre like an ex-nmarine."

"There's no way to tell these days," Ernie Hoval said. "The SDS and
sone of these other crazies are cutting their hair, shaving, bathing,
blending right in with your decent average citizens." He was inpatient

with the sallow man and did not want to pursue the subject; quite
obvi ously, they were not on the sanme wavel ength. He | eaned away from
the wall and | ooked once nore into the bloody bedroom "Wy?"

"Way this? Wiy'd he kill his own famly?

"Yes."
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"He's very religious,” the technician said, smling again.
Hoval didn't get it. He said so.
"He's a lay preacher. Very dedicated to Christ, you know.

Spreads the Good Wrd as nuch as he can, reads the Bible for an hour

every night . . . Then he sees his boy going off the deep end with
drugs-or at least pot. He thinks his daughter's got |oose norals or
maybe no norals at all, because she won't tell himwho she's dating or

why she stays out so late. And the nother took up for both the kids a
little too much. She was encouraging themto sin, as it were."

"And what finally set himoff?" Hoval asked.

"Not hing nuch. He says that all the little day-to-day things nounted up
until he couldn't stand it any |longer."

"And the solution was nurder."
"For him anyway."

Hoval shook his head sadly, thinking of the pretty girl lying on the
bat hroomfloor. "Wat's the world conming to these days?"

"Not the world," the slimman said. "Not the whole world."

Eleven It was a hard rain, a downpour, a seem ngly perpetua
cloudburst. The wind fromthe east pushed it across high Denver in
vi ci ous, eroding sheets. It streaned off the peaked bl ack-slate roofs
of the four notel w ngs, chuckled rather pleasantly along the horizonta
sections of spouting, roared down the wi de vertical spouts, and gushed
noisily into the drainage gratings in the ground.

Everywhere, trees dripped, shrubs dripped, and flat surfaces glistened
darkly. Dirty water collected in depressions in the courtyard | awn.

The hard-driven droplets shattered the crystalline tranquillity of the
swi mmi ng pool, danced on the flagstones |laid around the pool, flattened
the tough grass that encircled the flagstones.

The gusting wi nd brought the rain under the awning and into the
second-| evel pronenade outside of Doyle's room The noment he cl osed
the door, locking Colin inside, a whirlwind of cold water raced al ong
the wal kway and spun over him soaking his right side. H's blue work
shirt and one leg of his well-worn jeans clung unconfortably to his
ski n.

Shivering, he | ooked southward, down the |ongest stretch of the wal kway,
to the courtyard steps at the far end. The shadows were deep

None of the roons had light in them and the weak night Iights on the
pronmenade were spaced fifty or sixty feet apart. The night nist
conplicated the picture, curling around the iron awni ng supports and
eddying in the recessed entrances to the roons. Neverthel ess, Doyle was
fairly sure that there was no one prowl ing about in that direction

Thirty feet to the north, two roons beyond their own, another w ng of
the motel grid intersected this one, form ng the northeast corner of the
courtyard overl ook. \Whoever had been at their door m ght have run up
there in a second, night have ducked quickly out of sight Al ex tucked
his head down to keep the rain out of his face, ' hurried up that way
and peered cautiously around the corner.
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There was not hing down the short arm of that corridor except nore red
doors, the night nist, darkness, and wet concrete. A blue safety bulb
burni ng behind a protective wire cage marked anot her set of open steps
that led down to the first level, this time to the parking | ot which
compl etely ringed the conpl ex.

The | ast segnment of his own wal kway, running off to the north, was
equal ly deserted, as was the renmi nder of the secondl evel east-west
Wi ng.

He wal ked back to the wought-iron railing and | ooked down into the
courtyard at the pool and the | andscaped grounds around it. The only
thi ngs that noved down there were those stirred by the wind and the
rain.

Suddenly Al ex had the eerie notion that he was not nerely al one out
here-but that he was the only living soul in the entire notel. He felt
as if all the roons were enpty, the | obby enpty, the manager's quarters
enpty, all of it abandoned in the wake-or perhaps the approach-of somne
great cataclysm The overbearing silence, except for the rain, and the
bl eak concrete hallways generated and fed this odd fantasy until it
becane disturbingly real and a bit upsetting.

Don't let the frightened little kid come to the surface again, Doyle
war ned hinself. You' ve done well so far

Don't | ose your cool now.

After a few m nutes of observation, during which he |eaned with both
hands on the fancy iron safety railing, Doyle was convinced that the
mniature pine trees and the neatly trimred shrubbery in the courtyard
bel ow did not conceal anyone; their shadows were entirely their own.

The crisscrossing pronenades renmi ned qui et, deserted.
The wi ndows were all dark.

Underneath the steadily drumm ng rain and the occasi onal banshee cries
of the stormw nd, the sepul cher silence continued undi sturbed.

Standing by the rail, Al ex had been wi thout protection, and now he was
thoroughly drenched. His shirt and trousers were sodden. Water had
even gotten into his boots and had nmade his socks all cold and squi shy.
Hs arns were decorated with rank on rank of goose pinples, and he was
shivering uncontrollably. H's nose was running, and his eyes were teary
fromsquinting out at the rain and fog.

Nevert hel ess, Doyle felt better than he had for some tine.

Al t hough he had not found the stranger who was harassing them he had at
| east tried to confront the man

Finally, he had done sonething nore than run away fromthe situation
He coul d have remained in the roomdespite Colin's accusing |ook, could
have nmade it through the night without taking this risk. But he had
taken the risk, after all, and now he felt sonewhat better, pleased with
hi nmsel f.

O course, there was nothing nore to be done. Woever the stranger was,
and whatever the hell he had intended to do once he had picked their

| ock, the man had obviously lost interest in his gane when he realized
that they were awake and onto him He would not be back tonight.
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Per haps they woul d never see himagain at all, here or anywhere.

When he turned and started back toward their room all of his good hunor
was abruptly forgotten

Two hundred feet along the sanme wal kway which he had first exam ned on
com ng out of the room along a corridor that had appeared to be
absolutely enpty and safe, a man stepped out of a recess in front of a
door and hurried to the courtyard steps in the southeast corner of the
overl ook, thunped down themtwo at a tinme. He was very nearly
invisible, thanks to the mst and the rain and the darkness. Doyle saw
himonly as a shapel ess figure, a shadowy phantom.

However, the holl ow sound of his footsteps on the open stairs was
proof that he was no inmagined spirit.

Doyl e went to the railing and | ooked down.

A big man dressed in dark clothes, made otherw se featureless by the
night and the storm |oped across the |awn and the fl agstones by the
pool. He ducked under the floor of the second-level wal kway which
served as the roof over the first-level pronenade

Before he quite realized what he was doing, Alex started after the nan.
He ran to the head of the courtyard steps and went down fast, canme out
on the lawn where the rain and wind rolled openly.

The stranger was no | onger over there on the ground-floor wal kway where
he had been when Doyl e had | ast seen him |ndeed, he seened to have
vani shed into thin air.

Doyl e | ooked at the pines and shrubs fromthis new prospective, and he
realized that the stranger m ght have doubl ed back to wait for him The
feat hery shadows were nenacing, far too deep and too dangerous

Taki ng advantage of the yell ow and green |ights that surrounded the

swi mri ng pool and avoi di ng the shadows, Doyl e crossed the courtyard

wi t hout incident. However, he had no sooner gotten out of the worst of
the wind and rain than he heard footsteps again. This tinme they were at
the back of the conplex, to the north, going up to the second |l evel on
this wing. He followed the hauntingly hollow thunp-thunp-thunp which
was barely audi bl e above the rain sounds.

The stairwell was deserted when he got to it, a straight flight of wet
and nottled graybrown risers.

He stood at the bottomfor a mnute, |ooking up, thinking. He was quite
aware of the easy target that he woul d nake when he canme out at the top,
all too vulnerable to a gun or knife or even to a quick shove that woul d
carry himback down the way he had cone.

Nevert hel ess, he started up, nore than a little bit exhilarated and
surprised at his own daring in having cone even this far. Tonight he
had begun to di scover a new Al ex Doyle inside the old one. There was a
Doyl e who coul d overcone the cowardliness when faced with a
responsibility for the well-being of those he |oved, when nore than his
own pride was affected.

He was not set upon when he cane off the last step and into the
nort hwest corner of the courtyard overl ook. There was no one waiting
for him He was greeted by lightless wi ndows, concrete, and red doors.

Agai n he experienced the strange feeling that he was the |last man alive
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in the notel indeed, that he was the last nman in the world. He did not
know i f the fantasy was based on negal omani a or paranoia, but the sense
of isolation was conplete.

Then Al ex saw the stranger again. Shapel ess, shadow swat hed,

m st-draped, the man stood at the extreme north end of the pronenade, at
the head of the stairs which went down to the parking | ot behind the
mot el Compl ex. Anot her blue safety bulb behind ,another wire cage did
nothing to illum nate the phantom He took the first step, seened to
turn and | ook back at Doyl e, took the second step, then the third,

di sappeared once , pore.

it's alnbst as if he wants nme to follow him Al ex thought.
He went north al ong the pronenade and down the rain-washed steps.

Twel ve Four nercury-vapor arc |anps towered over the parking area behind
the Rockies Mdtor Hotel, making the night above themtw ce as dark as it
was el sewhere, but sonewhat illuninating the rows of cars beneath. The
irritating, fuzzy purple light glinted dully in the falling raindrops
and in the water that flushed across the black macadam It nade stark
shadows. it |eeched the color out of everything it touched,
transform ng the once-bright cars into depressing, greenbrown

| ook-alikes.

Doyle, tinted a light purple hinself, stood on the wal k at the bottom of
the stairwell and | ooked left and right along the |ot.

The stranger was nowhere in sight.

O course, the man m ght be hidden between two of the cars, crouched
expectantly . . . But if the chase were to degenerate into a gane of
hi de- and-seek in a playground of two or three hundred autonobiles, they
could waste all night darting around the silent nachines and in and out
of the shadows between them

He supposed he had cone to the end of it now, there was nothing to be
gai ned by this expedition, after all. He was not going to get a | ook at
the man or at the rented Autonover. He would have no description or
|icense nunber to work with or to give to the police-if it cane to that.
Therefore, he mght as well go back to the room get out of these wet

cl othes, towel off, and

But he could not walk away fromthe challenge quite as easily as that.
if he were not exactly drunk with courage, he was at |east somewhat
inebriated with his own appreciation for his newfound bravery. This
brand- new Al ex Doyl e, this suddenly responsible Doyle, this Doyle who
was capabl e of coping with and perhaps even overcom ng his | ong-held
fear, fascinated and pl eased himimmensely. He wanted to see just how
far this previously unknown, even unsuspected, but certainly wel come
strength iso would carry him how deep this vein which he had tapped.

He went | ooking for the stranger.

The vendi ng- machi ne room at the back of the notel conplex did not have
any doors on its two entrances. Cold white light fanned out in twn
semcircles fromboth narrow archways, dispelling the sickly purple glow
of the mercury-vapor | anps over head.

Doyl e went to the doorway and peered inside.
The roomwas well lighted and appeared untenanted. However, there were

a nunber of blind spots forned by the bul ky machi nes, a dozen pl aces
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where a nman coul d hide

He stepped across the raised threshold. The roomwas about twenty feet
by ten feet. It contained twelve machines, which stood against the two
| ongest walls and faced one another like teanms of futuristic heavywei ght
prize fighters waiting for the bell to ring and the match to begin:
three hunm ng soda machi nes that coul d dispense six different flavors of
bottl ed and canned refreshment; two squat cigarette machi nes; one
cracker and cookie vendor full of stale and half-stale goods; two candy
machines with an especially twenty-first-century | ook about them a
coffee and hot chocol ate di spenser with stylized cups of steam ng brown
liquid painted on the mrrored front along with the bold | egend Sugar
Cream Marshmal | ow, a vendor of peanuts, potato chips, pretzels, and
cheese popcorn; and an ice machine which rattled noisily, continually,
spitting newy made cubes into a shiny steel storage bin.

He wal ked slowly down the room flanked by the nurnuring di spensers,

| ooking into the niche between each pair of them expecting soneone to
junp out at himany second now. His tension and fear were qualitatively
different fromwhat he had known in the past; they were al nost
beneficial, clean, purgative. He felt a great deal like a small boy
prow i ng through a nost forbidden -, decaying graveyard on Hal | oween
night, a rag bag of conflicting enotions.

But the stranger was not in the room

Doyl e went outside again into the wind and rain, no | onger much
concerned with the bad weather, a man caught up in his own changes.

He wal ked al ong the parked cars, hoping to find the stranger kneeling
between two of them But he crossed fromthe end of one north-south
wing to the end of the other north-south wing wthout noticing any
movenent or unlikely shadows.

He was just about to call it quits when he saw the weak light spilling
out of the half opened nai nt enance-room door

He had passed this way | ess than five mnutes ago when he had been on
his way to the vendi ng machi nes, and this door had not been open then

And it was hardly an hour when the notel janitor would be coming to work
Al ex put his back to the wet concrete wall, his head resting in the
center of the neatly stenciled bl ack-and-white sign which was painted

t here (MAI NTENANCE AND SUPPLI ES- MOTEL EnPLOYEES ONLY), and |istened for
nmovement inside the room

A minute passed in silence.

Cautiously he reached out and pushed the oversized netal door all the
way open. It swung inward w thout a sound, and an equally soundl ess
gray light came out.

Doyl e | ooked inside. Directly across the large room a second door,
al so netal and al so oversized, stood wi de open to the rain.

Beyond it was a section of the anmpeboid parking Iot. Good enough. The
stranger had been here and had al ready gone.

He went into the room and | ooked around. It was slightly larger than
the place that contained the vending machines. Toward the back, al ong
the wall, were barrels of industrial cleaning conpounds: soaps,

abrasi ves, waxes, furniture polish. There were also electric floor
waxers and buffers, a forest of |ong-handl ed nops and broons and w ndow
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washi ng sponges. Two riding |awm nmowers stood in the niddle of the room
with a host of gardening tools and huge coils of transparent green
plastic hose. At the front, closer to the doors, were the workbenches,
carpentry tools, a standing jigsaw, and even a snall wood lathe. To

Doyl e's right, the entire wall was covered with pegboard; the

sil houettes of dozens of tools had been painted on the pegboard and the
tool s thensel ves hung over their own black outlines.

The gardeni ng ax was m ssing, but everything el se was cl ean and hung
neatly in place.

The barrels of cleaning conpounds were too wi dely spaced and too snal |
to effectively conceal a nan, especially a man as tall and

br oad- shoul dered as the one whom he had seen crossing the courtyard
earlier in the night.

Doyl e wal ked farther into the roomand was hal fway to the second door,
only fifteen feet fromit when he suddenly understood the ful
inmplications of the mssing ax on the pegboard. He alnpbst froze in

pl ace. Then, warned by sonme sixth sense, he crouched and turned with
nmore speed and agility than he had ever shown in his life.

Loom ng i medi ately behind him nightmarishly large, the wld-eyed bl ond
man rai sed both hands and swung the gardeni ng ax.

Thirteen Not once in his entire thirty years had Al ex Doyle been in a
fight-not a fist fight, westling match, or even a juvenile
push-and-shove. He had never dealt out physical punishnment to anyone,
and neither had he taken any hinself. Wether coward or genuinely
committed pacifist or both, he had al ways managed to avoid controversia
subj ects in casual discussions, had avoi ded argunents and taking sides
and form ng rel ationshi ps which m ght conceivably have |l ed to viol ence.
He was a civilized man. His few friends and acquai ntances had al ways
been as gentle as he was hinself, and often even gentler. He was
singul arly unprepared to handl e a ragi ng nani ac who was wielding a
wel | - shar pened gardener's ax.

However, instinct served where experience failed. A npost as if he had
been conbat-trained, Alex fell backward, away fromthe glittering bl ade,
and roll ed across the greasestai ned cenent floor until he canme up hard
agai nst the two riding | awmn nowers.

Hs intellectual acceptance of the situation | agged far behind his
aut omati ¢ physical -enmotional realization of the danger. He had heard
the ax whistle past, inches fromhis head, and he knew what it would
have done to himif it had found its mark

Yet, it was inconceivable that anyone could want to take his life,
especially in such a sudden bl oody fashion. He was Al ex Doyle. The nman
wi thout enenmies. The man who had wal ked softly and carried no stick at
all -the man who had often sacrificed his pride to save hinself fromjust
this sort of nadness.

The stranger noved fast.

Dazed as he was, numb with surprise at the suddenness and extrene
ferocity of the attack, Alex still saw the man comi ng.

The stranger lifted the ax.

"Don't!" Doyle said. He barely recognized his own voice. He had not
|l ost all of his newfound courage. However, it was now tenpered by a
healthy fear which put it in the proper perspective.
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The five-inch razored bl ade swept up, reached the top of its arc in one
smoot h movement, al most a precision instrunent in those strong hands.
Sharp slivers of |ight danced brightly on the cutting edge.

The bl ade hesitated up there, high and cold and fantastic-and then it
fell

Al ex roll ed.

The ax dropped in his wake. It nade the npist air whistle once again,
and it thudded into a solid rubber tire on one of the | awn nowers,
splitting the deep tread.

Doyl e cane to his feet, and once nore powered by a mndless drive for
sel fpreservation, vaulted over one of the workbenches, clearing the
four-foot width with nore ease then he woul d ever have thought possible.
He stunbl ed, though, and nearly fell flat on his face when he came down
on the other side.

Behind him the madman cursed: a curiously wordless, | ow grunt of anger
and frustration.

Doyl e turned, fully expecting the ax to cleave either his head or the
surface of the wooden bench behind him He had, at last, cone to terns
with his predicament. He knew that he night die here.

Across the room the stranger hunched his ' r broad shoul ders and put

all his strength into them wenched the blade free of the solid,
uninflated tire in which it had becone wedged. He turned, his wet shoes
scrapi ng unpl easantly on the concrete floor, and he clutched the ax in
both hands as if it were some sacred and all-powerful talisnman which
woul d ward off evil magic and protect the bearer fromthe work of

mal evol ent sorcerers. There was sonmething of the superstitious savage
in this man, especially in and around those enornous dark-ringed eyes

Those sanme eyes now | ocated Doyle. Incredibly, the stranger bobbed his
head and smi | ed.

Alex did not return the smle.

He could not return it. He was alnost physically ill with prenonitions
of death, and he wi shed that he had never |left the room

He was still too far away fromthe doors to nmake a run for either of
them Before he could have crossed the open floor and gai ned the
threshol d, he would al nost certainly have felt the ax bl ade bite down
bet ween hi s shoul der bl ades

Rain dripping fromhis clothes, the stranger noved in on Doyle, quiet
and swift for such a large man. The noi ses which he had made outsi de,
on the steps and pronmenades, could not have been accidental. He had
been luring Al ex along those shadowy corridors, drawing himto a place
where he m ght be trapped.

A place like this.
Now only the wooden bench separated them
"Who are you?" Doyl e asked.

The stranger was no | onger smling when he stopped on the other side of
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t he wai sthigh bench. 1In fact, he was frowning intensely, even w ncing,
as if he were being cruelly pinched or jabbed with pins. Wat was it,
what was on his mind? Mre than nurder, now? He was annoyed

consi derably by sonething; that nuch was obvious. His nmouth was set in
a tight, straight, grimline, and he appeared to be struggling
desperately to choke back a reaction to an inner pain.

"What do you want from us?" Doyl e asked.
The man only glared at him

"We've never hurt you."

No answer.

"You don't even know us, do you?"

Even though his voice was weak, an involuntary whisper, and even though
the terror that it betrayed mi ght have goaded the nadnan into even

bol der action, Doyle had to ask the questions. Al of his |life he had
been able to settle other people's anger with synpathetic words, and now
it becane essential that he elicit some response-at |east
contrition-fromthis man. "Wat have you to gain by hurting me?"

The madman swung the ax horizontally this time, fromright to left,
trying to chop Doyle's torso fromhis |egs.

It was close. His long arns had sufficient reach and strength to nmake
the trick work, even with the bench between them But Doyle saw it
comng just intine to avoid it. He scranbled backward, out of the
mur der ous arc.

Then he tripped over a large metal tool box which he had not noticed. He
windmlled his arms in a hopeless attenpt to recover, |ost his bal ance
altogether. The roomtilted around him In that instant Doyl e knew
that he probably did not have a chance of getting out of this place
alive. He was not going to return to Room 318, where Colin waited for
him was never going to finish the drive to San Francisco or see the new
furniture in the new house or begin his wonderful new job with the
agency or make |l ove to Courtney again. Never. Falling, he saw the tal
bl ond man start around the end of the workbench

He did not stay down on the floor any measurable length of time, not
even a second. The nmonent he hit, he pushed to his feet and staggered
backward, trying to keep out of the madnman's reach for at |east one
nmore preci ous mnute.

In three short steps, however, he backed straight into the pegboard wall
where the tools were hung.

Even as Doyl e realized that he had nowhere left to run, the stranger
stepped in front of himand swng the ax fromright to left.

Doyl e crouched.
The bl ade ski med the pegboard above his head.

Ri si ng even as he heard the ax whine by him Doyle grabbed a heavy cl aw
hamrer whi ch dangled froma hook on the wall. He had it in his hand
when he was knocked sideways and down by a blow fromthe ax.

The hamrer clattered across the floor.
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But | osing the hammer, Doyl e thought, was the |least of his troubles. The
oppressive, pulsing pain in his side and chest made himall but
hel pl ess. Had he been cut up? Torn open? The pain .

pain was terrible, the worst he had ever endured. But please, God, no
Pl ease, please, not this. Not death. Not all the blood and having

toliein all the blood while the ax rose and fell and nethodically

di smenbered him Not death, dammit. Anything else. Al he could see

on the other side of death was nothi ngness, perpetual bl ackness; and the

vi sion was so conplete and vivid and horrifying that he never even

recogni zed the incongruity and futility of praying to a God i n whose

exi stence he did not believe.

just: God, God, please . . . Not this. Anything but this. Please

Al of this flashed through his mind in a fraction of a second, before
he realized that he had not been caught by the ax bl ade.

i nstead, he had been hit on the backswing of the first blow. He had
taken the head of the ax, the three-inch-wide top of it, just belowthe
ribs on his right side. There had been enough force in the blowto
knock the wind out of himand to |eave himwith a welt and eventually a
bruise. But that was all. There was no torn flesh. No bl ood.

But where was the madman-and the ax?
Doyl e | ooked up, blinked tears out of his eyes.

The stranger had dropped the weapon. He was pressing the palns of his
hands agai nst his tenples, grimacing furiously. Perspiration had popped
out on his forehead and was trickling down his reddened face.

Gasping for breath, Al ex clanhered to his feet and | eaned back agai nst
the wall, too weak and pain-racked to nove any farther

The stranger saw him He bent down to pick up the ax, but stopped short
of it. He gave a strangled cry, turned, and stunbled out of the room
out into the night and the rain.

For a long while, as he struggled to regain his breath and to overcone
the pain which stitched his side, Alex was certain that he had been
granted only a tenporary reprieve.

it made no sense for this stranger to wal k away froma job so nearly
finished. The man had desperately needed to kill Doyle. There had been
not hi ng playful or joking about him Each time that he had swung t hat
ax, he had intended to sever flesh and spill bl ood.

Certainly, he was insane. And the insane were unpredictable. But it
was |ikewi se true that a madman's vi ol ent conpul sions were not easily or
rapi dly dissipat ed.

Yet the man did not return

The pain in Doyle's side gradually eased until he could stand erect,
could wal k. His breath came much |l ess raggedly than it had, although he
could not inhale too deeply w thout anplifying the pain.

H s heartbeat softened and sl owed.

And he was | eft al one.
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He wal ked slowly to the door, his right hand pressed to his side, and he
| eaned against the frame for a nonent, then stepped outside.

The rain and wind struck himwith nore force than ever, chilling him

The parking | ot was deserted. The green brown cars sparkled with water,
all still and unrenarkabl e.

He listened to the night.

The only sounds were the steady drumm ng of the rain and the fluting of
the wi nd al ong the buil ding.

it seemed alnmost as if the events in the maintenance room had been
not hi ng but a bad dream If he had not had the pain in his side to
convince himof its reality, he m ght have gone back to | ook for the ax
and the other signs of what had happened.

He wal ked back toward the courtyard in the center of the notel conplex,
spl ashing through puddl es rather than wal k around them wary of every
vel vety shadow, stopping half a dozen tines to listen for imagi ned
footsteps follow ng close behind him

But there were no footsteps other than his own.

At the top of the stairs which led to the second level, in the northeast
corner of the courtyard overl ook, he | eaned against the iron safety rai

to catch his breath and to clanmp down on the renewed thunp of dull pain
in his side and chest.

He was cold. Deep-down cold and shivering. The raindrops struck him
like chips of ice and nelted down his face.

As he sucked the crisp air, he | ooked at the dozens of identical doors
and wi ndows, all of themclosed and |ightless

And he wonder ed, suddenly, why he had not screaned for help when the
stranger had first attacked himwi th the ax. Even though they had been
clear at the back of the notel, and even though the thunder of rain and
wi nd was a bl anket over other sounds, his voice would have carried into
these roonms, woul d have awakened these people. iif he screaned as |oudly
as he could, surely soneone woul d have to conme to see what was w ong.
Someone woul d have called the police. But he had been so frightened
that the thought of crying out for help had never occurred to him The
battl e had been strangely noisel ess, a nightmare of nearly silent thrust
and counterthrust which had not reached the notel guests.

And then, remenbering vari ous newspaper stories he had read, accounts of
the average man's indifference to the comm ssion of a rape or rurder in
front of his eyes, Doyle wondered if anyone woul d have answered his cal
for help? O would they all have turned and put pillows over their
heads? Wbul d these people in these identical roons have reacted
unenotionally and identically: with reluctance and perhaps apathy?

it was not a nice thought.

Shaking violently now, he tried to stop thinking about it as he pushed
away fromthe rail and wal ked down the rai nwashed pronenade toward their
room

Fourteen When Doyl e finished drying his hair, Colin folded the white
motel towel and carried it into the bathroom where he draped it over
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the shower rail with the rain-soaked clothes. Trying to handle hinmnself
in a calmand dignified manner-even though he was wearing only
undershorts and eyegl asses, and even though he was obviously quite
frightened-the boy cane back into the main roomand sat down in the

m ddl e of his own bed. He stared openly at Doyl e's bruised right side.

Al ex cautiously explored the tender flesh with the tips of his fingers,
until he was satisfied that nothing was broken or so seriously damaged
that it demanded a doctor's attention

"Hurt?" Colin asked.
"Like a bitch."

"Maybe we should get some ice to put onit." "It's just a bruise. Not
much to be done.™

"You think it's just a bruise," Colin said.

"The worst of the pain is gone already. |'Il be stiff and sore for a
few days, but there isn't any way to avoid that."

"What do we do now?"

Doyl e had, of course, told the boy everything about the ax battle and
the tall, gaunt man with the wild eyes. He had known that Colin would
recognize a lie and would probe for the truth until he got it.

This was not a child whomyou could treat like a child.

Doyl e stopped massagi ng his discolored flesh and considered the boy's

question. "Well . . . W definitely have to change the route we'd
pl anned on taking fromhere to Salt Lake City. Instead of using Route
40, we'll take either Interstate 80 or Route 24 and-"

"W changed plans before,"” Colin said, blinking owmishly behind his
thick, round glasses. "And it didn't work. He picked us up again.

"He picked us up again only when we returned to |-70, the road that he
was using," Doyle said. "This tine we won't go back to the main roads at
all. WwWe'll take the longer way around. We'Ill figure a new way into
Reno from Salt Lake City-then a secondary road from Reno to San

Franci sco. "

Colin thought about that for a minute. "Maybe we should stay at new
motels, too. Pick themat random"”

"W have reservations and deposits waiting for us," Doyle said.

"That's what | nean." The boy was sonber.

"That sounds |ike paranoi a, Doyl e said, surprised.
"l guess."

Doyl e sat up straighter against the headboard. "You think that this
character knows where we intend to stop each night?"

"He keeps picking us up in the nornings," the boy said defensively.
"But how woul d he know our plans?"

Col i n shrugged.
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"He woul d have to be sonebody we know," Doyl e said, not warmng to the
idea at all, afraid to warmto it. "I don't know him Do you?"

Colin just shrugged agai n.

"I'"ve already described him" Doyle said. "A big man. Light, al nost
white hair, cut short. Blue eyes. Handsone. A little gaunt
Does he sound |i ke sonebody you know?"

"I can't tell froma description Iike that," Colin said.

"Exactly. He's like ten nmillion guys. So we'll operate under the
assuntion that he is a total stranger, that he's just your average
Anmeri can madman, the kind you read about in the newspapers every day."

"He was waiting for us in Philly."
"Not waiting. He happened to-"

"He started out with us,” Colin said. "He was right there behind us from
the first."

Doyl e did not want to consider that the man m ght know them m ght have
sonme real or inmagined grudge against them |If that were the case, this

whol e crazy thing would not end with the trip. |If this maniac knew
them he could pick themup again in San Francisco. He could cone after
themany tine he wanted. "He's a stranger,"” Al ex insisted.

"He's nuts. | saw himin action. | saw his eyes. He is not the sort
of man who coul d plan and execute a cross-country pursuit.”

Colin said not hing.

"And why woul d he pursue us? |If he wants us dead-why not kill us back
in Philly? O out on the coast? Wy chase us this way?"

"I don't know," the boy admitted.

"Look, you have to accept some coincidence in this thing," Doyle said.
"By sheer also coincidence, he began his trip the same tinme we did,
fromthe sane bl ock of the sane street that we did. And he's crazy. A
madman m ght very well beconme obsessed with a coincidence like that. He
woul d make nore of it than it was, use it as the foundation for some
paranoi d delusion. And everything that has happened since woul d expl ain
itself."

Colin hugged hinself and rocked slowy back and forth on the bed.
"l guess you're right."

"But you still aren't convinced."

" No.

Doyl e sighed. "Okay. W'Ill forfeit the room deposits we've nade.

We'll pick notels at randomthe next two nights-if we can find any
vacancies." He smled, sonewhat relieved even though he coul d not
believe Colin's vague hypothesis. "You feel better now?

"I won't really feel better until we're in San Francisco, until we're
horme, " Colin said.

"That nakes two of us." Doyle slid down in bed until he was flat on his
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back. The novenent nade his bruise throb again. "You want to turn out
the light so we can catch a few w nks?"

"Can you sleep after all this?" Colin asked.

"Probably not. But I'mgoing to try." I'mcertainly not going to | eave
the nmotel now not in the dark. And if we're going to take back roads
and add hours of driving tinme to our schedule, I'll need all the rest |
can get. it Colin turned out the lights, but he did not slip under the
covers. "I'Il just sit here awhile,"” he said. "I can't sleep now "

"You better try."
"I will. Inalittle while."

As exhausted as he was, Doyle slept, though fitfully. He dreaned of
flashing ax bl ades and gouting bl ood and mani acal | aughter, and he woke
repeatedly, sheathed in cold sweat. Awake, he thought about the
stranger and wondered who he might be. And he thought, as well, about
his own new courage. He realized that it was his | ove for Courtney and
for Colin that had provided himwith the key to this strength. Wen he
had no one to | ook out for except hinself, he could always run from
trouble. But now. . . Well, three could not run as easily or as

qui ckly as one. Therefore, he had been conpelled to call upon resources
whi ch he had not known he possessed. Know ng, he felt nore at peace
with hinmself than he had ever been before in his life.

Content, he slept. Sleeping, he dreaned again and woke with the shakes
and countered the shakes with the know edge that he could now handl e the
cause of them

For two long hours Colin sat up in bed, wapped in darkness, |istening
to Doyl e breathe. GCccasionally, the nan woke from a bad dream and
turned over and westled with the bedcl othes until he could sl eep again.
At | east he was dozing. Doyle's equanimty in these dangerous
circunstances inmpressed Colin quite a bit.

of course, he had al ways been inpressed with Al ex Doyl e-nore than he had
ever been able to let the man know. Sonetines he wanted to grab hol d of
Doyl e and hug himand hold onto himforever. He was afraid, all through
the courtship, that Courtney would | ose Doyle. He knew how much they
cared for each other and suspected the intensity of their physica

rel ati onship, yet he had been sure Doyle would | eave them

Now t hat Doyle was theirs, he wanted to hug hi mand be around hi m and
learn fromhim But he was not capable of that hug, for it seened too
juvenile a means of expressing what he felt. He had worked too hard and
too long at being an adult to let hinmself slip now, no nmatter how nuch
he | oved, liked, and admred Al ex Doyle. Therefore, he had to let his
feelings be known in small ways, in hundreds of separate, sinple
gestures that would say it all as well as that one hug would say it, if

| ess forcefully.

He got off his bed when the first norning Iight found its way around
the edges of the heavy drapes, and he went into the bathroomto shower.
Wth Alex in the room beyond, with the warm water cascadi ng down on him
and the yell ow soap foam ng pleasantly against his thin [inbs, Colin
worried | ess and | ess about the stranger in the Chevrolet van. with
just alittle bit of luck, everything would be fine. it had to come out
all right in the end, because Al ex Doyle was here to nake certain that
not hing really bad happens to himor to Courtney.
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By the tinme Ceorge Leland reached t he autonover which was parked near
the front of the Rockies Mdtor Hotel, he had forgotten all about Doyle
and the boy. He funbled with his keys, dropped them He pawed clunsily
in an inch-deep puddl e until he found them again. Unlocking the cab
door, he clinbed into the truck, unable to recall the silent chase
through the notel corridors or the ax-sw nging nmadness in the

mai nt enance room when he had cone within seconds and inches of killing a
man. He was too beaten down with pain to care about this sudden
amesi a.

It was the worst headache yet. The pain was nost fierce in and area
around the right eye, but nowit also fanned out across his entire
forehead and back to the top of his skull. It brought tears to his
eyes. He could even hear his teeth grinding together |ike sandstone
wheel s, but he could not stop the hard, involuntary chewi ng notion; it
was as if he were possessed, and as if his possessor thought that the
pai n coul d be masticated, shredded into fine pieces, swallowed, and

di gested away.

There had been no warning signs. Usually, at |east one hour in advance
of the first wave of pain, he grew dizzy and nauseated, and he saw t hat
spiral of hot nmulticolored |ight turning around and around behind his
eye. But not tonight. One nonent he had felt just fine, even
exhilarated, and the next, pain had hit himlike a hamer bl ow.

It had been an ugly but conparatively small pain to begin wth-hadn't
it? Asmall pain at the start?

He coul d not renenber exactly where he had been when it first struck
him but he was sure the pain had been only mld, initially.

Certainly bearable. However, it had rapidly gotten worse until, now, he
despaired of reaching his own notel before he was conpletely
i ncapaci t at ed.

He drove out of the notel lot, slamed off a four-inch curb and onto the
hi ghway, the van's springs squealing beneath him He did not feel like
a part of the vehicle tonight. He was no extension of it.

He had | ost his usual enpat hy with machines. He was a stranger in
this contraption, and the steering wheel felt like an alien artifact, an
i nhuman devi ce, under his |arge hands.

He squinted at the wet pavenent as he drove, tried to push back the rain
and the ghostly tendrils of fog.

A low, sleek car approached fromthe opposite direction, flashed past in
a violent spray of water. its four headlights were nuch too bright;
they sliced into Leland's eyes like a quartet of knives and drew a

pai nful wound across his forehead.

Unconsciously he pulled the wheel hard to the right, away fromthe |ight
whi ch so offended him The van crunched onto the shoul der of the road,
nosed down, bounced in a rut, came up again with a prol onged shudder. in
the cargo hold, furniture shifted noisily. Suddenly, imrediately ahead,
a wai sthigh brown-brick wall |ooned out of the night, stark and deadly,
Lel and cried out and wheeled hard to the left.

The right front fender nicked the bricks. Then the Chevrol et junped
back onto the pavenent, sliding in the rainwater for a | ong, dangerous
monent before it finally, reluctantly canme back under his control

He reached the notel only because he encountered no other traffic. |If
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even one other car had passed him he woul d have denolished the
Chevrolet and killed hinself.

At the door of his room rain beating against his back, he had trouble
inserting the key in the |ock, and he cursed nearly | oudly enough to
wake the ot her guests.

I nside, as he closed the door, the pain abruptly worsened, driving him
to his knees on the stained carpet. He was sure that he was dying.

But the new pain passed, and the agony becane nerely unbearabl e pain.

He went to the bed and al nost |ay down before he realized that he had to
get out of his clothes first. They were wet clear through. |If he
passed the rest of the night in them he would be ill in the norning

Slowmy, wth exaggerated novenments, he undressed and dried hinmself on
the tufted bedspread. Even then, he was chilled to the bone.

Trenbling, he got into bed and pulled the cover up to his chin. He gave
hi nsel f over to the unrelenting pain and tried to ride with it.

it lasted nore than twice as long as usual. And when, well after dawn,
it was finally gone, the nightmares which always followed it were al so
wor se than they had ever been. The only lovely thing in that parade of
grisly imges was Courtney. She kept popping up. Nude and beauti ful
Her full, round breasts and delightfully long | egs were wel cone reli ef
fromthe other visions

Yet, each tinme that she did appear in the dreanms, an imagi nary
dream Lel and killed her with an imagi nary knife. And the nurder was,
wi t hout exception, curiously satisfying.

THURSDAY Fifteen Interstate 25 ran north from Denver and connected with
interstate 80 just inside the Wom ng border. That was all well-paved,
four-lane, controlled-access highway that would carry themstraight into
San Franci sco without a single intersection to get in the way.

But they did not take it, because it seemed |ike too obvious an
alternative to the route which they had originally planned to use. |If
the madman in the Chevrol et van had becone obsessed with themand with
killing themthen he nmight nake the effort to think one step ahead of
them And if he realized that they would now | eave their pre-planned
route, he woul d see, with one qui ck gl ance at a map, that 1-25 and
|-80 was their next best bet.

"So we'll take Route 24," Doyle said.

"What kind of road is it?" Colin asked, |eaning across the seat to | ook
at the map which Doyl e had propped agai nst the steering wheel

"Pieces of it are four-lane. Mst of it isn't."

Colin reached out and traced it with one finger. Then he pointed to the
gray-shaded areas. "Mbountains?"

"Some. High plateaus. But there are a good many deserts, alkali and
salt flats . "

I"mglad we've got air conditioning."

Doyl e folded the map and handed it to the boy. "Belt yourself in.
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Colin put the map in the gl ove conpartnent, then did as he had been
told. As Doyle drove out of the Rockies Mdtor Hotel parking lot, the
boy tucked in his orange-and-bl ack Phantom of the Qpera T-shirt snpothed
the wrinkles out of the phantom s hi deously deformed face, and took a
couple of minutes to conmb his thick brown hair until it fell straight to
his shoulders just the way he liked it. Then he sat up straight and

wat ched the sunscorched | andscape whi sk past as the nountains drew
nearer.

The el ectric-blue sky was streaked with narrow bands of gray-white
clouds, but it was no |longer a stormsky. Last night's downpour had
ended as abruptly as it had begun, |eaving few traces.

The sandy soil al ongside the road | ooked al nbst parched, dusty.

The traffic was not heavy this norning, and what there was of it noved
so well and orderly that Doyle did not have to pass a single car all the
way out of the Denver area.

And there was no van behind them

"You' re awfully quiet this morning," Alex said after fifteen mnutes had
passed in silence. He glanced away fromthe tw sting snakes of hot air
that danced above the hi ghway, |ooked at the boy.

"You feeling okay?"

"l was thinking."

"You' re al ways thinking."

"I was if thinking about this-nmaniac."
" And?

"W aren't being followed, are we?"
"No. "

Colin nodded. "I bet we never see himagain. Doyl e frowned,
accel erated slightly to keep up with the flow of cars around them

"How can you be so sure?"
"Just a hunch."
"l see. | thought you might have a theory "No. Only a hunch."

"Well," Doyle said, "I'd feel a whole Iot better if you did have sone
reasons for thinking we've seen the last of him"

"So would I," the boy said.

Even as he drove into the parking ot that encircled the Rocki es Mt or
Hotel, George Leland knew that he had m ssed them The headache had
been so dammed long and intense . . . And the period of

unconsci ousness, afterward, had |lasted at | east two hours. They night
not be too far out in front of him but they had surely gotten a head
start.

The Thunderbird was not where it had been the night before. That space
was enpty.
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He refused to panic. Nothing was lost. They had not escaped. He knew
exactly where they were going.

He parked where the Thunderbird had been, shut off the engine.

There was a map on top of the sane tissue box which held the .32-caliber
pistol. Leland unfolded it on the seat and turned sideways to study it,
traced the neager system of highways that crossed Col orado and Ut ah

"They don't have many choices,"” he told the golden girl in the seat next
to him

"Either they stay on the planned route-or they take one of these other
two."

She sai d not hi ng.

"After last night, they'll change their plans. " VWen his headache was
gone, Leland had also |ost his selective amesia. He could now recal
everything: arriving at the nmotel an hour before they did, watching the
| obby until they arrived, cautiously following themto their room

com ng back in the mddle of the night and trying to pick the | ock on
their door, the silent chase, and the ax . . . If that dammed headache
had only held off for a fewmnutes ' if it had not cone on himwhen it
did, he would have finished off Al ex Doyl e.

Lel and was not disturbed by the realization that he had tried to kill a
man. After suffering so nuch at the hands of others ' he had finally
come to understand that there was only one thing that woul d destroy this
far-reachi ng conspiracy that was working against him force, violence,
counterattack. He must smash this entire evil association which had
been formed solely to drive himto conplete despair. And since A ex
Doyl e-and the boy, as well formed the keystone of this conspiracy,
murder was quite justified. He had acted in self-defense.

On Monday, when he had caught sight of his own eyes in the mrror, he
had been confused, shocked by what he saw. Now, when he | ooked in the
mrror, he saw nothing but a reflection, a flat inmage. After all, he
was only doi ng what Courtney wanted, so that they could be together
again, so that everything could be as wonderful as it had been two years
ago.

"They can either go up to Wom ng and catch Interstate 80, or go
sout hwest on Route 24. What do you think?"

"\What ever you say, Ceorge," the golden girl replied, her voice faint but
pl easant, |ike a happy nenory.

Lel and studied the map for several mnutes. "Damm . . . They probably
went up and caught 1-80 outside of Cheyenne. But even if they did, and
even if we went that way and managed to catch up with them we wouldn't
be able to do anything to them That's a mmjor highway. Too nuch
traffic, too many police patrols. Al we could do would be foll ow
themand that's not enough."” He was quiet for a while, thinking. "But
if they went the other way, it's a whole different ballgane. That's
desol ate country. Not as nmuch traffic. Fewer cops. W could really
make up for lost time. Mght get a chance at them sonmewhere al ong the
way.

She waited, silently.
"We'll take Route 24," he said at last. "And if they did go the other

way . . . Well, we can always pick themup again tonight, at their
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nmotel . "
She sai d not hi ng.

He smiled at her, folded the map and placed it on top of the tissue box,
where it covered the bl ue-gray pistol

He started the van

He drove away fromthe Rockies Mdtor Hotel and then from Denver, going
sout hwest toward Ut ah.

During the norning they cane out of the nountains and down the piney
val | eys of Colorado, fromwi nter's | eftover snow to sun and sand agai n.
They went through Rifle and Debeque, crossing the Col orado River twice,
then passed Grand junction and, soon after, the border

In Uah, the nountains fell back into the distance and the | and becane
sandier, and there was less traffic than there had been. For |ong

m nutes theirs was the only car in sight on the level stretches of open
r oad.

"What if we had a flat tire now?" Colin asked ' indicating the vistas
of unpopul ated | and.

"W won't."
"W might."

"W have all newtires," Doyle said.
"But what if?"
"Then we'd change it."

"And if the spare went flat too?"

"W'd fix it." "How? " Alex realized that they were playing one of the
boy's ganes, and he smled. Maybe the kid's hunch was a good one. Maybe
it was all over now. Perhaps they could yet restore to the trip that
fun which they had known at the beginning of it. "In the energency kit
inthe trunk of this car," Doyle said in an exaggerated professoria
voice, "there is a large spraycan which you attach to the valve of the
flat tire. It inflates the tire and sinultaneously seals the puncture.
You will then be able to drive until you |l ocate a service station which
will attend to your needs."

"Pretty clever."
"Isn't it?"

Colin held an inmagi nary aerosol dispenser in one hand, pushed on the
unseen button, and nmade a sputtering noise. "But what if the spraycan
doesn't work?"

"Ch, it will."

"Ckay . . . But what if we have three flats?"
Doyl e | aughed.

"I't could happen," Colin said.

"Sure. And we could have four flats."
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"And what would we do?"

As Doyle started to tell himthat they would get out of the car and
wal k, a horn blared behind them It was |oud and cl ose and
unconfortably famliar. It was the van

Si xt een Before Al ex could react properly, before the fear could well up
and he could tranmp down on the accel erator and rocket away fromthe
Aut onover, the van swung into the |eft-hand | ane and started to go
around him its strident horn still wailing. Far out ahead on the gray,
heat-tw sted road-clear to the high, rocky, multi-layered Capitol Reefs
whi ch stood niles away-there was not any eastbound traffic to get in the
van's path.

"You can't let himgo around us!" Colin said.
"1 know. "

If the bastard got out in front of them he would be able to bl ockade
the entire roadway. The cracked stone shoul ders on both sides were too
narrow and the sand beyond themtoo dry and soft and | oose for the
Thunderbird to | eave the pavenent and regain the | ead once that was

| ost.

Doyl e put his foot down.
The big car surged ahead.

But the stranger in the van, though mad, was not stupid. He had been
expecting that maneuver. He put speed on too, and at |east for the
moment, he was able to stay even with Doyl e.

W nd roared between the two parallel vehicles as they hurtled westward.
"We' Il outpace him" Al ex said.
Colin did not respond.

The slim speedometer needle clinbed smoothly to eighty and then on up to
eighty-five. Doyle glanced at it once. Tense and frightened, Colin
watched it with real dread.

The flat |and whi pped past themin a shimrering white blur of sand and
heat and free-lying salt.

And the Autonover hung in beside them

"He can't keep up," Al ex said.

Ni nety. N nety-five

Then, as they were rushing toward a hundred-niles-an-hour, with the w nd
whoopi ng between them the madman pulled his wheel to the right. Not
much. just alittle bit. And only for an instant. The whol e side of

t he Aut onover made |ight, brief contact with the full length of the
Thunder bi r d.

Sparks showered up and skittered like a fall of bright stars across the
wi ndshield in front of Doyle. Tortured sheet metal screamed and coughed
and crunpled up on itself The steering wheel was nearly torn out of

Doyl e's hand. He grappled with it, held on as the car lurched onto the
stone shoul der, kicking up gravel that rattled noisily in the
undercarriage. Their speed fell, and they began a sl ow sideways turn
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Al ex was certain that they were going to plow into the van, which was
still alongside of them But then the car began to right itself .
He took them back onto the highway, touching the gas pedal when he woul d
have preferred to go with the brakes"You all right?" he asked Colin.

The boy swal | owed hard. "Yes."

"Better hold on, then. W're going to get the hell out of here," he
said as the Thunderbird gradually picked up the speed which it had | ost,
casting its pal e shadow on the side of the Chevrolet.

Doyl e risked one quick gl ance away fromthe road, |ooked up at the van's
si de wi ndow, which was no nore than three or four feet away.

Despite the short di stance between them he could not see the other
driver, not even his silhouette. The man was sitting up higher than
Doyl e, on the far side of the cab, and he was very well hidden by the
yel | owmwhi te desert sunlight that played upon the w ndow gl ass.

Ei ghty miles an hour again, making up for lost tinme and for |ost ground.
And now on up to eighty-five, with the speedoneter needl e quivering
slightly. it hesitated on the eighty-five, in fact; for a nonent it

| ooked as if it would stick there, and then it jerked and rose slowy.

Al ex watched the Chevrol et out of the corner of his eyes. Wen he first
sensed it noving in to brush against thema second tine, he would take
the car into the stony bermand try to avoid another collision

They could not tolerate much nore of that bangi ng around. Though it was
hal f agai n as expensive as the Automover van, the big | uxury car would
come apart nmuch sooner and nore conpletely than the Chevrolet.

It woul d dissolve around themlike a flinsy paper construction, rol
over and over |ike a weightless nodel, and burn faster than a cardboard
carton.

At ninety miles an hour, the car began to shake badly, naking a noise
like stones rolling in the bottomof a washtub. The steering whee
vi brated furiously in Doyle's hands.

And then, worse, it started to spin uselessly back and forth.

Doyl e eased up on the accelerator, although that was the |ast thing he
wanted to do

The needle fell. At eighty-five, the ride was snooth and the car was
under control

"Somet hi ng's broken!™ Colin shouted over the roar of the wind and the
two conpeting engi nes.

"No. it nust have been a section of bad road."”

Though he knew that their |luck was not running that way, Al ex hoped to
CGod that what he had told the boy was true. Let it be true.

Let it be nothing nore serious than a piece of bad road, a section of
rai n-tunnel ed pavenent. Don't |et anything happen to the Thunderbird.

it must not break down. They nust not be stranded out here in the sand
and the salt flats, not alone, not so far fromhelp, and not with the
madnman as their only conpany.

He tried the accel erator
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The car picked up, hit ninety .

And the violent shudder returned, as if the frane and body were no
longer firmy joined and were slanm ng into each other, parting,

sl ammi ng together again. This time, as he lost control of the wheel, he
felt the horrible quaking in the gas pedal as well. Their top speed was
going to be eighty-five. Oherw se, the car would fall apart.

Therefore, they were not going to outpace the Chevrolet.

The driver of the van seened to realize this the sane nonent that Doyl e
did. He tooted his horn, then pulled anay fromthem out in front where
he had command of the highway.

"What are we going to do?" Colin asked.
"Wait and see what he does."

When t he Aut onover was approxi mately a thousand yards out ahead of them
wrapped up in the deceptively undulating streans of hot air that were
rising off the superheated pavenent, it slowed down to a steady
eighty-five and maintained a consistent half-mle |ead.

A mle passed.

On both sides of the road, the | and became even whiter, as if it had
been bl eached by the raw sun. It was punctuated only by rare, ugly
clunmps of struggling scrub and by occasional dark rock teeth that were
all stained and rotted by the desert wi nd and heat.

Two mil es.
The van was still out there, taunting them
The dashboard vents spewed crisp, cold air, and still the interior of

the Thunderbird was too warm and close. Al ex felt perspiration bead on
his forehead. His shirt was sticking to him

Three m | es.
"Maybe we should stop," Colin said.
"And turn back?"

"Maybe. "

"He woul d see us," Doyle said. "He would turn right around and
foll owand before I ong, he'd be out in front of us again."

"Wl oLt

"Let's wait and see what he does," Doyle said again, trying to keep the
fear out of his voice. He was aware that the boy needed an exanpl e of
strength. "You want to get the map and see how far it is to the next
t own?

m Col i n understood the significance of the question. He grabbed the map
and opened it on his knees. it covered himlike a quilt.

Squi nting through his Coke-bottle gl asses, he found their |ast known
position, estimted the distance they had cone since then, and marked
the spot with one finger. He |ocated the nearest town, checked the key
at the bottom of the map, then did sone figuring in his head.
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"Wl 1 ?" Doyl e asked.
"Sixty mles."
"You sure?
"Positive."
"l see."
it was too damed far.

Colin folded the map and put it away. He sat |ike a stone scul pture,
staring at the back of the Chevrolet van

The highway crested a gentle slope, dropped away into a broad al kal
basin. It looked like an ink line drawn across a clean sheet of
typewiter paper. For mles and mles to the west, the road was enpty.

Not hi ng noved out there.

This conplete isolation was precisely what the driver of the van wanted.
He braked hard, pulled the Chevrolet toward the right berm then swing
it around to the left in a broad | oop. The van stopped, sideways in the
road, bl ocking nost of both | anes.

Doyl e tapped the brakes, then realized that there was no percentage in
sl owi ng down or stopping altogether. He put his foot on the accel erator
again. "Here we go!"

Hol ding at a steady eighty-five, the Thunderbird bore down on the van,
aimed straight at the center of the green-and-blue advertisenent painted
on its flank. Seven hundred yards |ay between them Now only siXx
hundred-five, four, three hundred

"He isn't going to nove!" Colin said.

"Doesn't matter."

"We'll hit!"

"No. "

"Alex-" Fifty yards fromthe truck, Doyle wheeled to the right.

Tires squeal ed. The car rushed across the gravel ed berm bounced as
wildly as if the springs had turned to rubber, and kept on going.

Doyl e realized that he was attenpting to pull off a stunt which only a
short while ago he had thought inpossible. Now, whether it was
i mpossible or not, it was their only hope. He was terrified.

The car plowed into the grainy white soil that edged the highway, and
al kal i dust plumed up behind themlike a vapor trail. Their speed was
cut by athird in the first few seconds, and the Thunderbird | urched
sickeningly in the sandy earth.

It'Il stop us, Doyle thought. W'IIl be stranded here.
He stonped the accelerator to the fl oor

Al t hough they were still doing better than fifty, the wide tires
protested the loss of traction, spun furiously. The car slewed
si deways, fishtailed back before picking up the speed denanded of it.
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They passed t he Aut onover.

Doyl e angl ed back toward the highway. He kept the accel erator pressed
all the way down. Through the partially unresponsive steering wheel, he
felt the treacherous |and shifting beneath them However, before the
sand could capture one or nore of the wheels, they reached the shoul der
of the road and ki cked up hundreds of snall stones as they plunged
back onto the pavenent.

I n seconds, they were doing eighty-five again, heading west, the van
behi nd t hem

"You did it!" Colin said.
"Not yet."

"But you did!'" He was still frightened, but he al so sounded pl easantly
excited. Doyle |looked in the mrror

Far back there, the van was starting after them a white speck agai nst
the whiter land. "He's com ng?" Colin asked.

"Yes. "
"See if it'll go past ninety now "
Doyl e tried, but the car began to shake and rattle. "No good.

Sonet hi ng was damaged when he slammed into us."

"Well, at |east we know you can drive us around any roadbl ock he throws
up, " the boy said.

Doyl e | ooked at him "You' ve got nore faith in my driving than | do.
That was pretty hairy back there."

"You can do it," Colin said. Desert sunlight, com ng through the
wi ndow, made his wire-franmed gl asses | ook |like tiny tubes of |ight.

Three mnutes |later the van was on their tail.

But when it tried to cone around them Doyle swung the Thunderbird into
the left hand | ane, blocking the van and forcing it to fall back. Wen
the Chevy attenpted to nove in on their right, Doyle weaved in front of
it and blew his own horn to counter the other's savage bl aring.

For several minutes and mles they played that gane with an
unsportsmanli ke disregard for rules, cruising fromone side of the road
to the other. Then, inevitably, the van found an openi ng and took
advantage of it, drawing even with them

"Here we go again," Doyle said

As if he had cued it, the Autompver closed the space between them and
brushed the car. Sparks showered up and sputtered out in an instant,
and netal whined, though not as loudly or as gratingly as it had the
first tine that they had collided

Al ex fought the-wheel. They plunmeted al ong the gravel shoulder for a
thousand yards before he could get them back onto the highway.

The van hit them again, harder than before
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This time Alex lost control. He could not hold onto the sweat-slicked
steering wheel which spun through his hands. 1t was slippery as a stick
of butter. Only when they were off the road, grinding crazily through
the ridged sand, was he able to get a good grip on the wet plastic and
regain command of their fates.

They were doing forty-five when they came back onto the road, and they
were a few yards ahead of the van. But it caught up with them a nonent

| ater and hung beside themuntil they were doing eighty-five again. The
whol e right side of the Autonover was scraped and dented.

Doyl e knew, as he | ooked anxiously at the other vehicle, that the left
side of the Thunderbird was in nuch worse condition

The van swept in at themagain. There was a sudden bang! so |oud that
Al ex thought they had been hit a fourth time. However, there was no
impact with the sound. And, abruptly, the Chevrolet |ost speed, fel
behi nd t hem

"What' s he doing?" Colin asked.

It was too good to be true, Doyl e thought.
"One of his tires blew"

"You' re kidding."

"I"mnot kidding."

The boy sl unped back agai nst the seat, pale and shaking, |inp, wung
out. in a thick, alnpbst whispered voice, he said, "Jesus!"

Sevent een The town survived despite the inhospitable land in which it
stood. The | ow buil di ngs-whet her they were of wood, brick, or stone had
all turned a dull yellowbrown in order to coexist with the merciless
sun and the w nd-blown sand. Here and there, alkaline encrustations
limed the edges of walls, but that was the only variation in the
drabness. The mai n hi ghway-whi ch becane the borough's nost inportant
street-had been a hgostly gray-black line through the desert ever since
they had crossed over from Col orado; but now it succunbed to the
i nfluence of the town, became dun and dusty. CQut on the open |and, the
wi nd had scoured the road clean; but here, the buil dings bl ocked the
wind and I et the dust collect. A soft powder filmed the autonobiles,
taking the shine out of them The dust seemed |ike the hands of the
living desert, gradually stealing back this neager plot which nen had
taken fromit.

The police station, three blocks west along the nain street, was as
dreary as everything else, a one-story building that was | osing the
nmortar between its nustard-col ored stones.

The officer in charge of the station, a man who called hinmself Captain
Ackridge, wore a brown uniformthat fit in with his town and a hard,
experienced face which did not. He was six-foot, two hundred pounds,
perhaps ten years ol der than Doyle but with a body ten years younger
Hi s cl ose-cropped hair was black, his eyes darker than that.

He held hinself |ike a soldier on parade, stiff and proud.

He cane out and | ooked at the Thunderbird. He wal ked the whol e way
around it and seened to be as interested in the undamaged angl es as he
was in the long scars down the driver's side. He |eaned close to the
tinted windshield and peered in at Colin as if the boy were a fish in an
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aquarium Then he | ooked at the danage on the car's |left side again and
was satisfied with his inspection.

"Come on back inside," he told Doyle. H s voice was crisp and precise
in spite of the under | yi ng Sout hwest accent.

"We'll talk about it."

They returned to the station, crossed the public roomwhere two
secretaries were pounding on typewiters and one unifornmed, overweight
cop was taking a coffee break and rmunching on an eclair. They went
through the door to Ackridge's off ice, and the big man closed it behind
t hem

"What do you think can be done?" Al ex asked as Ackridge went around
behind his neatly ordered desk

"Have a seat."

Doyl e went to the chair that faced the scarred netal desk, but he did
not sit down. "Look, that flat tire won't slow the bastard up for |ong.
And if he-"

"Pl ease sit down, M. Doyle," the policeman said, sitting down hinself.
Hi s wel l worn spring-backed chair squeaked as if there were a |ive nouse
in the cushion.

Sonewhat irritated, Doyle sat down. "I think-"

"Let's just do this my way," Ackridge said, smling briefly. it was an
imtation smle, utterly false. The policenman seened to understand that
it was a bad copy, for he gave it up right away. "You have sone

i dentification?
"Me?
"I't was you | asked."

The officer's voice contained no real malice, yet it chilled Doyle. He
got his wallet fromhis hip pocket, withdrew his driver's license from
one of the plastic wi ndows, and pushed it across the desk

The policeman studied it. "Doyle."
"That's right."
" Phi | adel phi a?"

"Yes, but we're noving to San Francisco. O course, | don't have ny
California license yet." He knew he was on the verge of babbling, his
tongue | oosened not so much by the residual fear of their encounter with
the madman in the van as by Ackridge's penitrating bl ack eyes.

"You have an owner's card for that TBird?

Doyl e found it, held the wallet open to the proper plastic envel ope, and
passed the whol e thing over to the policeman.

Ackridge | ooked at it for a long time. The billfold was snmall in his
| arge, hard hands. "First Thunderbird you've owned?"

Al ex could not see what that had to do with anything, but he answered
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the question anyway. "Second."
"QCccupation"' "M ne? Commercial artist.”

Ackridge | ooked up at him seened to stare through him "Exactly what
is that?"

"l do advertising artwork," Doyl e said.

"And you get paid well for that?"

"Pretty well," Doyle said.

Ackridge started to leaf through the other cards in the wallet, taking a
coupl e of seconds with each. Hi s sober, intense interest in these
private things was al nost obscene.

VWhat in the hell is going on here? Doyle wondered. | canme here to
report a crine. |'ma good, upstanding citizen-not the suspect!
He cleared his throat. "Excuse nme, Captain.”

Ackridge stopped flipping through the cards. "Wat is it?"

Last night, Doyle told hinself, | faced a man who was trying to kill me
with an ax. Today | can surely face this two-bit police chief.

"Captain," he said, "I don't see why you're so interested in who | am
isn't the nost inportant thing-well, going after this man in the
Aut onover ?"

"I always believe it pays to know the victimas well as the victimzer,"
Ackridge said. Wth that, he went back to the cards in Doyle's wallet.

it was all wong. How on earth could it have gone sour like this-and
why had it?

So that he would not be humliated by watching the cop pry through his
wal | et, Al ex |ooked around the room The walls were institutional-gray
and bright ened by only three things: a poster-sized franmed phot ograph
of the President of the United States; an equally |arge photograph of
the late J.

Edgar Hoover; and a four-foot-square nmap of the i medi ate area.

Filing cabinets stood side by side along one wall, breaking only for a
wi ndow and an air-conditioning unit. There were three straight-backed
chairs, the desk, the chair in which Ackridge sat, and a fl agstand
bearing a full-sized cotton-and-silk Od dory.

"Consci enti ous objector?" Ackridge asked.
Al ex | ooked at him surprised. "Wat did you say?
Ackri dge showed himthe selective service card in his wallet.

"You have a COrating here. " Wiy had he ever kept that card? He was
under no legal obligation to carry it with him especially not now that
he was thirty years old. They had | ong ago stopped drafting nen over
twenty-six. Indeed, the draft was pretty nuch of a forgotten thing for
everyone. Yet he had transferred the card fromone billfold to the
next -t hrough maybe three or four of them \Why? Subconsciously had he
bel i eved that possession of the card was proof that his non-violent

phi | osophy was based on principle and not cowardice? O had he sinply
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given in to that common American neurosis-the reluctance and sonetines
the inability to throw away anything with a vaguely official ook to it,
no matter how dated it might be?

"I did alternate service in a veterans' hospital,"” Doyl e said, though he
did not feel he needed to justify hinmself to Ackridge.

"I was too young for Korea and too old for Nam" the cop said.

"But | served in the regular arny, in-between wars." He handed back the
driver's license and the wallet.

Alex put the license in the wallet, the wallet in his pocket, and he
said, "About the man in the Chevrolet-"

"You ever try marijuana?”
Ackri dge asked.
Easy, Doyle thought. Be damn careful. Be damm nice.

"Long time ago,"” he told the cop. He no longer tried to find a way to
get back to the man in the Autonover, because he saw that for whatever
reasons, Ackridge didn't care about that.

"Still use it?"
"No. "
Ackridge smiled. It was the sanme bad imtation. "Even if you did use

it every day of the week, you wouldn't tell a crusty old cop like ne."

"I'mtelling the truth," Doyle said, feeling new perspiration on his
f or ehead.

"G her things?"
"What do you nean?"

Leani ng across the desk, his voice |lowered to a nel odranati c whi sper,
Ackri dge said, "Barbiturates, anphetanines, LSD, cocaine . . ."

"Drugs are for people who don't really care for life," Doyle said. He
bel i eved what he was saying, but he knew it must sound hollowto the
cop. "l happen to love life. | don't need drugs. | can make nyself
happy w t hout them"

Ackri dge watched himclosely for a nonent, then | eaned back in his
chair, crossed his heavy arns on his chest. "You want to know why |I'm
asking all these questions?"

Al ex did not respond, for he was not sure whether or not he wanted to
know.

"Il tell you," Ackridge said. "l've got two theories about this story
of yours-about the man in the Autonover. First one is-none of it
happened. You hallucinated it all. Could be. Could be like that. |If

you were really high on sonething, maybe LSD, you coul d have given
yourself a real bad spook."

The thing to do, now, was just to listen. Don't argue. just let himgo
on and, hopefully, get out of here as soon as possible. Still, Al ex
could not help saying, "Wat about the side of nmy car? The paint's
gone. The body is all torn up. M door won't open "I'mnot saying that
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is imaginary," Ackridge told him "But it could be that you side-sw ped
a retaining wall or an outcropping of rock-anything."

"Ask Colin," Doyle said.

"The boy in the car,' Your-brother-inlaw?

"Yes.
"How ol d is he?"

"El even. "

Ackri dge shook his burly head. "He's too young for ne to touch

And he'd probably just say anything he supposed you wanted himto say."

Al ex cleared his throat, which was tight and dry. "Search the car. You
won't find any drugs. "

"Well," Ackridge said, purposely enphasizing his draw, "let ne tell you
my other theory before you go getting your dander up. | think it's a
better one, anyway. Know what it is?"

"I think naybe you were tooling along in that big black car of yours,

pl ayi ng ki ng of the road, and you passed sone |ocal boy who was driving
the only broken-down ol d pickup he could afford." Ackridge snmled
again, and this tine it was a genuine snmle. "He probably |ooked at you
with your loud clothes and | ong hair and effemnm nate ways, and he
wonder ed why you could have the big car while he had to settle for the
truck. And, naturally, the nore he thought on it, the nadder he got.
So he caught up with you and held a little duel on the highway. Coul dn't
of hurt his old weck. You were the only one with sonething fancy to

| ose."

"Way would | tell you it was an Autonover? Wy would | nmake up an

el aborate story about a cross-country pursuit?" Doyle asked, barely
able to control his anger but painfully aware that any expression of it
would land himin jail, or worse.

"That's easy."
“I"d like to hear it."

Ackridge stood up and pushed his chair back, wal ked over and stood by
the flag, his hands clasped behind his back. "You figured that | m ght
not go after a local boy, that |1'd favor one of ours over someone like
you. So you nmade up this other thing to get ne onto the case.

Once 1'd gone on record, started a full investigation, | couldn't have
backed out of it so easily when | |learned the real story."

"That is far-fetched," Doyle said. "And you know it."
"Sounds reasonable to ne."

Alex got to his feet, his danp hands fisted at his sides. Once it had
been easy for himto take this kind of abuse and crawl away w t hout

anot her thought. But now, with the changes that had taken place in him
during the last couple of days, excessive humility was not his best
suit. "Then you aren't going to help us?"
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Ackridge | ooked at himwith real hatred now. For the first time there
was genuine malice in his voice. "lI'mnot a man you can call a pig one
day-then run to for help the next."

"I'"ve never called any policeman a pig," Al ex said.

But the cop was not listening. He appeared to be | ooking straight

t hrough Doyl e when he said, "For fifteen years or better, this country's
been like a sick man. 1t's been absolutely delirious, staggering around
and bunping into things, not sure where it was or where it was going or
even if it would survive. But it isn't so sick any nore. It's casting
off the parasites that nmade it ill. Soon there won't be any parasites
at all."

"l get you," Alex said, shaking uncontrollably with both fear and rage.
"I't will up and kill all the gernms and be as healthy as it once was,"
Ackri dge said, grinning broadly, hands still clasped behind his back,
rocki ng on his heels.

"l understand you perfectly,” Alex said. "May | |eave?"

Ackridge | aughed in short, sharp barks. "Leave? Gee, | really would
appreciate it if you did."

Colin clinbed out of the car and let Alex slide inside, then foll owed
hi mand pull ed the door shut, locked it. "Well?"

Al ex gripped the steering wheel as hard as he could and stared at his
whi t ened knuckl es. "Captain Ackridge thinks |I m ght have been taking
drugs and i magi ned the whole thing. "

"Ch, great."

"Or that nmaybe sone | ocal boys were harassing us in a pickup. He sure
doesn't want to favor us over sone good old boys having their fun."

Colin buckled his seatbelt. "Was it really that bad?"

"I think he'd have jailed nme if you hadn't been along," Doyle said. "He
didn't know what to do with an el even-year-old boy."

"VWhat now?" He pulled at his Phantom of the Opera T-shirt.

"We'll fill the gas tank," Alex said. "Buy sonme take-out food and drive
straight through to Reno."

"What about Salt Lake Gty?"

"We'll skip it," Doyle said. "I want to get into San Francisco as soon
as | can-and get as far off our schedul e as possible, in case that
bastard does know our route."

"Reno isn't just around the corner," the boy said, renenbering how far
it had seened on the map. "How long will it take us to get there? "
Doyl e surveyed the dusty street, the yell owbrown buildings, and the

al kal i ski nned autonobiles. These were all inaninate objects without
intentions of their own, malevolent or otherwise. Yet he feared and
hated them "I could get us into Reno a little after dawn tonorrow. "

"Wt hout sl eeping?"

"I won't sleep tonight anyway."
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"Driving will wear you out, though. No nmatter how you feel now, you'l
fall asleep at the wheel."

"No," Alex said. "If | feel nyself nodding off, 1'Il pull over to the
side of the road and take a fifteen- or twenty-mnute nap."

"What about the maniac?" the boy asked, jerking a thunb toward the road
behind t hem

"That flat tire will slow himup some. It won't be easy handling the
van by hinmself, jacking it up. . . And once he's on the road again
he won't drive all night. He'll figure that we stopped at a notel
sonewhere. |f he knows we planned to be in Salt Lake Gty tonight-and
still don't see how he could knowthen he'll be up there | ooking for us.
We can get away fromhimfor good, this tine." He started the car. "If
the T-Bird hol ds together, that is."

"WAant ne to plan a route?" Colin asked.
Al ex nodded. "Back roads. But roads we can nake decent tinme on."

"This m ght even be fun,"” Colin said, opening the map once nore.

"A real adventure. Doyl e | ooked at him incredul ous. Then he saw, in
the boy's eyes, a haunted | ook that rust have matched his own, and he
realized that the statenment had been sheer bravado. Colin was trying as
best he could to stand up under the incredible stress-and he was doi ng
remarkably well for an el even-year-ol d.

"You're really sonething else," Doyl e said.
Colin blushed. "You too."

"W make quite a pair."

"Don't we?"

"Zooni ng off into the unknown,
eye. Wlbur and Oville."

Al ex said, "without even blinking an

"Lewis and dark," the boy said, grinning.
" Col unbus and- Hudson. "
"Abbott and Costello," Colin said.

it mght have been just the circunstances, but Doyl e thought that was
the funniest line he had heard in years. It brought tears to his eyes.
"Laurel and Hardy," he said when he was finished |aughing. He put the
car in gear and drove away fromthe police station

The van was as difficult to handle as a stubborn cow. After half an
hour of constant struggle, Leland got the wheels bl ocked and the jack
punped up enough to renove the punctured tire.

The wi nd comi ng across the sand flats nade the Chevy sway lightly onits
metal crutch. And if the furniture in the cargo hold shifted w thout
war ni ng .

An hour after he had begun, Leland tightened the last nut on the spare
and | et the van down again. Wen he heaved the ruined tire into the
truck, he realized he should stop at the first service station to get it
repaired. But
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Doyl e and the kid had gotten too rmuch of a head start already.

Though it was true that he could pick themup again tonight in Salt Lake
Cty, he did not want to | ose the chance of finishing themout here on
the open road. The closer they got to San Francisco, the | ess sure he
was of himself and his ability to dispose of them

And if he didn't get themout of the picture, what woul d Courtney think?
Courtney was depending on him if he didn't take care of those two,
then he and Courtney could never be together |ike they wanted.

Therefore, the tire could wait.

He cl osed the rear doors of the van, |ocked them and went around to the
cab. Five m nutes | ater he was doing ninety-five on the flat,
deserted hi ghway.

Detective Ernie Hoval of the Chio State Police ate supper in an

i nt erchange di ner which nost of the cops in the area favored. The

at nosphere was pretty bad, but the food was good. And policenen were
given a twenty percent discount.

He was hal fway through his club sandwi ch and French fries when the
sallow, snart-ass |lab technician sat down in the other half of the
booth, facing him "Do you mi nd sonme conpany?" the man said.

Hoval wi nced. He did mind, but he shrugged.

"I didn't know a nan |ike you took advantage of thinly disguised bribes
i ke restaurant discounts,"” the technician said, opening the nmenu which
the waitress brought him

"I didn't when | first started," Hoval said surprised to find that he
actually wanted to talk to this man. "But everyone el se does

And there's not nuch el se you can take advantage of-if you want to
keep being a good cop."

"Ah you're just like all the rest of us," the technician said,
di smissing Hoval with a brisk wave of the hand.

" Poor."

The other man's pale face crinkled in a grin, and he even all owed
hinsel f a soft laugh. "How s the club sandw ch?"

"Fine," Hoval said, around a nouthful of it.
The technician ordered one, without French fries, and a coffee.

When the girl had gone, he said, "What about the Pul haminvestigation?

I"'mnot on it full time now " Hoval said.

"Ch?" "Not much | can do," Hoval explained. "If the killer was going
to California in an Autonover, he's way out of ny territory. The FBI is
checking on the nanmes they got from Autonover's central records

They've narrowed it down to a few dozen. Looks |ike maybe a couple of
weeks until they find our guy. if The technician frowned, picked up the
salt shaker and turned it around and around in his bony hands. "A
coupl e of weeks could be too late. Wen a fruitcake starts to go, he
goes fast."
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"You still on that kick?" Hoval asked, putting down his sandwi ch.

"I think we're dealing with a psychotic. And if we are, he'll add a few
more murders to his record in the next week or two. Maybe even kil
hi nsel f. "

"This isn't any nut," Hoval insisted. "It's one of your politica
cases. He won't kill anyone el se-not until he gets a chance to set up
anot her cop."

"You' re wong about him" the technician said.

Hoval shook his head, took a long drink of his Ienon blend. "You
bl eedi ng-heart liberals astound me. Can't stop |ooking for sinple

answers. FRI DAY The waitress brought the pale man's coffee
When she went away, he said, "I haven't noticed any blood on ny shirt in
the vicinity of ny heart. And | amnot a political liberal. And

think your answer is nore sinplistic than mne."

"The country's going to hell in a handbasket, and you're blanming it al
on psychotics and fruitcakes."

"Well," the technician said, finally putting down the salt shaker, "I

al most hope you're right. Because if this guy is a nut, and if he is

| oose anot her week or two Eighteen By two o' cl ock Friday norning,

si xteen hours after they had |l eft Denver, Alex felt as if he belonged in
a hospital ward for terminally ill patients. His |legs were cranped and
heavy. His buttocks pinched and burned as if they were jamed full of
needl es, and his back ached all the way fromthe base of his spine to
the back of his skull. And these were only the first in a long |list of
compl aints: he was sweat-danp, runpled, and unclean from having nissed
| ast night's shower; his eyes were bl oodshot, grainy, and sore; the
crisp black stubble of his one-day beard itched badly; his nmouth was
fuzzy and dry and tasted like sour mlk; his arns ached dully from
hol di ng t he damed steering wheel for hour after hour, nile after mle

"You awake?" he asked Colin. |In the darkness, with the gentle country
musi ¢ coming out of the radio, the boy should have been asl eep

"I''"'mhere," Colin said.
"Should try to catch a few wi nks."

"I'"'mafraid the car is going to break down," Colin said. "I can't sleep
for worrying about "The car's okay," Doyle said. "The body got dented
inalittle, but that's all. The only reason it begins to shake when we
go past eighty-five is that the wheel starts brushing agai nst the

i ndented netal . "

"Il still worry," Colin said.

"We'll stop at the next likely place and freshen up,"” Doyl e said.

"We both need it. And the car's |ow on gas."

Late Thursday afternoon they had headed sout hwest across Utah on a
series of back roads, then picked up the secondary two-|lane Route 21
which carried them northwest again. The swift desert sunset cane, faded
rapidly froma fiery orange-red to solem purple and then a deep and
velvety black. And still they drove, crossing into Nevada and swi tching
over to Route 50, which they intended to follow fromone end of the
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Silver State clear to the other

Shortly after ten o' clock they stopped to get gasoline and to cal
Courtney froma pay phone. They pretended that they were at their
mot el , because Al ex could not see any good reason to worry her now.
Though they had been through a harrowi ng ordeal, it was probably al
finished now They had lost their stalker. There was no need to alarm
her unnecessarily. They could give her the full story when they finally
got into San Francisco.

Fromten-thirty Thursday night until two o' clock Friday norning, they
passed t hrough what had once been the heart of the romantic O d West.
The forbidding sand plains |ay dark and enpty to the left and right.
Hard, barren nountains thrust up without warning and fell sharply away,
out of place even if they had spent mllennia here.

Cactus | oomed at both sides of the road, and rabbits occasionally fled
across the pavenment in the yellow glare of their headlights. If the
trip had gone differently, if there had been no madman on their tail for
the last two thousand miles, perhaps Nevada woul d have been a pl easure,
a chance to indulge in nostalgia and a few of Colin's ganes.

But now it was a bore, just sonmething to be passed through before they
could get to San Franci sco.

At two-thirty they stopped at a conbination service station and
al | -ni ght diner.

Wil e the Thunderbird was topped off with gas and oil, Colin used the
bat hroom freshened up for the next long leg of the marathon drive. In
the diner, they ordered hanmburgers and French fries. And while those
were sizzling, Alex went into the nen's roomto shave and wash his face.

And to take two caffeine tablets.

He had bought a package of themearlier in the night, at the service
station where they had stopped just before |eaving Utah. Colin had been
in the car at the tine and had not wi tnessed the purchase.

Al ex did not want the boy to know about the tablets. Colin was already
too tense for his own good. it would not be good for himto find out
that Doyle, despite all his assurances, was getting sleepy at the wheel

He | ooked at his reflection in the cracked mrror above the dirty
washbasin, grimaced. "You look terrible."

The refl ection renni ned nut e.

They by-passed the exit to Reno and stayed on Route 50 until they found
a motel just east of Carson City. It was a shabby place, decaying at
the edges. But neither of them had the energy to | ook any farther. The
dashboard clock read eight-thirty-nore than twenty-two hours since they
had | eft Denver.

in their room Colin went straight for his bed and fl opped down. "Wke
me in six nmonths, " he said.

Al ex went into the bath and closed the door. He used his electric razor
to touch up the shave he had taken six hours before, brushed his teeth,
took a hot shower. Wien he cane back into the main room Colin was

asl eep; the boy had not even bothered to undress. Doyle put on clean

cl othes, then woke him
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"What's the matter?" the boy asked, nearly |eaping off the bed when
Doyl e touched his shoul der

"You can't sleep yet."

,Wiay not?" Colin rubbed at his face. "lI'mgoing out. | won't |eave
you al one, so | guess you'll have to cone with ne."
"Qut? Where? " Alex hesitated a nonent. "To . . . To buy a gun.”

Now Colin was wi de awake. He stood up and strai ghtened his Phant om of
the Opera shirt. "Do you really think we need a gun?

Do you think that nan in the Autonover-"

"He probably won't show up again."

"Then-"

"I only said he probably won't. But | just don't know any nore . .
I"ve thought about it all night, all the way across Nevada, and | can't
be sure of anything." He wi ped at his own face, pulling off his
weariness. "And then ' when |I'mpretty sure that we've lost himwell, |
thi nk about sonme of the people we've run into. That service station
attendant near Harrisburg. The worman at the Lazy Tine Mtel. | think

about Captain Ackridge

I don't know. |It's not that | think those people are dangerous. It's
just that they represent sonething that's happening . . . Well, it
seens to ne we ought to have a gun, nore to keep it in the house in San
Franci sco than to protect us for the last few hours of this trip."

"Then why not buy it in San Franci sco?"

"I think 1"l sleep better if we get it now, " Al ex said.
"But | thought you were a pacifist."
"I am" Colin shook his head. "A pacifist who carries a gun?"

"Stranger things happen every day," Doyl e said.

A few minutes past eleven o' clock, an hour and a half after they had
gone out, Doyle and the boy returned to the notel room Alex closed the
door, shutting out the insufferable desert heat. He twi sted the dead

| ock and put the guard chain in place. He tried the knob, but it would
not turn.

Colin took the small, heavy pasteboard box to the bed and sat down
withit. He lifted the |id and | ooked inside at the .32-caliber pisto
and the box of amunition. He had stayed in the car when Doyl e went to
buy it, and he had not been allowed to open the box on the short ride
back. This was his first | ook at the weapon. He made a sour face. "You
said the man in the sporting goods store called it a lady's gun."”

"That's right," Doyle said, sitting down on the edge of his bed and
taking off his boots. He knew he was not going to be able to stay awake
nmore than another minute or two.

"Why did he say that?"

"Conpared to a .45, it has |ess punch, less kick, and nmakes a great dea
|l ess noise. It's the kind of pistol a wonman usually buys."
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"Did you have any trouble buying it, since you're fromout of state and
al | 2"

"No." Doyle stretched out on the bed.
"In fact, it was too dammed easy."

Ni neteen Friday afternoon, Ceorge Lel and drove across the Nevada
badl ands toward Reno, his eyes brimmng with pain even though the
sungl asses he wore cut out half the glare fromthe white-white sand. He
did not nmake good tinme. He was unable to keep his nmind on his driving.

Since that especially severe headache he had suffered early Thursday
mor ni ng when he had gone after Alex Doyle with a garden ax, Leland had
found his thoughts wandering freely, alnost beyond his control. He was
not able to concentrate on anything for nore than five mnutes at a
stretch. H's mnd junped from subject to subject like a notion picture
full of quick-cuts

Ti me and agai n he snapped back from a daydream surprised to find
hi nsel f behind the wheel of the van. He had driven mles and miles
while his mnd was el sewhere

Apparently sone fraction of his attention was on the road ahead and the
traffic around him but it was a very small fraction. |If he had been on
a heavily used freeway instead of out here in the flat, open wastel ands,
he woul d have killed hinmself, would have denolished the van during one
of those daydreans.

Courtney was always there with him in and out of the dreans.

Now, as he cane back again to the sand-fl anked hi ghway and the reality
of the Chevrolet grunbling crankily beneath him she was perched only a
coupl e of feet away, her long | egs drawn up on the seat beneath her

"I al nost had themyesterday," Leland said contritely. "But these dam
worn tires . "

"That's okay, Ceorge," she said, close yet faraway.

"No, Courtney. | should have nailed them And . . . Last night,
when | checked the notel in Salt Lake, they were not there." He was
puzzled by that. "In that book of his, it said they'd stay at the

Hi ghl ands Motel in Salt Lake City. What happened to thenf"
She nmust not have known, for she did not answer.

Lel and wi ped his left hand on his trousers while he held the wheel in
his right, repeated the gesture and drove with the left. "I |ooked in
all the notels near the Hi ghlands. They weren't staying in any of them
I"ve lost them Somehow, they got away from me."

"You'll pick themup again," she said. He had hoped that she would be
synpat heti c and woul d encourage him Lovely Courtney.

you coul d al ways depend on Court ney.

"Maybe I will," he said, squinting out at the rolling hills of sand and
the di stant bl ue-and-rose nountains. "But how? And where?"

He hoped she had the answer to that.

She did. "In San Francisco, of course."”
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"San Franci sco?"

"You have my address there,’
going. Isn't it? "

Courtney said. "And that's where they're

"Yes," he said. "It sure is.”

"There you are."

"But . . . Maybe | can catch themin Reno tonight. The | ovel y,
soft-voiced, ethereal girl said, "They'll change notel s again.

You won't find them™
He nodded. It was true.

For a while, then, he went away fromher. He was not in Nevada now, but
i n Phil adel phia. Three nonths ago. He had gone downtown to see a film
whi ch had been entertaining and which . . . Well, the girl init had
| ooked so nmuch |ike Courtney that he had been unable to sleep that
night. He sawthe filmthe next night too, and he |earned fromthe

| obby posters that the actress who fascinated hi mwas Carol Lynley. But
he soon forgot that. He went back to the filmnight after night, and
she becane the real Courtney.

She was perfect. Long yellowwhite hair, elfin features, those eyes
that seened to pierce him. . . Gadually, the sixth and seventh and
eighth and ninth tines he saw the novie, he began to experience a
regeneration of sexual desire-which was odd, because the filmwas famly
fare. Finally, though, he had gone bar-hoppi ng and had picked up a
girl. He had nade it with her . . . But she |ooked nothing like
Courtney- Afterward, when he was spent, |lying atop her, he |ooked into
her face and saw that she was not Courtney, and he was angry. He felt
that he had been tricked. She had cheated him And so he started
hitting her, slamming his hard fists into her face, over and over unti

He blinked at the blue sky, white sand, gray-black road. "Well," he
said to the girl on the seat beside him "I guess | wll skip Reno

They won't stay in the right notel, anyway. |['Il just go right onin to
Frisco."

The gol den girl sniled.

"Right on in to Frisco," Leland said. "They won't expect nme there. They
won't be ready for anything. | can take care of themreal easy. And
then we can be together. Can't we? "

"Yes," she said, just as he wanted her to say.

"We'd be happy again, wouldn't we?"
"Yes. "

"You'd Il et ne touch you again."
"Yes, Ceorge."

"Let nme sleep with you again."
"Yes. "

"Live with me?"

"Yes.
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"And people woul d stop being nasty to ne. if "Yes.
"You don't have to worry about nme hurting you, Courtney," he said.
"When you first left me, | wanted to hurt you. | wanted to kill you

But not any nore. We're going to be together again, and | wouldn't hurt
you for the world."

Twenty Courtney answered the tel ephone on the first ring, and she was
even nore exuberant than usual. "I've been waiting for your call," she
said. "l've got sone good news."

Al ex was ready for a piece of good news, especially if it was delivered
in that warm throaty voice of hers. "Wuat is it?"

"l got the job, Alex!"
"At the magazi ne?"

"Yes!" She laughed into the phone, and he coul d al nbst see her standing
there with her golden head thrown back and her taut throat exposed.
"I'sn't it wonderful ?"

Her happi ness al nbost nmade up for everything that had gone wwong in the
last few days. "You're absolutely sure it's what you wanted? "

"It's better than what | wanted."

"So. . . You and Colin will be old San Franciscans in short
order-and 1'll have to take a nonth off just to catch up with you."

"You know what the pay is?"

"Ten dollars a week?" he asked.

"Be serious."

"Fifteen? "

"Ei ghty-five hundred a year. To start."

He whistled. "Not bad for your first really professional job.
But | ook, you aren't the only one with good news."

"Ch?" Doyle |looked at Colin, who was squeezed into the tel ephone booth
with him and he tried not to sound like a liar when he told the lie:
"W got into Reno a few mnutes ago." |In fact, they had never gone to
Reno at all, but to Carson City. And they had arrived early this
nmor ni ng, not mnutes ago. They had slept all afternoon, right through
the supper hour, and had awakened at half past eight, little nore than
an hour ago. "Neither one of us is sleepy." This was true enough,
though he did not want to have to explain why neither one of them was
sl eepy, since they were not supposed to have been dozing in a notel al
day. "It's about two hundred and fifty mles to San Franci sco, so
"You' re coming hone tonight?" she asked.

"W t hought we might as well "Look, if you're sleepy-sleep."
"W aren't sleepy.”

"One day doesn't natter," she said. "Don't get in a big rush to finish
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the trip. If you fall asleep at the wheel -"

"You'll lose a new Thunderbird but gain val uabl e i nsurance noney," he
finished for her.

"That isn't funny."

"No, | guess it isn't. I'msorry." He was irritable, he knew, only
because he did not like to lie to her. He felt cheap and sonmehow dirty,
even though he was only lying to save her unnecessary worry.

"You're sure you feel up to it?"
"Yes, Courtney."
"Then I'lIl keep the bed warm"

"That | mght not feel up to."

"You will," she said. She |aughed again, nore softly this tine.

"You al ways are up to it."
"Bad joke," he said. "Bad joke."

"But one of those that just had to be made. So . . . Wat tine can
expect you and the Marvel ous Mte?"

Doyl e | ooked at his wistwatch. "It's a quarter of ten now. G ve us
forty-five minutes for supper . . . W should get to the house around
three in the norning, if we don't get too |ost."

She gave him a noi sy kiss via tel ephone.
"Until three, darling."

At el even o' clock CGeorge Lel and passed a sign which gave the nmileage to
San Franci sco. He | ooked down at the speedoneter SATURDAY and did sone
figuring. He was not as quick about it as he once woul d have been. The
nunbers were slippery. He could not seemto add with even a
third-grader's skill. And he was not as sure of hinmself as he had once
been, either, for he had to refigure the thing three tinmes before he was
satisfied with the answer.

He | ooked at the shimering golden girl beside him "W'I|Il reach your
pl ace by one o' clock. Maybe one-thirty," he said.

Twenty-one Courtney gathered up the stacks of trash that had
accunul ated from noving and taking delivery on new furniture-enpty
wooden packi ng crates, cardboard boxes, nounds of shredded newspapers,

pl asti ¢ and paper wrappings, wire, cord, rope-and put it all in the
guest bedroom which had not yet been furnished. It nade quite a |arge,
unsightly hill of rubble in the center of the carpet. She stepped into

the hall and cl osed the door on the junk. There. Now they wouldn't
have to look at it or think about it until Mnday, when it woul d becone
necessary to haul the whole | ot away sonmewhere to make room for the
guest-roomfurniture. It was a bit |ike sweeping dirt under a carpet,
she supposed.

mole p But as long as no one lifted up the carpet to | ook, what was
wong with that?

She went back to their bedroom and stood in the doorway, surveying it.
The dresser, highboy, nightstands, and bed were all of matching heavy,
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dark wood which | ooked as if it had been hand-carved and hand- poli shed.
The carpet was a deep-blue shag. The bedspread and drapes were a rich
darkgol d vel vet that | ooked al nbst as soft and horned as her own skin
when she had a good tan. Al in all, she thought, it was a damed sexy
room

O course, the spread didn't hang perfectly even all around. And there
was a cluster of perfume and nake-up bottles on the dresser. And maybe
the full-length mrror needed polishing . . . But all these things were
what made it a Courtney Doyl e Room She left her mark of casual,

m ni mal , harm ess di sarray wherever she |ived.

"Renenber," she had warned Al ex on the night before their wedding,
aren't getting a good housekeeper."

you

"I don't want to marry a housekeeper," he said. "Hell, |I can hire

housekeepers by the dozen
"And I'mnot a really terrific cook."
"Why did God nmake restaurants?" he asked.

"And," she had said, scowing at the t hought of her own sl oppi ness and
slothful ness, "I usually let the laundry pile up until | either have to
do the wash or buy all new clothes."

"Courtney, why do you think God invented Chinese |aundries? Huh?"

Renenberi ng that exchange, how they had broken into fits of |aughter and
gi ggl ed hel pl essly, holding each other and rocking on the floor |ike
silly children, she smled and went over to their new bed and sat down
onit, testing the springs.

She actually had tested them before. She had stripped off all her
clothes and junped up and down in the center of the mattress, just as
she had told Alex on the tel ephone. It had seened a splendid idea at
the time. But the exercise and the cool air on her bare skin had given
her ideas and an appetite for loving. She could hardly get to sleep
that night for wanting him She kept thinking of Alex, of what it was
like with him kept thinking how perfect they were together and how
bedtime with himwas unlike anything she had ever known wi th anyone

el se.

They were good together in nmany ways, not just in bed. They liked the
same books, the same novies, and usually the same people. If it was
true that opposites attract, then duplicates attract even nore.

"Do you think we'll ever get bored with each other?" she had asked
himtoward the end of the first week of their honeynoon.

"Bored?" he had asked, faking an enornous yawn.
"Seriously."
"W won't be bored for a minute," he said.

"But we're so simlar, so-

"Only three kinds of people bore me, " he had said. "First: someone who
can only talk about hinself. And you' re not an egonani ac.

/| second?

"Someone who can't tal k about anything. That kind bores nme to tears.
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But you are an intelligent, active, exciting wonan who al ways has
sonet hing going. You'll never be w thout sonething to say."

"Thi rd?

"The nost boring person of all is the one who doesn't listen when | talk
about nyself," Alex said, half serious but trying to get a |augh out of
her as well.

"I always listen," she said. "I like to hear you tal k about yourself.
You are a fascinating subject.”

Now, sitting on the bed which they would share tonight, she realized
that listening to each other was the main thing that nade their
relationship work so well. She wanted to know him and he wanted to
fully understand her. He wanted to know what she was thinking and

doi ng, and she wanted to be a part of all that concerned him \Wen you
got right down to it, naybe they were not duplicates at all. Maybe,
because they listened so well, they cane to understand and appreciate
each other's tastes and, soon, to share them They did not duplicate
each other so nuch as they hel ped each other expand and grow.

The future seened so prom sing, and she was so happy that she hugged
hersel f, an unconsci ous expression of satisfaction and delight which she
had unknow ngly passed on to Colin.

Downst airs, the doorbell rang.
She | ooked at the bedside clock: ten mnutes past two.

Coul d they be here an hour early? Could he have overestimated the
I ength of the drive by that nuch?

She got off the bed and hurried into the hall, took the stairs two at a
time. She was excited at the prospect of seeing them and asking |lots of
questions about the trip, but . . . At the sane tine she was a bit

angry. Had he just m staken the Iength of tine they would need to drive
in from Reno?

O had he broken all the speed linits getting here? |f he did

How dare he risk their future only to shave an hour off a five-day
trip? By the tine she reached the front door, she was al nost as angry
as she was pleased to know they were finally hore.

She pull ed of f the chain and opened the door
"Hell o, Courtney," he said, reaching out to gently touch her face.
"CGeorge? Wiat are you doi ng here?"

Twenty-two Before she could turn and run, before she could even grasp
that there was sonething sinister about his unexpected appearance, he
took her armin a viselike grip and wal ked her over to the Spanish sofa,
sat down with her. He |ooked around the room and nodded, smled. "It's
nice. 1'Il like it here."

"George? Wiat-" Still gripping her armin one hand, he touched her
face, traced the delicate line of her jaw "You're so lovely," he said.

"CGeorge, why are you here?" She was sonmewhat afraid, though not quite
terrified. H s appearance did not make any sense, but it was no reason
for her to go to pieces.
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He I et his hand slide along her throat, felt her pulse with his
fingertips, then dropped the hand and cupped one of her heavy,
unrestrai ned breasts. "Just as lovely as ever," he said.

"Please. Don't touch ne like that," she said. She tried to pull away
fromhim

He held her tightly, and his free hand fondled her. He caressed the
ot her breast now. "You said that you'd let nme touch you again.

"What do you nmean?" His fingers were digging into her armso deeply
that shooting pains exploded in her shoul der.

"You said | could nake | ove to you again."

Hi s voice was | ow and dreany. "Like before. "
"No. | never said that."

"Yes, Courtney. You did."

She | ooked into his dark-ringed, bloodshot eyes, into the vaguely

unf ocused blue circles, and for the first time in her life she
experienced the fear which belonged solely to wonen. She knew he m ght
try to rape her. And she knew that even as gaunt as he was, he would be
strong enough to do it . . . But wasn't it ridiculous to fear him
this way?

Hadn't she been to bed with him dozens of tines in the past, before he
had started to change? Wat was there to fear, then? But she knew. It
was not the sex that she feared

it was the force involved, the violent potential, the humliation and
the sense of being used. She did not know how he had gotten here or how
he had | earned their address. She did not know his circunstances or

full intentions. But none of that mattered worth a damm. Al l that
mattered right now was whether or not he would rape her. She felt weak,
hel pl ess, and oppressed. She was cold and hollow inside, trenbling at
the prospect of having to accept his forced attentions.

"You better not stay here any longer," she said, despising herself for
the trenor in her voice. "Alex will be here in a few minutes."

Lel and smled. "Well, of course he wll. I know that."

She coul d not figure out what he wanted, what he thought he could
achi eve beyond the brief, vicious taking of her. "Then why are you
her e?"

"We tal ked about that bef ore.
" No. No, we did not."

"Sure, Courtney. You renenber. 1In the van, we talked. On the way
here. You and ne. W' ve talked about it for several days now how we
could take care of them and then be together again."

She was no longer nerely frightened. She was terrified. Finally he had
gone over the edge. Whatever was wong with himsone physical illness
or a psychol ogical disease it had at |ast pushed hi m beyond sanity.

"CGeorge, you've got to listen. Are you listening to ne?"
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"Sure, Courtney. | like your voice."

She shuddered involuntarily. "George, you are not well. Whatever has
been wong with you for the past two years-" The smile faded fromhis
face as he interrupted her. "lI'mperfectly healthy. Wy do you al ways

insist |I'mnot?"
"Did you ever have those X-rays that the doctor-"

"Shut up!"™ he said. "I don't want to talk about it."

"CGeorge, if you're sick, maybe there's still sonething-" She saw the

bl ow com ng, but she could not pull away fromit in tine. H's big cal-
I loused hand struck her hard al ongside the head. Her teeth rattled.
She thought that was an al nost funny sound But then the darkness rushed
up at her, and she knew that she was going to faint Unconscious, she
woul d be even nore help' less. And she realized, suddenly, that rape
m ght be the | east of her worries. He mightnot rape her at all. He

m ght kill her.

She cried out, or thought that she did, and then she fell away into an
i nky pool

Lel and went out to the van and got the .32-caliber pistol which he had
forgotten to bring with himthe first time. He cane back into the
living roomand stood by the sofa, |ooking down at her, admring her
gol den hair and her freckles, the exquisite lines of her face.

Why coul dn't she have been nice to hin®

Al the way across the country, she had been nice. Wen he told her to
st op naggi ng hi m about sonething, she had stopped at once.

But now she was the bitch again, picking at him trying to say his mnd
was going on him Didn't she know that was inpossible?

it was his mnd that had gotten himall the schol arshi ps, years ago. It
was his superb mnd which had gotten himoff that dam farm away from
the poverty and the Bibl ethunping and his father's paddl e.

So he couldn't be losing his mnd. She only said that to frighten him
He put the pistol barrel in her ear
But he could not pull the trigger.

"I love you," he told her, although she could not hear him He sat down
on the floor beside the couch, and he started to cry. He snapped back
froma daydream and realized that he was undressing her

Wil e his thoughts had been el sewhere, he had pulled off her thin blue
sweat er, and now he was funbling at the catch on her jeans. He stopped
what he was doi ng and | ooked at her. Naked to the waist, she |ooked
like a little girl despite the firmlines of her breasts. She seened
def ensel ess and weak and in need of protection.

This was not the way.

Lel and knew, suddenly, that if he just tied her up and put her on ice
until he had dealt with Doyle and the boy, she would be all right.

When they were dead, she would realize that Lel and was all she had.

And then they coul d be together.
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Lifting her as easily as he would have an infant, he carried her
upstairs and put her on the bed in the master bedroom He retrieved her
sweater fromthe living-roomfloor and somehow slipped it onto her
agai n.

Fifteen mnutes later he had tied her hands and feet with rope that he
found on the junk heap in the guest bedroom and he had used a | ength of
adhesi ve tape to seal her nouth.

He was sitting on the bed beside her, staring into her eyes, when they
fluttered open and found him

"Don't be afraid," he said.

She cried out behind the gag.

"I won't hurt you," he said. "I |ove you."
He touched her long, fine hair. "In alittle while everything will be
okay. We'll be happy together, because we won't have anyone else in the

worl d but each other."

Twenty-three "This is our street?" Colin asked as the Thunderbird
| abored up the steep lane toward a cluster of |lights near the top

"That's right."

Beyond an aisle of well-shaped cherry trees, the darkness of Lincoln
Park lay on their left. To the right, the |land shel ved down through
more darkness to the city's lights and the glinmering necklace of the
harbor and the bay bridge. It was a stunning sight, even at three

o' clock in the norning.

"This is sone place," the boy said.
"You like it, huh?"
"I't beats Phil adel phia."

Doyl e | aughed. "It sure does."

"That our house up there?" Colin asked, pointing toward the only lights
ahead of them

"Yes. And a real nice lot with plenty of big trees.”" Coming honme to
the place for the first tinme now, he knew that it was worth every penny
they had paid for it, though the price had initially seemed exorbitant.
He thought of Courtney there, waiting. He remenbered the tree outside
t he bedroom wi ndow, and he wondered if they woul d keep each ot her awake
until dawn, when they could see the norning sun slanting down on the

bl ue bay .

"l hope Courtney isn't too nad about the lies we told her," Colin said,
still looking out across the edge of the city toward the dark ocean. "If
she was, it would spoil this."

"She won't be angry," Doyl e said, knowi ng that she would be, just a
little and for just a few mnutes. "She'll be glad we're safe and
sound.

The house lights were cl ose now, though the outline of the structure was
hi dden by a wall of deeply shadowed trees that rose behind it.
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Doyl e sl owed down, | ooking for the entrance to the driveway. He found
it and turned in. Thousands of small oval stones crunched under the
tires.

He had to drive clear around to the side of the house before he saw the
Chevrol et van parked by the garage.

Twenty-four Doyl e got out of the danaged car on the passenger's side,
put one hand on Colin's thin shoulder. "You get back in there," he
said. "Stay here. If you see anyone but nme cone out of the house,
| eave the car and run to the neighbors. The nearest ones are downhill."

"Shouldn't we call the cops and-"
"There isn't time for that.

He's inside with Courtney." Alex felt his stomach twi st, and he thought
he was going to vomt. A bitter fluid touched the back of his throat,
but he choked it down.

"Anot her couple of mnutes-"
"M ght make all the difference."

Doyl e turned away fromthe Thunderbird and hurried across the dark
| awn toward the front door, which was ajar.

How was it possible? Wwo was this man who coul d fol |l ow t hem wherever
they went, who could catch up with themno matter how nmuch they changed
their plans? Wo in the hell was he that he could drive ahead and wait
for them here? He seenmed nore than maniacal. He was al nbst super hunman,
sat ani c.

And what had he done to Courtney? |If he had hurt her in any way .

Al ex was caught up between rage and terror. 1t was frightening to
realize that even when you had the courage to face up to violence, you
could not protect those you | oved. More than that, you couldn't know
where the danger would conme fromor in what form

He reached the front door, pushed it open, and stepped into the house
bef ore he thought that he might have wal ked into a trap

Suddenly he remenbered all too clearly the cunning and ferocity which
the madman had shown when he had been swi nging that ax .

Doyl e crouched against the wall, sheltering behind a tel ephone stand,
making as small a target of hinself as he could. He |ooked quickly
around the front room

It was deserted.
Al the lights were bl azing, but no madman-in here.
And no Court ney.
The house was very quiet.
Too qui et ?

Keeping his back to the wall, he went fromthe living roomto the dining
room the shag carpet absorbing the noise of each footstep. But the
di ning room was al so enpty.
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In the kitchen, three plates, knives, forks and spoons had been |aid out
on the butcherbl ock table along with various other utensils.

She had pl anned a | ate-night snack for them

Doyl e's heart was pounding painfully. H s breathing was so harsh and
deep that he felt certain it could be heard fromone end of the house to
t he ot her.

He kept thinking: Courtney, Courtney, Courtney .
The sunken den and the screened-in back porch were al so deserted.

Everythi ng was neat and orderly-or, rather, as neat and orderly as
things could be in Courtney's house. And that nust be a good sign

Ri ght ?
No traces of a struggle, no overturned furniture, no bl ood
"Court ney!

He had intended to remain silent. But nowit seemed terribly inportant
to call her nane-as if the spoken word were a magi ¢ charmthat woul d
heal whatever the nmadman had done to her

"Court ney!
No reply.
"Courtney, where are you?"

in the back of his mnd, Doyle knew that he should cal mdowm. He should
shut up for a mnute and rethink the situation, consider his options
once nore before nmaki ng another nove. He was not going to help either
Courtney or Colin if he acted stupidly, precipitously, and got hinself
killed.

However, with the silent house pressing in on him he was tenporarily
i ncapabl e of rational behavior

"Court ney!

Bent for-ward like a soldier |anding on an eneny-held beach, he ran up
the main stairs two at a tine. At the top, he grabbed the head of the
bani ster to keep his bal ance, and he gasped for breath.

Al ong the second-floor hallway, all the doors were closed, each like the
lid of a surprise package.

The guest bedroom was the nearest. He took three steps across the hal
and threw that door open.

For a monent he coul d not understand what he was seeing. Boards, boxes,
papers, and other junk were stacked in the mddle of the room a pile of
rubble in the center of the ni ce new carpet. He took several steps
forward, past the threshold, curiously disquieted by the incongruity of
what |ay there.

The thick, slow voice cane fromthe doorway i medi ately behind him "You
took her away fromne."

Al ex made hinself fall to the left as he turned. But it was hopel ess.
In spite of that maneuver, the bullet slamed into himand knocked him
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all the way down.

The tall, broad-shoul dered nan stood in the doorway, smiling. He held a
pistol quite Iike the one which Doyl e had bought in Carson G ty-and had
thoughtlessly left in the car when he needed it nopst.

He thought: it just proves that you can't turn a pacifist into a violent
man overnight. You can punp himup with courage, but you can't nake him
think in terns of guns

It was a ridiculous thing to be running through his nmind just then
Therefore, he stopped thinking about it and gave hinself up to the
ruby-col ored darkness.

When Ceorge Lel and cane back from a daydream about the farm and his
father, he was sitting on the edge of Courtney's bed. He was caressing
her face with one hand.

Her body was as stiff as a plaster statue as she strai ned agai nst her
bonds. She was trying to say sonething behind the adhesive tape, and
she had begun to weep.

"I't's okay," Leland said. "I took care of him She tossed back and

forth, trying to shake off his hand.

Lel and | ooked at the pistol in his other hand, and he realized that he
had only shot Doyl e once. Maybe the sonofabitch was not dead.

He ought to go back and make sure.

But he did not want to | eave Courtney. He wanted to touch her sone
nmore, maybe even neke |love to her. Feel her soft, warmskin gliding
over the calloused pads of his fingers. Enjoy her. Enjoy being with
her. The two of themtogether again . . . He spread his hands on her
chest and pressed down with enough force to nmake her be still. He
petted her face and sifted her golden hair through his fingers.

For the nonent he had all but forgotten Al ex Doyl e.
He did not think of Colin at all.

The boy heard the shot. It was nuffled by the walls of the house, but
it was instantly identifiable.

He opened the door and junped out of the car. He ran halfway down the
drive, then stopped when he suddenly realized that he had nowhere to go.

Downhi I |, the houses remai ned dark, as did those uphill. Apparently
no one had been awakened by the shot.

Ckay. But he could still go wake themup and tell them what happened,
couldn't he?

Even as he considered that, he knew it was useless. He thought of the
way Captain Ackridge had treated Alex. And while he knew that the

nei ghbors woul d be friendly, he also knew that they would not believe
himat least not in time to help Alex and Courtney. An el even-year-old
boy? He woul d be hunored, perhaps scol ded. But never believed.

He turned and ran back to the car, stopped at the open door and | ooked
at the house. No one had cone outside.

Get on with it, he thought. Al ex wouldn't hesitate. He went right in
after Courtney, didn't he? You want to be an adult or a frightened
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chil d?

He sat on the edge of the car seat and opened the gl ove conpartnent,
took out the small pasteboard box. He lifted out the pistol and put it
on the seat, fumbled for ammunition. In his eleven years he had never
handl ed a gun before, but he thought the | oadi ng procedure | ooked pretty
el ementary. The safety was marked by tiny letters which he could just
make out in the dimoverhead light: SAFETY ON-CFF. He pushed it to OFF

Twenty-five Alex stared at the broken crates, shredded newspapers, and
ot her garbage for a mnute or two before he realized where he was and
renmenbered what had happened. The madman, with a gun this tinme .

"Courtney?" he asked softly.

When he noved, he triggered the pain. It cane in waves and nade him
feel old and weak. He had been hit high in the I eft shoul der bl ade, and
he felt as if someone had liberally salted the wound.

M ssed the heart, at least, he thought. Mist have m ssed everything
vital. But that was only slightly conforting.

He got one hand under hinself and pushed up to his knees, dripping bl ood
on the car pet under him The pain increased; the waves crashed
through himwi th greater force and nore speed.

He kept expecting to hear another shot and to be knocked forward into
the boxes and newspapers. But he clinbed | aboriously to his feet and
turned around to find the doorway enpty, the nadman gone.

Clutching his shoulder with his good hand, blood bubbling between his
fingers, he started across the room He was halfway to the hall door
when he thought it would be a good idea to have sone sort of weapon
before he went |ooking for the man. But what? He turned around again
and | ooked at the stack of junk, saw just what he needed. He went back
and picked up a four-foot-1long, three-inch-w de board from a broken
wooden packing crate. Three |ong bent nails protruded from one side of
it. It would do. Again he turned toward the doorway and crossed the
room

Those ei ght steps seened nore |ike eight hundred. By the tinme he had
taken them he needed to stop and rest. His chest was tight, and his
breath did not cone easily. He |eaned against the wall just inside the
door, out of sight of anyone in the second-floor hallway.

You've got to do better than this, he told hinself, closing his eyes to
bl ock out the dizzying novenent of the room Even if you do find him
you won't be able to stop himfrom doi ng whatever he pleases to Courtney
and Colin. You can't be this weak.

It's shock. You were shot. You're bleeding. And you're suffering from
shock. Anyone would be. But you have to overcone it soon, or you night
as well sit down and bl eed to death.

Lel and pulled the tape off her nouth and touched her bl oodl ess Iips.
"It's all right now, Courtney. Doyle is dead. W don't have to worry
about him It's just you and ne agai nst everyone.

She was unabl e to speak. She was no |onger the golden girl, but was as
pal e as nmilKk.

"I"'mgoing to let you up now," he said, smling. "If you're good, that
is. |If you behave yourself, 1'Il untie your feet and hands-so that we
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can nake love. Wuld you like that?" She shook her head no.

"Sure you would. On the first level, toward the back of the house, a
wi ndow br oke and crashed across a bare fl oor.

"It's the police," she said, not knowing for sure who it was, wanting to
frighten him

He stood up without untying her. "No," he said. "It's the boy.

How coul d | have forgotten the boy?" Perplexed, he turned away fromthe
bed and started for the door.

"Don't hurt himM" she cried. "For God's sake, |eave himal one!"

Lel and did not hear her. He was able to fully perceive and think about
only one thing at a time. Right now, that was the boy. He had to find
the boy and kill him elimnate this [ast obstacle between hinself and
Cour t ney.

He | eft the master bedroom went down the hall to the stairs.

When Al ex heard the gl ass shattering downstairs, he thought that Colin
must have brought help. But then he renmenbered that the front door was
standi ng open. Wiy woul d anyone not use it?

He knew, at once, that Colin had not gone for help. Instead, the boy
had taken the pistol fromthe glove conpartnent, the pistol Doyle had
not remenbered at the right tine. Colin had distrusted the open front
door and had gone around to the back of the house to find a way in. He
was coming to the rescue all by himself. It was a very brave thing to
do.

it would also get himkilled.

Doyl e pushed away fromthe wall just as Courtney screaned, and he nearly
tripped over his own feet in surprise. She was alive!

O course, he had been telling hinself that she would be okay-but he had
not believed it. He had expected to find a corpse.

He turned toward the door to the hall just in time to see the madnan
reach the top of the stairs and start down.

in the naster bedroom down the hall, Courtney screaned again.
"Don't hurt him

Don't kill my brother too!"

Too? Then she believes that |'m already dead, Doyl e thought.
"Courtney!" He did not care if the man downstairs heard him
"I"'mokay. Colin will be okay."

"Alex? |s that you?"

"It's ne," he said. Holding the crude weapon tightly in his good hand,
he went across the | anding and down the steps, hurrying after the
madman.

Twenty-six Colin tried the kitchen door. it was |ocked. He did not
want to waste tine trying all the wi ndows, and he was not about to wal k
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through the front entrance which had so conpletely swall owed Al ex. He
hesitated only a second, then reversed the pistol, held it by the
barrel, and used the butt to smash in one of the |arge panes of glass in
t he door.

He t hought he ought to be able to get inside quickly enough to find a
good hiding place before the madman reached the kitchen. Then he would
cone out of conceal ment and shoot the man in the back

But he could not find the latch. He thrust one armthrough the enpty
wi ndowpane, scratching it on the remaining shards of glass, and he felt
around on the inside of the door. But the |ock nechani smescaped his
fingers. There did not seemto be a | ock swtch.

He | ooked at the other end of the well-lighted kitchen, at the door the
man woul d come t hrough.

Preci ous seconds passed while he funbled noisily, desperately for the
unseen | atch.

And, suddenly, he found it. He cried out, twisted it, and pushed the
door open, stunbling into the kitchen with the .32 held out in front of
hi m

Bef ore he could | ook for a place to hide, George Leland cane through the
other door. Colin recognized the man at once, though he had not seen
himin tw years. But the recognition did not freeze him

He pointed the gun at Leland's chest and pulled the trigger.
The recoil nunbed his arns clear up to the el bows.

Lel and nmoved in |ike an express train, roaring wordlessly. He swing one
open hand and sent the boy sprawing on the shiny tile floor

Colin's pistol clattered anong the table and chair |egs, out of reach.
And the boy knew, as he watched the gun spin away, that his first and
only shot had m ssed the mark

Al ex was hal fway through the dining room closing in on the stranger's
unprotected back while the man was still unaware of him when the shot
expl oded in the kitchen. He heard the nmadman shout, saw him | eap
forward. He heard Colin squeal and sonething overturn an instant |ater

But he did not know who had shot whom

Running the last few feet into the kitchen, he raised the spiked board
over his head.

On the floor by the refrigerator, Colin was trying to get to his feet.
Two yards away, the stranger raised his pisto

Crying out in terror and a sort of savage gl ee, Al ex brought his club
down, swung it with all his strength. The three spikes raked the back
of the other man's skull

The stranger how ed, dropped his gun, grabbed at his head with both
hands. He staggered two steps and was brought up by the heavy
but cher-bl ock table.

Al ex struck again. The spikes pierced the man's hands this tineg,
briefly nailing themto his skull before Doyle jerked the board away.

The madman came around to face his attacker, his bl eeding hands thrown
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up to ward of f the next bl ow.

Al ex nmet the wide blue eyes, and he thought that there was definitely
nmore than a trace of sanity in themnow, sonething clean and rational
The nmadness had tenporarily fallen away.

Alex did not care about that. He swung the club again. The spikes
grazed the stranger's face, furrowed the flesh, drew three red streaks
across one cheek.

"Pl ease," the man said, |eaning back over the table, crossing his arns
in front of his face. "Please! Please stop!"

But Doyl e knew that if he stopped now, the insanity mght well return to
those eyes quickly and with a vengeance. The big nan m ght |unge
forward and regain the advantage. And then he would show no nercy.

Doyl e thought of what the sonofabitch m ght have done to Courtney, what
he woul d have done to Colin. He struck again. And again. He struck
harder and faster each time, ripping the nails into the man's arms,
neck, the sides of his skull . . . Doyle whinpered, painfully aware
that he was now the mani ac and that the man on the table had becone the
right man. But he went on anyway, slashing and tearing with all of his
st rengt h.

The stranger fell to the floor and cracked his head on the tiles. He
| ooked sadly up at Doyle and tried to say sonet hing.

Bl ood ran froma hundred cuts and, suddenly, it poured out of his nose
like water froma set of faucets. He died.

For a full mnute Al ex stood over the corpse, staring down at his

handi work. He was nunb. He felt nothing: not anger, shane, pity,
sorrow, not anything at all. It did not seemright to have killed a nman
and feel no renorse.

Waves of pain spread out again fromhis wounded shoulder. He realized
that he had been using both hands to hold the club, that he had put both
of his shoulders into each brutal swing of it. He dropped the board on
top of the corpse and turned away from both of them

Colin was standing in the corner by the refrigerator. He was
sheet-white and trenbling. He |ooked snmaller and skinnier than ever

"Are you okay?" Doyl e asked

The boy | ooked at him wunable to speak.
"Colin."

The boy only shook

Doyl e took a step toward him

Suddenly crying out, Colin ran forward, flung hinself agai nst Doyl e,
hugged the man around the waist. He was sobbing hysterically. He

| ooked up, eyes glistening behind the thick glasses, and said, "You
won't ever |leave us, will you?"

"Leave you? O course not," Doyle said. He grabbed the boy under the
arms, lifted himand held himtightly.

"Say you won't | eave us!" Colin denanded. Tears streanmed down his
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face. He was shaking so hard that he could not be settled no nmatter how
firmy Doyle held him "Say it! Say it!"

"I''"l'l never |eave you," Doyle said, squeezing himeven tighter

"Ch, God, Colin, the two of you are all | have now. |'ve |ost
everything el se now. "

The boy cried agai nst his neck.

Carrying Colin, he went out of the kitchen and through the dining room
out to the main steps. "We'll go see how Courtney is," he told the boy,
hopi ng his voice would cal m him

it did not.

They were halfway up the steps toward the second floor when the boy
began to shake worse than ever in Doyle's arms. "Are you telling the
truth? You really won't |eave us?"

"Truth." Doyle kissed the boy's tearstained nose.
"Not ever?"
"Never. | toldyou. . . The two of you are all that's left.

I"ve just lost everything else.”

Hol di ng t he boy agai nst his chest as he went to see about Courtney,
Al ex thought that one of the things he had | ost was the ability to cry
as freely as a child. And right now, nore than anything, he wanted to
cry.
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